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from the editor’s desk

Buckley's Legacy
by Charles R. Kesler

Too often these days, conservatives find themselves read-
ing obituaries and meeting at funerals. Ronald Reagan died in 
2004, Milton Friedman in 2006, and now William F. Buckley, 

Jr., father of the modern conservative movement, has left us, too. And 
of course these gallant souls were preceded into glory by many others, 
from Barry Goldwater to Friedrich Hayek. As we mourn our heroes, we 
can be forgiven for feeling a little like political orphans, suddenly look-
ing around and asking, what now? 

American conservatism does seem adrift. Partly that’s the fault of 
George W. Bush’s incoherent administration, which has disappointed 
conservatives above all. The Republican primaries, far from restoring 
the Right’s spirits, exhibited in striking fashion that Bush was no fluke. 
One hears more and more that the heroic age of conservatism is over.

But is there no hope of revival? Certainly it’s true that conservatism’s 
founding era is over, and that the Soviet Union’s collapse and socialism’s 
profound discrediting count as its triumphs. But socialism is a peren-
nial heresy, sure to reassert itself in one statist form or another when the 
free economy, in its typical oscillations, produces too many billionaires 
or too many unemployed workers or both. So the defense of the market 
economy is by no means exhausted. 

Besides, its very success generates new problems. In Russia and else-
where, people assumed that capitalism and freedom would arise imme-
diately and more or less spontaneously after the tyrant’s statue was top-
pled. They were soon disillusioned. Global capitalism’s very complexity 
adds new complications. Am I the only one who wishes Milton Fried-
man were here to explain the global credit crisis? 

In fact, the challenges now facing conservatism are in some respects 
the hardest of all: the deep-seated relativism of elite culture (which 
infects popular culture, too), and the protean ambitions of the liberal 
State. But a lot of conservatives would prefer a tidy, unheroic future. In-
deed, this was the spirit of most of the Republican contenders for presi-
dent, who strained to come up with criticisms of the status quo. Mitt 
Romney, for example, who campaigned (eventually, and tepidly) on the 
theme that “Washington is broken,” proposed to unleash an army of 
consultants to come up with an improved business plan for the federal 
government. Give ’em hell, Mitt!

Mike Huckabee’s scheme to replace the federal income tax with a 
sales tax was more ambitious, but revealed its unseriousness on first in-
spection. It would have taken a miracle to get it passed, and another 
to make it work. Ron Paul offered miracle-free but equally gimcrack 
libertarianism: pretend that all government is oppression, and that war, 
especially this one against the jihadists, is a government trick. By his 
own admission, John McCain, so resolute in war, was less focused on 
the issues of peace. 

In spirit and message, the candidates were far from reagan’s 
clear, bracing declaration that “in this present crisis, government is not 
the solution to our problem; government is the problem.” You’d think 

that most of the GOP contenders had no big quarrel with the modern 
state; they just wanted to run it. Granted, Reagan said carefully, “in this 
present crisis,” and we’re not in the same crisis anymore. But the Gipper 
pointed to ways in which the modern state had exceeded its constitutional 
authority, and had come close to escaping the consent of the governed, and 
had traduced the moral, religious, and historical grounds of patriotism; 
and in those respects his indictment remains deeply relevant.

As does Bill Buckley’s injunction that we must resist “the beatifica-
tion of the state.” He meant that we must defend limited government 
against the progressives’ drive to unlimit it—to make government and 
society into The State, and The State into the divine image on earth. 
Buckley knew that there is something precious and worth fighting for at 
the root of the American way of life, at the foundation of the Republic: 
the truth, he wrote, that “all men are equal and born to be free,” that  
implanted in each one of us is “that essence that separates us from the 
beasts, and tells us that we were made in the image of God and were 
meant to be free.”

These soaring truths of American conservatism are not heard as of-
ten as they should be, and are not as central as they need to be to the 
conservative argument against liberalism, which claims to be the source 
and censor of our rights. We honor our heroes, and Bill was certainly 
one of mine, not by nostalgia but by emulation. We need to dig deeper 
the wells that our fathers dug, and take up the work of defending and 
restoring the Republic in ways that would make them proud.
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C O R R E S P O N D E N C E

Losing the 
Iraq War

Victor Davis Hanson takes aim 
at many critics of the U.S. invasion 
of Iraq, beginning with my asser-
tion that it is likely to turn out to 
be “the greatest strategic disaster in 
American history” (“In War: Reso-
lution,” Winter 2007/08). Virtu-
ally all of his references to military 
history, however, do not address my 
charge, i.e., that President George 
W. Bush got it wrong from the very 
beginning. Nor does he explain 
how a positive outcome can be at-
tained when the war primarily ben-
efits Iran and al-Qaeda. Rather he 
regales the reader with examples of 
past operational and tactical reso-
lution in time of war. 

Launching a war that served the 
interests of Moscow and North 
Vietnam was the strategic mistake 
President Johnson made when he 
committed U.S. forces to South 
Vietnam to block China’s expan-
sion into Southeast Asia. Both 
Moscow and Hanoi were already 
committed to blocking that expan-
sion. How can a war be won that 
serves the enemy’s interest but not 
one’s own? 

President Bush has put the 
United States in precisely this stra-

tegic predicament by invading Iraq. 
Before the war, al-Qaeda was urg-
ing a U.S. invasion of Iraq. Why? 
To overthrow a secular Arab leader 
who prevented their cadres from 
entering the country. Iranians were 
ecstatic to see Saddam dethroned 
and the Iraqi Shiites given a chance 
to take power through democratic 
elections. It probably exceeded the 
ayatollahs’ wildest dreams that 
American forces would provide 
them revenge for Saddam’s inva-
sion of Iran in 1980. 

Of all the wars Hanson cites in 
his effort to overcome our “histori-
cal amnesia,” Vietnam was the only 
defeat. He fails to note that in all 
others, “resolution” served Ameri-
can interests. It is also true that the 
strategic balance in each one so fa-
vored the United States that poor 
weaponry, incompetent command-
ers, and other such problems made 
defeat highly unlikely. In those, 
resolution paid. 

Upon learning of the nearly 
three-to-one ratio in Union to 
Confederate casualties at the first 
battle of Fredericksburg, Abra-
ham Lincoln remarked that if 
a full week of such battles were 
fought, the Union would soon ex-
haust the Confederacy’s manpow-
er pool. He grasped the Union’s 
strategic advantage, recognizing 
that the brilliant tactical and op-
erational performance by Con-
federate commanders could not 
save the Confederacy. Much later, 
General Grant would give Lincoln 
that “week of battles” in Virginia, 
although not in one week. 

Field Marshall Irwin Rom-
mel observed, when he realized 
U.S. aircraft had entered the war 
in North Africa, that the strate-
gic balance had shifted decisively 
against Germany. The American 
power advantage over Japan in 
1941 was so overwhelming that the 
outcome was never in doubt. 

In all of these wars, favorable 
outcomes were not only conceivable 
but entirely plausible in light of the 
huge U.S. strategic advantage. Not 

so in Vietnam and Iraq. Both un-
dercut American interests while 
enhancing those of our enemies. 
General Casey apparently under-
stood this in Iraq and began hus-
banding U.S. forces, preparing for 
their inevitable withdrawal with as 
few losses as possible. 

With his “surge,” General Pe-
traeus never promised to achieve 
a political consolidation under a 
government that will remain pro-
American. Petraeus only promised 
to reduce the violence while some-
one else produces the political con-
solidation miracle. None of these 
generals can be held responsible for 
the president’s decision to initiate 
the war. And no amount of “resolu-
tion” can remedy a major strategic 
error. 

A strategic withdrawal some-
times can create a second chance. 
In this war, a second chance would 
require a hasty and complete with-
drawal from Iraq coupled with 
some kind of rapprochement with 
Tehran. I doubt, however, that the 
president and his aides have either 
the wisdom or the moral courage 
to implement such a withdrawal 
and then successfully exploit the 
strategic flexibility it would make 
possible. I would, however, like to 
be proven wrong.

Lt. Gen. William E. Odom, 
U.S. Army (Ret.)

Yale University
New Haven, CT

Victor Davis Hanson replies:

Lieutenant General Odom ap-
parently did not read the same es-
say I wrote. I argued that critics 
of the Iraq War, such as General 
Odom, too often have resorted to 
hyperbole and superlatives to con-
demn it. Yet, however one feels 
about the effort, in terms of costs, 
mistakes, and strategic miscalcula-
tions, Iraq does not compare to the 
wars of our past—especially the 
Civil War or World Wars I and 

II. Odom misses that simple point, 
but then goes on to make a series of 
statements that are quite baffling in 
that every one of them is wrong.

Al-Qaeda said a lot of things 
before the war, such as the old 
claim that our presence in Saudi 
Arabia and the embargo of Iraq 
had prompted its declaration of 
war against all Americans—later 
conveniently dropped when a new 
casus belli was needed. To take lit-
erally what al-Qaeda asserts would 
mean believing Ayman al-Zawa-
hiri’s expressed gripes about our 
lack of campaign finance reform 
or America’s failure to sign the 
Kyoto Treaty. And despite Gen. 
Odom’s apparent cynicism, we are 
beginning to see that Iraqis are 
more likely Arabs first, and trans-
national Shiites second, and are 
by no means simple pawns of Iran. 
Iranian agents, Wahhabi money, 
Kurdish nationalism, al-Qaeda ji-
hadists, ex-Baathists, and Turkish 
invasions have all failed to trisect 
the Iraqi state. Despite spiraling 
oil prices, Iran is not stronger than 
before, but isolated and often con-
demned by the world community, 
including regional Arab states. It 
faces reform governments on its 
borders, with a wrecked economy 
and a rising dissident population. 
Al-Qaeda, as the most recent trove 
of captured documents reveals, has 
suffered a terrible defeat in Iraq, 
and is in the embarrassing position 
of being routed from the ancient 
caliphate by Iraqi forces, along 
with the American military, that 
have better captured the hearts and 
minds of Iraqi Muslims.

Gen. Odom seems to think in 
our past wars strategic advantage 
so favored the U.S. that our lapses 
were mostly irrelevant to the ulti-
mate outcome, and thus resolution 
was apparently predicated largely 
on the degree to which strategic 
considerations made it likely we 
couldn’t lose. But by 1776-77 it 
seemed more, rather than less likely 
that England would put down the 
rebellion. By late 1862 the Union 
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was facing strategic stalemate, un-
sure how to defeat and occupy an 
area the size of Western Europe, 
with England pondering whether 
to lend material aid, if not more, to 
the Confederacy. By late 1917 Ger-
many was concentrating on only 
one front, the French army was in 
near rebellion, and few thought 
the U.S. could send sizable compe-
tent forces before 1919. The 1942-
43 Army Air Corps’ unescorted 
daylight raids over Europe were 
considered by many to be a stra-
tegic catastrophe. We forget that 
by May 1941, all of Continental 
Europe was under German occu-
pation, Russia was a de facto Axis 
ally, Japan sympathetic, an isola-
tionist United States poorly armed, 
and a lone Britain on the verge of 
losing the war. Churchillian reso-
lution, not “strategic balance,” was 
the critical factor that saw England 
and later America through those 
initial years of war.

It was the bleak summer of 
1864, not winter 1862, that proved 
the pivotal period of the Civil War, 
a time of crisis after a series of di-
sastrous Union losses, when the 
North was contemplating granting 
the Confederacy autonomy. Only 
the unexpected successes of Gen. 
Sheridan and Sherman’s gift of 
Atlanta staved off stalemate and a 
brokered truce, and allowed Grant 
to continue with the politically un-
palatable, murderous strategy of at-
trition in Northern Virginia. Mc-
Clellan’s candidacy (read the 1864 
Democratic platform to appreciate 
the haunting similarity with the 
present Democratic Party’s opposi-
tion to the war) collapsed only after 
a string of late summer Union vic-
tories. 

The U.S. never had “huge stra-
tegic advantage” in “all of these 
wars.” In World War II we were 
forced into an alliance with a 
Stalinist state that had killed 30 
million of its own to thwart an 
equally horrific Nazi state and 
erstwhile Soviet partner—with 
the understanding that as soon as 
we defeated Hitler we were faced 
with an even greater threat from an 
enabled Soviet Union and a newly 
Communist China. We fought 
Korea on the borders of both Chi-

na and the Soviet Union, to save a 
near lost South Korea and protect 
a defenseless Japan. Note that the 
nearby Soviet Union had acquired 
the atomic bomb by 1949 and its 
hydrogen successor in 1953—very 
little “strategic advantage” in all 
that. In short, the forces of North 
Korea and its patrons were every 
bit as formidable as what we op-
posed in Vietnam and Iraq.

A “hasty” withdrawal from Iraq 
hardly requires “moral courage.” 
It is, in all honesty, a euphemism 
for defeat. Lincoln resisted such 
counsel in 1864, as did the Brit-
ish in 1940, and the United States 
in 1950. Let us hope that Senator 
Harry Reid’s and Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi’s assurances that Iraq is “lost” 
and that the surge has “failed” like-
wise fall on deaf ears.

Islamic Tribal 
Terrorism

We read with great interest 
Stanley Kurtz’s review of the work 
of Dr. Akbar Ahmed in “Tribes of 
Terror” (Winter 2007/08). On one 
level, Kurtz’s timely and important 
analysis goes so beyond the ac-
cepted discourse on Islam that any 
number of Washington “experts” 
would become dizzy reading his 
penetrating analysis of tribalism in 
Pakistan. On another level, howev-
er, the essay’s discussion of Islam is 
misleading and dangerous, which 
is surprising given his approach. 

Kurtz is sympathetic to the dan-
gers Ahmed faced as Waziristan’s 
political agent but he surprisingly 
concludes that it was not Ahmed’s 
inclusive policy toward the tribes 
that resolved the situation but Pak-
istan’s use of overwhelming military 
force before Ahmed arrived. Kurtz 
approvingly quotes a British vice-
roy of India who advocated the idea 
that the “steamroller” was what was 
needed in Waziristan. 

The tribes followed “good cop” 
Ahmed, Kurtz writes, because they 
were terrified by two more fright-
ening “bad cops”: the Pakistani 
army, which had bombed them and 
killed their popular mullah, and 
the Soviet Union and which had 

launched an invasion of neighbor-
ing Afghanistan in 1979.

But this is misleading. For one 
thing Kurtz’s timeline is wrong, 
as the Wazirs were responding to 
Ahmed’s initiatives in 1978 and 
1979, before the Soviets invaded 
Afghanistan in December 1979. 
As for the Pakistanis, saying that 
the government’s strong-arm tac-
tics led the Wazir to roll over is ab-
surd. The Wazir were not defeated 
in 1978; they were furious. 

Kurtz also succumbs to a false 
dichotomy according to which we 
only have two options when con-
fronting Muslims: either coddle 
and appease inherently violent 
tribes and terrorists, or “get tough” 
by unleashing the steamroller. 

This dichotomy never existed. 
In Waziristan, Ahmed was the iron 
fist in the velvet glove and through 
this method was able to implement 
effective policy. It was through his 
ability to use this “gentle, honor-
based rule,” as Kurtz patronizingly 
calls it, that he was able to control 
the situation and ultimately be 
successful. This policy is so far re-
moved from the discourse on Islam 
today that it almost is inconceiv-
able. Instead, U.S. policymakers 
have embraced an irrelevant para-
digm perpetuated by ignorance of 
the Muslim world and arrogance 
towards it that is the main cause 
of so many American foreign pol-
icy failures—including Pakistan, 
where General Musharraf has uti-
lized Kurtz’s steamroller multiple 
times with absolutely zero success. 

Kurtz states that the tribes of 
Waziristan are inherently violent 
because of their culture and re-
ligion, and thus prone to terror-
ism. His analysis smacks of a kind 
of smug Orientalist paternalism. 
According to Kurtz, apparently, 
Ahmed’s anthropology is the work 
of a great scholar but as soon as 
he discusses Islam he is somehow 
tainted by being a Muslim himself. 

Apart from the steamroller, the 
only other real solution Kurtz offers 
in his essay is to “reintroduce some-
how the Aligarh University tradi-
tion of liberal learning and merit-
based employment (independent of 
kinship ties) to the Muslim world.” 
Aligarh was one of the models for 
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the Muslim world that we devised 
for our book, Journey into Islam, 
along with Ajmer (the mystic) and 
Deoband (conservative). 

It is ironic that Kurtz seeks to 
promote the very same Islamic 
model that he is helping to eradi-
cate with his views on Islam. In 
reality, the more the steamroller 
is used, the less likely Aligarh be-
comes and the stronger the conser-
vatives become.

We found Kurtz’s contention 
risible that we—who traveled the 
length and breadth of the Muslim 
world with Dr. Ahmed, resulting 
in Journey into Islam—are naïve 
and actually dangerous for believ-
ing that a more nuanced, culturally 
sensitive policy toward the Mus-
lim world could reap more benefits 
than incessantly bombing Muslims. 
When was the last time Kurtz was 
in a rural madrassa? 

How to deal with Islam is the 
defining issue of our time, and 
we, as young Americans, are dis-
turbed that writers as influential 
and knowledgeable as Kurtz could 
be getting it so wrong. Policies like 
those Kurtz recommends have 
devastated America’s reputation 
and if continued will devastate our 
future. 

Frankie Martin
American University

Washington, D.C.

Hailey Woldt
Georgetown University

Washington, D.C.

Stanley Kurtz’s “Tribes of Ter-
ror” is an interesting essay that suf-
fers from two fatal flaws. First, Mr. 
Kurtz has asserted, but not proven, 
his major contention, namely, that 
“global Islam is now Waziristan 
writ large.” Nothing that he has 
said in his essay justifies classifying 
over one billion Muslims world-
wide as terrorists. Nothing, that 
is, except rank and blind prejudice. 
Such prejudice runs throughout 
Mr. Kurtz’s essay and leads him to 
label Akbar Ahmed as an apologist 
for attempting to explain that those 
who qualify as radical Islamists or as 
terrorists are engaging in practices 

that go against the tenets of Islam. 
But the very Akbar Ahmed whom 
Kurtz dismisses as an apologist is 
also the Akbar Ahmed whom he 
cites approvingly for despairing at 
the way anti-American and pro-bin 
Laden sentiment has captured the 
imagination of students at Aligarh 
University. The difference between 
Mr. Kurtz and Mr. Ahmed is that 
the latter tries to understand what 
prompts such sentiments among 
young Muslims, especially young 
Muslims who have been exposed 
to something approaching a liberal 
education. Moreover, as a decent 
human being who happens also to 
be an observant Muslim, Ahmed 
seeks to explain why Islam is not 
subsumed under the categories pre-
ferred by Mr. Kurtz. Those inter-
ested in understanding that ques-
tion will be better served by more 
reading of Ahmed than of Kurtz. 
The second flaw follows from the 
first, namely, Kurtz’s conclusion 
that it appears best to have “the 
military steamroller…settle the 
Waziristan problem once and for 
all.” Since Kurtz equates global Is-
lam with Waziristan, this is noth-
ing but a call for exterminating 
Muslims worldwide. Surely, rea-
sonable readers of the CRB know 
better than to side with Kurtz in 
his blind hatred of Muslims, how-
ever much he tries to paper it over 
with analogies to tribal terrorism. 

Charles E. Butterworth
University of Maryland

College Park, MD

Stanley Kurtz replies:

Professor Butterworth’s tor-
tured syllogism of extermination 
exemplifies an interpretive tech-
nique too common in today’s acad-
emy: dismiss serious arguments 
with false attributions of prejudice. 
Since before the Iraq war, I’ve called 
for the spread of liberal learning 
and merit-based employment as the 
best long-term solution to the prob-
lem of terrorism. I say the same in 
“Tribes of Terror.” How is this 
consistent with “extermination”? 
As I note in my essay, Akbar Ahmed 
himself rightly “spots tribal themes 

of honor and solidarity throughout 
the Muslim world—even in places 
where tribal social organization per 
se has receded.” Far from dismissing 
Ahmed, I frequently express agree-
ment with his points and admira-
tion for his achievements, while 
offering reasoned arguments where 
we differ. I do think Ahmed draws 
too sharp a line between Islam and 
tribalism, yet I’ve also said it would 
be mistaken to treat the relationship 
between the two as a mere identity. 
A fair reader might have noticed 
that my essay turns around the 
contradiction between Curzon’s 
desire for a military solution and 
his grudging recognition that such 
an option may be counterproduc-
tive, impossible, or both. While I 
certainly disagree with those who 
abjure force, I tend to favor gradual 
cultural transformation and well-
chosen alliances over sweeping 
military solutions. Have we exter-
minated the tribes of Anbar? On 
the contrary, we’ve allied with them 
against al-Qaeda, thereby turning 
them from terror. Yet that achieve-
ment would have been impossible 
without a robust military presence. 
Although difficult to achieve, that is 
the approach I tend to favor in Wa-
ziristan. What’s called for is a judi-
cious combination of force, alliance, 
cultural knowledge, and liberal 
education over the long term. Chal-
lenging though it may be to read the 
heart of another, it’s difficult not to 
wonder what might have motivated 
so reductive a reading of a many-
sided argument. Blind prejudice?

Whatever the answer, Frankie 
Martin and Hailey Woldt have 
fallen into a lesser version of Butter-
worth’s misreading. It is they, not I, 
who have erected a false dichotomy 
between the cultural understanding 
and the use of force. Akbar Ahmed 
himself acknowledges in Resistance 
and Control the effects of the Soviet 
invasion on his efforts, and describes 
the Wazirs in the wake of Pakistan’s 
successful military assault (just 
prior to his installment as political 
agent) as eager to re-establish their 
loyalty and prove their honor. Far 
from presenting a simple choice be-
tween coddling and getting tough, 
I explicitly say we have much to 
learn from Ahmed’s wise and gentle 

honor-based rule. Yet historically, 
neither the British (whom Ahmed 
clearly admires) nor the government 
of Pakistan have separated the use 
of force from culturally informed 
policy, and neither should we. Peri-
odic British deployment of military 
might did not prevent the establish-
ment of a 150-year-old tradition of 
liberal learning and merit-based em-
ployment in India, nor need it do so 
in the Middle East, South Asia, or 
immigrant enclaves in Europe today. 
Patronizing? My admiration for 
Ahmed and his methods is real. 
Martin and Woldt, on the other 
hand, openly patronize Washington 
policymakers and mistakenly char-
acterize cultural insight as “incon-
ceivably” far removed from policies 
that include force. This is the false 
and dangerous opposition that has 
rendered the work of today’s acad-
emy all but irrelevant. Although 
Martin, Woldt, and Butterworth 
alike seem incapable of noticing 
my own clear acknowledgments of 
truths on both sides of the divide 
between anthropologists and policy-
makers, I wrote “Tribes of Terror” 
to help bridge the gap.

Kurt Vonnegut, 
Conservative?

As he tells us in his essay “Folk 
Tales” (Winter 2007/08), Patrick 
J. Deneen discovered Kurt Von-
negut’s work in stories first pub-
lished in those great family week-
lies of the 1950s, Collier's and the 
Saturday Evening Post. Here, to sell 
convincing fictions to readers buy-
ing those magazines for their Nor-
man Rockwell covers, Vonnegut 
appealed to the special quality of 
Americans first described by Toc-
queville: that the new American 
nation was an artifice, in the best 
meaning of that word. We have the 
ability to create our social, political, 
and cultural world—and we’re re-
sponsible for what we create. That’s 
why Tocqueville’s “arts of associa-
tion” are so important.

Deneen’s right about that. He’s 
also correct that Vonnegut had to 
have a bit of the curmudgeon in 
him to attack the corporate liberal-
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ism that he felt dominated the U.S. 
in the 1950s and early ’60s. But his 
argument in later years didn’t turn 
against conservatism so much as it 
decried incompetence and indecen-
cy. Take a look at the worst thing 
he can say in the curmudgeonly es-
says of A Man Without a Country 
about President George W. Bush’s 
treatment of our soldiers and Ma-
rines: “They are being treated, as I 
never was, like toys a rich kid got 
for Christmas.”

Deneen’s wrong when he fears 
Vonnegut was “a hypocrite for 
living most of his adult life in an 
apartment in New York City,” pre-
sumably isolated from his country-
men, our polis, and everyone’s folk 
societies. In truth, Kurt lived with 
his second wife, Jill Krementz, in a 
homey four-story house tucked into 
a wonderful midtown Manhattan 
neighborhood called Turtle Bay. 
He wrote about it affectionately 
in chapters 56 and 57 of his novel 
Timequake and again in chapter 6 
of A Man Without a Country. These 
passages are the best argument for 
Tocqueville’s ideals at work, and de-
serve consideration as Deneen de-
velops his thesis at length. There’s 
still room for more celebrants at 
the clambake that ends Vonnegut’s 
last novel.

Jerome Klinkowitz
University of Northern Iowa

Cedar Falls, IA

Talking with his wife Anita in 
Kurt Vonnegut’s Player Piano, Paul 
says, “No, no. You’ve got something 
the tests and machines will never 
be able to measure: you’re artistic.”

This passage always stays with 
me any time I re-read Vonnegut—
or read someone else discussing 
him. Was Vonnegut on the Left or 
the Right?—the arguments seem 
to go. Patrick J. Deneen offers some 
of this debate in his essay on Von-
negut, who passed away last year.

I can’t help adding: Vonnegut 
had something tests and machines 
will never be able to measure: he 
was an artist! And he was commit-
ted to his art and to art in a way that 
leaves us all scratching our heads—
when we aren’t laughing them off.

Late in Player Piano, Paul—
speaking for Vonnegut, I would ar-
gue—asserts: “The main business 
of humanity is to do a good job of 
being human beings…not to serve 
as appendages to machines, insti-
tutions, and systems.” And not to 
serve any ideology either. 

Vonnegut the artist was beyond 
politics and ideology, but Vonnegut 
the human being was keenly aware 
of politics and ideology. Ultimate-
ly, his only team was the human 
race—and he wasn’t interested in 
winning, just running along with 
all of us because that was living. 
God bless you, Mr. Vonnegut.

P.L. Thomas
Furman University

Greenville, SC 

Patrick J. Deneen is attracted 
to what he calls Kurt Vonnegut’s 
“intuitive Aristotelianism.” He is 
grateful to Vonnegut’s intuitions 
for “helping [him] and [his] genera-
tion want to find [their] way home.” 
I take it that he means Vonnegut 
helped him see with greater clarity, 
or poignancy, or wit, than he might 
otherwise have done how “the 
American belief in progress” and 
in the “goodness of machines”—
American “faith in technology and 
moral progress”—sowed “rootless-
ness” in his soul, undermining his 
“human dignity,” contributing to 
his “human unhappiness,” destroy-
ing the conditions for his (or any) 
human nature to come to fruition. 
Vonnegut helped him see that he 
could only overcome his miserable 
and undignified rootlessness, his 
soul’s homelessness, by finding a 
home in a form of life that had no 
natural ground in America. Von-
negut, following an anthropologist 
mentor, calls this form of life that 
supports the fruition of human na-
ture “folk societies.” The effort to 
create such societies reminds De-
neen of Tocqueville’s “arts of asso-
ciation.” “[I]n America,” Deneen in-
sists, “forms of life that support the 
fruition of our nature would have 
to be (in Tocqueville’s words) ‘artifi-
cally created.’” That is, unlike some 
other places that Deneen refrains 
from naming, there is no natural or 

reasonable ground for human dig-
nity or happiness—there is no home 
for human nature—in America. 
In Deneen’s universe, or at least 
in his essay, there is certainly no 
American remedy for this emphati-
cally American disease. He seeks 
his remedy, his home, perhaps intu-
itively, in emphatically non-Ameri-
can, un-American, anti-American 
soil. That soil seems to be located 
in the intellectual neighborhood 
of the 20th century’s most famous 
homeless advocate and anti-Ameri-
can volk-singer, Martin Heidegger. 
In his hatred for progress and mo-
dernity, as far as I can tell, Mr. De-
neen has artificially created a home 
for his rootless soul in radical post 
modernity. I’ll take my chances 
with the land of the free and the 
home of the brave, even if I have to 
endure the potable water, electric-
ity, and antibiotics.

George F. Thorne
Winnemucca, NV

Patrick J. Deneen replies:

I am grateful not only for such 
thoughtful replies to my brief essay 
in appreciation of Kurt Vonnegut, 
but that Vonnegut’s work contin-
ues to stimulate such passionate if 
divergent views, as I expect it will 
for many years to come. 

I’m honored to have received the 
attention of Jerome Klinkowitz, 
one of America’s foremost academic 
authorities on Vonnegut. He mis-
understands that I was suggesting 
that Vonnegut was a hypocrite for 
living away from the kinds of com-
munities that he valorized in his 
writing. Rather, it was Vonnegut 
himself who expressed uneasiness 
about living in a New York brown-
stone (I hardly have to point Pro-
fessor Klinkowitz to Vonnegut’s 
1973 Playboy interview in which he 
expresses those misgivings, saying 
that “I’m used to the rootlessness 
that goes with my profession”). 
Rather, in answering the question 
“where have all the old values gone,” 
he stated “the answer is perfectly 
simple. We’re lonesome. We don’t 
have enough friends or relatives 
anymore. And we would if we lived 

in real communities.” Whether one 
calls this conservative or not—and 
it sounds conservative to me—Von-
negut suggested that he felt some 
sense of isolation and distance even 
in the midst of the warm household 
that Klinkowitz describes.

In this respect, Vonnegut chal-
lenges many contemporary as-
sumptions about the meaning of 
conservatism in ways that can be 
understood to be conservative. At 
least part of my ambition in this 
essay was to suggest that there is 
an alternative to Mr. Thorne’s em-
phases on the benefits of science 
and technology (even suggesting 
that any alternative would be “anti-
American”), and even a properly 
conservative understanding that 
accounts for the costs of “progress” 
and embraces those great conser-
vative duties of conservation and 
stewardship. Such a view would 
allow us to recognize that there is 
a rich American tradition encour-
aging such reflection, including not 
only Vonnegut but authors such as 
Christopher Lasch, Wendell Berry, 
and, earlier, Nathaniel Hawthorne, 
Orestes Brownson, and Aldo Leo-
pold, among others.

Such authors suggest that P. L. 
Thomas’s argument that an artist 
is necessarily “beyond politics and 
ideology” is problematic at best. I 
would agree that such authors cau-
tion us against ideology—such as 
the optimistic belief in progress—
but do so through a keen political 
understanding and teaching. Many 
of the most celebrated novelists 
in America have been among our 
greatest, most insightful politi-
cal thinkers, educating Americans 
who are less inclined to be philo-
sophic by civic disposition but who 
are open to fiction. Indeed, Von-
negut himself argued that we ought 
to understand artists as “canaries in 
a coal mine”—creatures sensitive 
to cultural and political tendencies 
and hence capable of sounding an 
alarm before many of the rest of us 
become aware of the dangers we 
face. I think in his cautions against 
our neglect of communities and 
our unreflective exploitation of the 
world’s bounty, Vonnegut kept on 
“keeling over” in the hopes that the 
rest of us would notice.
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What a Long, Strange Race It's Been
Essay by James W. Ceaser

Claremont review of books
Volume VIII , Number 2 ,  Spring 2008

If americans selected their president 
by the party they preferred, no one doubts 
that a Democrat would be moving into the 

White House next January. Since their sweep 
of Congress in the 2006 midterm elections, 
Democrats have been enjoying what, under dif-
ferent circumstances, they would likely be call-
ing a surge. From a position of parity in partisan 
identification in 2005, with each party having 
about a third of the electorate, Democrats have 
opened up an impressive five-point advantage 
(32.5% to 27.7%, according to Gallup). Repub-
licans have been in a free fall. This year’s nomi-
nation races have also revealed a clear enthusi-
asm gap between the parties. Far more voters 
participated in Democratic than in Republican 
primaries (by nearly a 3 to 2 margin, during 
the period when both races were undecided), 
and Democratic candidates have dramatically 
outraised and outspent their Republican coun-
terparts. Though wealthier voters still lean Re-
publican, the GOP is rapidly becoming the poor 
man’s party, its fundraisers reduced to watching 
in amazement as Barack Obama’s internet cash 
cow keeps giving and giving. 

Unfortunately for Democrats, however, the 
election of the president is not a contest between 
generic party labels. As Alexander Hamilton 
observed in The Federalist, it is “the choice of the 
person to whom so important a trust [is] to be 

confided.” This fact gives John McCain a fight-
ing chance. And fighting is what McCain knows 
best.

The Reagan Legacy

Since ronald reagan ran for the presi-
dency 28 years ago, all of the presidential 
elections have been fought within the 

same ideological framework. Candidates have 
come and gone, party fortunes have risen and 
fallen, and the world order has undergone a com-
plete transformation; but the basic structure of 
the debate between liberalism and conservatism 
has remained unchanged. During the past two 
elections, the two camps have dug in, solidifying 
and consolidating their positions. The result has 
been an era of strong polarization accompanied 
by the political equivalent of trench warfare. 

Electoral analysts from across the political 
spectrum have begun to argue that this struc-
ture is ready to crumble—a prognosis that 
seems about half right. There is now strong evi-
dence that significant segments of the elector-
ate are no longer much concerned with the old 
liberal-conservative divide. In Michael Barone’s 
words, “we have entered a period of open-field 
politics” in which voters are moving around and 
“there are no familiar landmarks.” This diagno-
sis applies especially to younger and newer vot-
ers, for whom Ronald Reagan is a distant fig-

ure from another age. The change is sufficiently 
large that most campaign strategists, Karl Rove 
among them, have counseled abandoning the 
2004 battle plan of appealing chiefly to a com-
mitted base, and adopting instead a strategy that 
tries to appeal to those at the margin who are 
less tightly moored. Nonetheless, it is not true 
that the ideological edifice inherited from the 
Reagan era is in immediate danger of collapse. It 
remains intact—no alternative ideological way 
of thinking having yet been offered as a viable 
replacement. 

From this perspective, the most noteworthy 
aspect of the current campaign is surely some-
thing that has not taken place. Neither party 
will select a candidate who has campaigned 
on the basis of a call to alter or reconfigure the 
party’s ideological position. There has been no 
general programmatic theme akin to Bill Clin-
ton’s “New Democrat” agenda or to George W. 
Bush’s “compassionate conservatism.” On the 
Democratic side, Barack Obama, the candi-
date who enjoys an uneasy lead at this writing, 
rarely discusses his party’s public philosophy. 
Although liberalism fits him like a glove—Na-
tional Journal rates his voting record the most 
liberal among current senators—his whole 
campaign has sought to transcend the realm of 
general ideas. Nor is the situation much differ-
ent with Hillary Clinton. She is a faithful lib-
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eral, ready and eager “on day one” to propose a 
bundle of new liberal policies, but she, too, has 
shown no interest in trying to articulate a new 
public philosophy. The current one suits her 
fine. On the Republican side, although McCain 
has frequently clashed with his party on impor-
tant issues, most recently on campaign finance 
reform and immigration, he has never sought to 
raise his peculiar mix of positions to the level of 
a doctrine. There is no such thing as McCain-
ism. Though some conservatives consider him 
an apostate, he probably thinks of himself, just 
as he says, as at heart a “foot soldier in the Rea-
gan Revolution.” 

The absence of new thematic thinking cer-
tainly does not mean that ideological controver-
sy will disappear. Just the opposite may be true. 
In the general election, each party’s candidate 
will be pushed by the opposition to defend a ver-
sion of the existing party philosophy, perhaps 
even more faithfully for not having a philosophi-
cal platform of his (or her) own. Much time, of 
course, still remains before the fall campaign to 
develop new themes, but leopards do not easily 
change their spots, and dramatic changes in the 
contenders’ ideological thinking are unlikely at 
this point. 

The Personal Factor

If a new turn in thinking is not what 
the candidates bring to the table, there is 
something else they do offer: themselves. 

All three of the candidates stand out dramati-
cally in relation to their party, especially as non-
incumbents. (Elections involving a sitting presi-
dent inevitably have a strong emphasis on him 
personally, if only because the opposition may 
focus obsessively, as in 1996 and 2004, on what 
it cannot abide in his mannerisms and charac-
ter.) What experts dryly call the “personal fac-
tor,” meaning the voters’ evaluation of the can-
didates’ individual attributes and style, seems 
certain to play a much larger role than usual in 
the upcoming election. The choice of the person, 
as Hamilton envisaged, will loom large. 

The contrast between the current candidates 
and the other non-incumbents of the Reagan 
era could hardly be greater. For the Democrats, 
besides Bill Clinton, the four non-incumbent 
nominees of this period were Walter Mondale, 
Michael Dukakis, Al Gore, and John Kerry. 
This is a solid, experienced group of public ser-
vants, each of whom had a strong claim to be his 
party’s standard bearer. But one would be hard-
pressed to call any of them compelling, much 
less charismatic. 

Now put these rather bland figures next to 
Barack Obama. Obama obviously lacks their 
political experience, and by conventional stan-
dards would have to rank among the least pre-

pared individuals ever to receive a party nomi-
nation. When challenged on this issue, he has 
often practically confirmed the point, citing his 
stint as a “community organizer” as his most 
consequential job training. But it is just this 
absence of ordinary experience that offers the 
strongest indication of the power of Obama’s 
appeal. He has made his reputation not by any-
thing he did before running for president, but 
by what people have seen and heard, in just one 
year, during the campaign. 

Obama’s rise has depended more than any-
thing else on his proficiency as an orator. “The 
reason I came to national attention,” he recently 
observed, recalling his keynote address at the 
2004 Democratic convention, “was a speech 
in which I spoke of my love for this country.” 
His career thus bears a strong resemblance to 
another young, politically inexperienced orator, 
Williams Jennings Bryan, who in 1896 by sheer 
eloquence took the Democratic convention by 
storm with his “Cross of Gold” speech, and was 
rewarded immediately with his party’s nomina-
tion. Obama has needed only slightly more time 
to work his magic. This oratorical skill has also 
inevitably invited comparison to Bill Clinton’s. 
The rivalry between them, a persistent subtext 
of the Democratic race, has prompted pious 
Democrats to adapt a famous biblical verse: “Bill 
hath slain his thousands, but Barack his tens of 
thousands” (I Samuel 18:7). 

Others have turned to religious terminology 
in an effort to capture the nature of Obama’s ap-
peal. One admirer, liberal commentator Ezra 
Klein, described it as follows: 

Obama’s finest speeches do not excite. 
They do not inform. They don’t even re-
ally inspire. They elevate. They enmesh 
you in a grander moment, as if history has 
stopped flowing passively by, and, just for 
an instant, contracted around you, made 
you aware of its presence, and your role 
in it. He is not the Word made flesh, but 
the triumph of word over flesh, over color, 
over despair.

Amen. 
If Klein’s reaction is typical, then all efforts 

to parse the political content of Obama’s mes-
sage are bound to fail, for the bond sought be-
tween orator and audience is intended to extend 
beyond the political in any usual sense. Klein 
calls it “transcendence,” though others might 
think of it as idolatry. Obama’s basic stump 
speech artfully divides the universe of politics, 
Manichean fashion, into good and bad, with 
the opposition expressed more in terms of ab-
stract forces than specific groups. There are 
those who favor “change,” against whom are ar-
rayed the entrenched and often corrupt inter-

ests in Washington; and those who are willing 
to hope, against whom are aligned the narrow 
realists beholden to politics-as-usual. One can 
detect echoes here of Bill Bradley’s appeal to 
sincerity and Ross Perot’s celebration of “outsid-
erism,” both wrapped in evocative overtones of 
Kennedyesque idealism. In Obama’s case, these 
themes are all connected intensely, intimately, 
to his personal character. To imagine someone 
else stepping forward to deliver the Obama mes-
sage—say, Joe Biden, a man of many words—is 
an absurdity. The message is inseparable from 
the messenger. 

It is no wonder, then, that the question of 
oratory itself emerged finally as the central “is-
sue” of the Democratic race, far surpassing in 
significance what the candidates ritually refer to 
as the “real issues of concern to the American 
people,” such as health care, trade, or the war 
in Iraq. Hillary Clinton tried to exploit doubts 
about the orator, at first questioning the value 
of speeches as such, praising “deeds rather than 
words,” and then mocking Obama as the “mes-
siah” who preaches that the “celestial choirs will 
be singing, and everyone will know we should do 
the right thing, and the world will be perfect.” 
Her hope is that the spell that Obama has cast 
will be broken and that his believers will cease 
to believe. Time, in this sense, plays in her favor. 
The revelation of Senator Obama’s complicated 
relationship with his radical pastor, Jeremiah 
Wright, Jr., could be the event that precipitates 
a reevaluation: messiahs have very little margin 
for error.

Divisive Figures

Clinton herself also stands out as 
a singular figure, but for different rea-
sons. Her prominence derives from her 

time as first lady, when she was both a powerful 
political voice, most notably in the failed reform 
of health care, and a complicated symbol, both 
victim and enabler of her husband’s infidelities. 
There was virtually no part of the nation’s psyche 
with which she did not connect, if not by fact 
then by projection. Many admired her greatly 
for her intelligence and fortitude, while others 
despised her for what they saw as shrill ideologi-
cal zealotry coupled with chilling ambition. The 
intense animosity of her foes became the source 
of her notorious “high negatives,” which enabled 
the mere mention of her name to forge a mo-
mentary harmony among her enemies. Much of 
her effort over the past eight years was devoted 
to toning down or “depersonalizing” her im-
age; she became a serious workhorse as a sena-
tor and has run for office, in her last senatorial 
campaign and now again for the presidency, as 
a disciplined, business-like candidate. She had 
clearly achieved some success in this project, in-
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asmuch as the most inveterate hostility to her 
began to abate. During the campaign she has 
been criticized more for being mechanical and 
not “connecting” than for exhibiting many of 
her previous deficits.

But Clinton has not been able to escape an-
other aspect of the personal factor, which re-
volves, paradoxically, around the question of 
whether she is her own person. Her problem is 
the widespread concern, at issue from the mo-
ment her presidential ambitions blossomed, 
about what role an ex-president—a particular 
ex-president—might play in her presidency. 
Managing this concern, at least among Demo-
crats, seemed possible while Mrs. Clinton was 
ahead in the polls, which allowed her to keep 
her husband somewhat in the background. But 
when her campaign faltered badly in Iowa, Bill 
Clinton was called in, and the race began to be 
characterized by media of all stripes as one not 
between Obama and Hillary Clinton but be-
tween Obama and the Clintons (plural). Mrs. 
Clinton’s problem is that while she cannot win 
the nomination without Bill Clinton, she might 
not be able to win it with him, either.

On the Republican side, the non-incumbent 
candidates of the Reagan era have been George 
H.W. Bush (1988), Bob Dole (1996), and 
George W. Bush (2000). As with the Demo-
crats, this group consists of respectable politi-
cians, all with political experience (especially 
the first two), and all with strong support of 
the party’s establishment. But none of them re-
ally stood out very much at the time of their 
nominations (and certainly not for their elo-
quence). John McCain is a candidate of a dif-
ferent breed. His prominence owes much to 
his extraordinary personal story as a prisoner 
of war for nearly six years in North Vietnam, 
including 31 months in solitary confinement. 
This record has obviously given him immense 
credibility, but what has made this tightly 
wound man so distinct—and so often the 
scourge of his party—is a strong independent 
streak, coupled with a certain irreverence, that 
backs down at no challenge. His career, even in 
the military, often found him just at the edge 
of staying inside the rules. McCain is a great 
patriot, but not a pious one. He stands up for 
his country rather than preaching about God 
and country. 

He has been faulted for an eagerness, af-
ter 2000, to buck his party and president. No 
doubt he harbored great ill-will toward George 
W. Bush, whose campaign against McCain 
had not been gentle. Like Achilles, he may 
have gone to his tent to sulk, but he finally 
emerged to fight hard for the president in the 
2004 election. And in Bush’s second term, 
McCain has been the president’s most valu-
able ally, supporting victory in the Iraq war 

and, to the disappointment of so many in the 
party, serving as the president’s point man on 
immigration. McCain’s fighting spirit has also 
been on display during the presidential cam-
paign this year. Having plunged from near the 
top among Republican candidates in national 
polls in winter 2006 to slightly better than as-
terisk status last fall, he persisted in a race in 
which it would have been easy, especially for 
a man of his age, to withdraw. And not only 
did he persist, he did so by actively supporting 
the surge in Iraq, a risky plan that most of the 
other Republicans backed but preferred not to 
emphasize. McCain’s appeal during the cam-
paign calls to mind Plutarch’s assessment of 
Pericles’ sway over the public in Athens, which 
he attributed not chiefly to “his power of lan-
guage, but…the reputation of his life, and the 
confidence felt in his character.” Character can 
speak as loudly as words. 

Chasing the Nomination

For a longshot to win a party nomina-
tion in America is, by definition, unlikely. 
For this to occur in both parties in the 

same year would be unprecedented. 
Obama and McCain each faced what seemed 

at one point or another in the past two years al-
most insuperable odds. At the beginning of the 
political season, Obama’s nomination appeared 
more improbable than McCain’s, because few 
could have imagined the junior senator from Illi-
nois contesting seriously for his party’s nomina-
tion. But once the campaign got underway, ages 
ago in spring 2007, it was McCain’s nomination 
that seemed the more daunting. Obama had 
only to overcome a person and the party would 
be his. McCain had to work around formidable 
ideological obstacles within his party.

Voters weigh at least three factors in decid-
ing on a party nominee: the candidate’s ideo-
logical position, personal attributes, and, as the 
campaign proceeds, momentum—a judgment of 
where the race is going. A concern about ideo-
logical stance, when differences are significant, 
usually ranks first in importance, and voters 
have been known to switch preferences quickly 
among candidates with the same ideology, just to 
make sure that they do not divide their support. 

Obama’s rise occurred in a race having really 
only one ideological slot, in which all the impor-
tant candidates were liberals. This narrowing 
of the political field had its origins in the 2004 
nomination campaign when the moderate can-
didates (especially in foreign policy), Joe Lieber-
man and Richard Gephardt, exited early. Even 
so, many in the party still thought the 2008 race 
would feature a moderate, perhaps Evan Bayh or 
Mark Warner, versus a liberal, Hillary Clinton 
or John Kerry. When none of the moderates de-

cided to enter, perhaps judging the liberal wing 
too strong, Clinton emerged as the clear front 
runner. Her initial plan was to bank on her 
solid support on the Left, and position herself 
for the general election by tacking to the center. 
Obama’s emergence as more than a token oppo-
nent forced her to abandon this experiment and 
hew to a more orthodox liberal line. 

Of the three major Democratic contenders, 
John Edwards was from the outset the weakest. 
His position dictated moving further to the Left 
to seek some differentiation, which gradually 
had the effect of pushing the other two in the 
same direction. Edwards’s strategy was to help 
one of the two major candidates knock out the 
other—it didn’t matter which—in order to cre-
ate a two-person race. There is little doubt that 
if Edwards’s campaign had begun to take off, he 
would have faced criticism for recently holding, 
always from “the core of [his] being,” opposite 
positions on crucial issues ranging from the Iraq 
war to the Patriot Act. As it was, he was largely 
praised and then ignored. He also suffered from 
being the self-described “white guy” competing 
against a “woman” and a “person of color” in a 
party in which minority status counted as an 
advantage, a plight readily recognizable by any 
white male applying for an academic position at 
a major university. His greatest problem, how-
ever, stemmed from a $400 haircut and a related 
YouTube video of him primping before the mir-
ror, neither of which did much to contribute to 
a tough populist image. 

Hillary Clinton, unable to shake her high 
negatives, reached a level of support above which 
she could not climb, which gave hope to others. 
Democrats who professed admiration for Bill 
Clinton, especially when he was under conserva-
tive attack, were also beneath the surface partly 
ashamed of him. Obama’s rhetoric of change, 
although overtly directed against George Bush, 
was in fact deftly targeted at Bill Clinton and the 
Clinton Administration. This election within 
the election was a necessary first step to securing 
the upper hand in the race: Obama was offering 
the Democrats a chance to have all they wanted 
while “moving on” from the Clinton era. The re-
pressed animosity against the former president 
burst to the surface following the South Caro-
lina primary, when liberal commentators joined 
conservative radio talk show hosts in assailing 
the Clintons’ tactics.

It is difficult not to view Hillary Clinton’s 
fall from front-runner status with sympathy; 
she seems to have been the victim of an extreme 
malignity of fortune. As the first woman to be 
competing seriously for the Democratic nomi-
nation, she happened on a year in which the 
first African-American was running seriously as 
well. All the advantages that were supposed to 
accrue to her for being a great historical “first” 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2008 
Page 11

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

were suddenly put in jeopardy. More impor-
tant, African-American voters, whose back-
ing she had cultivated assiduously for so many 
years, were no longer automatically hers. The 
spectacle of Hillary Clinton trying to rally her 
new voter base among older people, lower in-
come voters, and women (more working class 
than professional)—she, who had every reason 
to expect being enthusiastically greeted at black 
church services and warmly admired by univer-
sity audiences—is an instructive lesson in both 
the cruel shifts of fate and the inconstancy of 
human nature. Yet by soldiering on under these 
conditions, seeking her votes from Wal-Mart 
rather than Saks, Clinton has probably gained 
a stature she never enjoyed before with the av-
erage American. If she prevails in this race, her 
travails will have served her well. She will run 
as a new woman, one who can play up the grit 
shown in her own rebirth as a response to John 
McCain’s remarkable comeback. 

Many will wonder in the years to come why 
so many professional women and female stu-
dents so readily deserted her. Was it because 
they chose to rise above identity politics and 
judge the candidates on what they took to be 
individual merit (even while African-Americans 
remained staunchly attached to one of their 
own)? Or was it because, in the deepest recess 
of most liberals’ souls, race trumps gender? Or 
was it because these women found the younger, 
kinetic Obama a more attractive figure, able to 
command them with more audacity?

The Democratic nomination race could be 
heading for a stalemate in which each candidate 
could boast a rightful claim to the nomination, 
Obama for having won more of the elected dele-
gates, Hillary for having won all the large states 
(except Obama’s home state of Illinois) and more 
votes near the end. In this Democratic version 
of an imperfect tie, both candidates would ap-
peal to an aspect of the democratic principle, 
and both would have a strong case. The adju-
dication of the merit of these two democratic 
arguments would then fall to the least demo-
cratically selected delegates in the process: the 
party’s superdelegates. If Democrats cannot ac-
cept this venue of last appeal, or if they run into 
legal problems in Michigan or Florida—there is 
always the Supreme Court! 

Early Decision

By far the most astute analysis of 
the Republican race came from a most 
unlikely pundit, McCain’s 95-year-old 

mother, when she declared that “holding their 
nose [Republicans] are going to have to take him 
[John].” The Republican contest was more com-
plicated than the Democrats’ because it involved 

a clash both of persons and ideologies. The four 
ideological slots available were the libertarian, 
which Ron Paul won unopposed; the evangeli-
cal, which Mike Huckabee won unopposed af-
ter Sam Brownback left the race; the general 
conservative slot, sought by Mitt Romney and 
Fred Thompson; and the strong international-
ist, which was a race between two men who had 
also strayed considerably from conservative or-
thodoxy, McCain and Rudy Giuliani. Giuliani 
ranked highest in the national polls for a long 
time, but many analysts suspected that though 
the slot he occupied was popular, the candidate 
himself was too far from the party center ever to 
allow his nomination. 

To confront each other on fair terms, each 
of the GOP subgroups would have needed to 
complete its choice—its primary within a pri-
mary—at nearly the same time, to avoid allow-
ing a candidate from another group to develop 
too much momentum. As matters turned out, 
the important McCain-Giuliani contest was 
decided almost immediately because Giuliani 
put off competing until Florida, which was too 
late. These two men had been on a teeter-totter 
all year competing for many of the same voters, 
with one man going up as the other went down. 
When McCain appeared as the more viable can-
didate after New Hampshire and South Caro-
lina, supporters rapidly deserted Giuliani. With 
no competition remaining in his slot, McCain 
became a plurality winner of the key primaries 
in New Hampshire and South Carolina. 

The generally conservative voters did not de-
cide on a candidate so quickly. Thompson cut 
into Romney’s support, slightly, in Iowa and 
South Carolina. Romney eventually won this 
slot, but never attracted much devotion. His 
chances depended on being able to win a share of 
the evangelical vote, too, which Mike Huckabee, 
an extraordinary orator in his own right, locked 
up. Huckabee’s popularity and decision to stay 
in the race constituted the final blow to Rom-
ney’s campaign. Whether the Huckabee constit-
uency would in fact have preferred Romney to 
McCain is not known; the personal factor would 
have weighed heavily. Nor is it known whether 
Huckabee, had he defeated McCain in South 
Carolina, could have broken out of his evangeli-
cal slot and appealed to the rest of the party. 

The opposition to McCain by so many within 
the party made his nomination, to say the least, 
far from a sure thing. His march to victory could 
easily have been halted at many points along the 
way without anyone concluding that the party’s 
will had been thwarted. The selection of a more 
conservative candidate, had one emerged in time, 
was perhaps a more logical outcome. Chance thus 
played more than its usual part in the GOP nom-
inee’s selection, but no one can say that McCain 

was not fighting at every point to take advantage 
of whatever opening fate offered him. 

Still Unpredictable

In the past three national elections 
(2002, 2004, 2006) attention focused pri-
marily on the question of national security. 

The Republicans won the first two, although 
they appeared in 2004 to “lose” the part specifi-
cally focused on the Iraq war. The Democrats 
won the third contest. Following that victory, 
the Democrats expected that 2008 would be a 
repeat of 2006—another national security elec-
tion in which Republicans would suffer defeat, 
on the basis of the Iraq war. The improving situ-
ation in Iraq over the past six months has al-
ready altered calculations about what the major 
issue of this election will be. John McCain not 
only argues that national security will remain at 
the top of voters’ concern, but he also has the 
audacity to suggest that progress in the Iraq war 
will help turn the electorate in his favor. Demo-
crats doubt this, but they are no longer so sure. 
They now seem to prefer a campaign focused on 
domestic questions, like health care, and on na-
tional economic conditions, where a looming re-
cession would supply the out party with another 
favorable issue on which to run.

Both parties are hostage to events. With the 
campaign stretching to November, it is probable 
that some important event of unforeseen shape 
will intervene before election day. Of the imag-
inable events, Republicans would have most to 
fear from a reversal in Iraq (which the Iranians 
might engineer), while Democrats might fear 
both a continuing improvement of the situa-
tion in Iraq and a terror incident somewhere in 
the world that strikes home to Americans. The 
Democrats, who initially tried hard to stay to 
the Republicans’ right on certain dimensions 
of the war on terror, such as homeland security 
spending, have all but abandoned this stance 
and have come close to denying the very exis-
tence of a genuine war on terror.

At the center of attention, and enmeshed in 
these debates, will be the two persons vying to be 
president, both certain to be individuals of un-
usual distinctiveness. The qualities of each one, 
and the way the two match up, make this election 
impossible to predict. Republicans can find more 
than a measure of solace in this incertitude.

James W. Ceaser is a visiting fellow at Stanford 
University’s Hoover Institution, and co-author 
(with Andrew E. Busch) of Red Over Blue: The 
2004 Elections and American Politics (Row-
man & Littlefield) and The Perfect Tie: The 
True Story of the 2000 Presidential Election 
(Rowman & Littlefield).
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Book Review by Daniel Oliver

A Born Teacher 
Strictly Right: William F. Buckley Jr. and the American Conservative Movement, 

by Linda Bridges and John R. Coyne, Jr. Wiley, 368 pages, $27.95

Cancel Your Own Goddam Subscription: Notes & Asides from National Review, 
by William F. Buckley, Jr. Basic Books, 295 pages, $24

George will called national review 
the most consequential journal of opin-
ion…ever. It remade America by rein-

vigorating its spirit of enterprise and renewing 
its courage to resist and overcome Communism. 
Every fortnight, NR published good copy by 
good writers. It promoted Barry Goldwater and 
Ronald Reagan. But the key was editor William 
F. Buckley, Jr., who founded and nourished the 
conservative movement.

Bill Buckley died on February 27 at the age 
of 82, at his desk, hard at work on tomorrow 
(in this case, another book—his 56th) yet more 
prepared for this day than anyone of his friends 
had ever known. His health was as dreadful as 
his spirits were cheerful—he had emphysema, 
diabetes, could barely walk, couldn’t climb stairs, 
had fallen a few weeks before and broken his 
right wrist—but he worked on, almost compul-
sively. Why? “My father taught me that I owe it to 
my country. It’s how I pay my debt.” For a book-
length disquisition, see his Gratitude: Reflections 
on What We Owe to Our Country (1990).

Now his country owes him thanks, for the 
political movement he created that changed 
America and the world. By the late 1970s, the 
plain fact was that most practicing, effective 
conservatives were people who had been liter-

ally touched by Buckley—had received, so to 
speak, the laying on of hands. They had met 
Buckley, either at their college (he spoke at 
more than five hundred colleges) or at his house 
in Stamford, Connecticut, or in New York at 
the offices of National Review or at his apart-
ment, or at any number of appearances he made 
around the country during his public career. 
Buckley was everywhere. And so, increasingly, 
were his followers.

Buckley probably never intended to cre-
ate a conservative movement. But he seems to 
have had a sense that organization was neces-
sary—that organizations were necessary. And 
his planting hand can be seen in a number of 
them—the Intercollegiate Society of Individu-
alists (now the Intercollegiate Studies Institute), 
the Philadelphia Society, Young Americans for 
Freedom, the Fund for American Studies. But 
the most important organization, of course, was 
the magazine. National Review was not just a 
beacon. It was also the rallying point for con-
servatives: the conservatives’ internet in the pre-
internet age. In its pages writers could not only 
talk to laymen; they could also argue among 
themselves, honing the positions that, in time, 
would guide America into the National Review 
Age.

Buckley, as is now widely acknowl-
edged, was the remarkable man behind 
it all—indeed, he was probably the most 

remarkable political man, certainly the most 
important intellectual political man, of the sec-
ond half of the 20th century. He was clearly one 
of the greatest of what is now sometimes called 
the greatest generation. Strictly Right and Can-
cel Your Own Goddam Subscription make that 
plain. Strictly Right is the storyline, Cancel pro-
vides us with some of the dialogue. Many of the 
now, er, mature movement conservatives know 
the Buckley story. But for many others, early, 
even middle, Buckley is ancient history. After 
all, National Review’s crowning success—the 
election of Ronald Reagan—took place 28 years 
ago. Many may be familiar with some of Buck-
ley’s work, but they will not know the whole 
story of the precocious lad from—well, from a 
variety of places, a sufficient variety that his first 
language was Spanish, followed by…French. 

Linda Bridges, National Review’s institutional 
memory (and former managing editor), and John 
Coyne, a former NR associate editor and writer, 
are fitting chroniclers. They were present, if not 
at the creation, then at least from about Deu-
teronomy on, so they have first-hand knowledge 
of the story they tell in Strictly Right, the story 
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of a remarkable man and his time. Bridges and 
Coyne have given us a book that is both story 
and reference. They take us from WFB’s life be-
fore National Review, through forging the con-
servative movement, Goldwater for President, 
the raging ’60s, and on to, alas, all too close to 
the end: passing the torch. From their special 
vantage, they have written the biography of this 
great man, which is, therefore, part of the his-
tory of our time.

But the spirit of the man can be seen in the 
letters to and from him published in NR’s Notes 
& Asides, collected here in Cancel Your Own 
Goddam Subscription. The title is from Buck-
ley’s reply to an irate NR subscriber who wrote 
in saying, “Three cheers to Dr. Ross Terrill. He 
slashed you to bits as you have been doing to 
yourself for the past year. Cancel my subscrip-
tion.” Buckley’s reply is…vintage Buckley. And 
the book displays Buckley’s vintage friendship, 
and shows how seriously he took friendship. 
In the first chapter of Cancel, he recalls getting 
a letter “claiming to come from a high-school 
student, so stunningly precocious I thought it 
phony.” He published the letter and got to know 
young Edward Vasquez, who then wrote a bit 
for NR. When Vazquez went off to get a job, 
Buckley wrote a “To Whom It May Concern” 
letter of recommendation for him. “I know that 
he was accepted, and am sorry not to have had 
word from him since then, thirty-five years ago.” 
For Vazquez’s sake, I hope all these years he’s 
been in an order requiring monastic silence. 
There is an exchange with Eric Sevareid who 
says “My friendship is not easily given.” Buck-
ley replied, “My friendship, by contrast, is eas-
ily given, but does not preclude concurrent dis-
agreement.”

There was in washington a number of 
years ago a prominent politician about 
whom it was said that even his friends 

didn’t like him. In Buckley’s case, even his (polit-
ical) enemies did like him—John Kenneth Gal-
braith, Mike Wallace, and many more—though 
some may have been slower to come round than 
others. And with his friendly charm Buckley 
captivated the legions of college students who 
became the conservative movement. Charm was 
needed, because his arguments were hugely po-
litically incorrect, long before “P.C.” had been 
invented. 

Though P.C. was not around in the ’50s 
and ’60s, vitriol flowed freely. Some of the let-
ters in Cancel are stunningly vitriolic, a point 
worth pondering in this political season. In the 
last few months, the pundits have been wilting 
at the charges hurled by the candidates at each 
other during the Democratic primaries. They 
have been shocked to hear former president Bill 
Clinton say nasty things about the young sena-

tor from Illinois. The impeached ex-president 
said that one of Senator Obama’s claims was 
a “fairy tale.” Ooo! Such ugliness the current 
American press has never heard. They should 
read Cancel.

From A. Ruesthe (1967): “You are the 
mouthpiece of that evil rabble that depends 
on fraud, perjury, dirty tricks…. I would trust 
a snake before I would trust you or anybody 
you support.” From Richard Sharvy (1968) 
“You ridiculous ass…. [N]obody who matters 
pays any attention to clowns like you.” From 
Carl E. Jampel (1970): “You are a hateful un-
Christian demagogue and a fit associate for 
loudmouth Rusher…. I don’t know whether 
the Lord should damn or save your little fright-
ened cringing soul.” And from John R. Owen 
(1972): “The convincer in my decision to quit 
buying NR was the disgusting appearance of 
Editor Bill Buckley on TV with his seedy-look-
ing Schickelgruber-Beatnik hairdo and sloppy-
collared shirts, along with a retinue of whiney-
snively-militant-Sodomite-looking punks.” 

All that just fueled Buckley’s fire. I doubt it 
bothered him a bit. Besides, he had an agenda: 
stopping centralism, collectivism, secularism, 
and Communism. That agenda required nurtur-
ing, managing, and protecting the right wing, 
and that meant separating, when necessary, the 
irresponsible ideologues from the conservative 
mainstream. Buckley’s reading the John Birch 
Society out of the conservative movement (its 
leader said President Eisenhower was a Com-
munist) was a major service to the conservative 
community.

Buckley also protected the anti-Commu-
nist Right by waging war with Linus Pauling. 
In 1963, Pauling, a Nobel Prize winner (later 
famous for pushing Vitamin C as a cold cure) 
whom James Burnham had called a fellow trav-
eler (because he was one) sued National Review 
for libel. Pauling had been making a living by 
filing libel suits against people who called him 
that, the defendants tending to settle because 
that was cheaper than defending. Not Buckley, 
who spent vast sums to defeat Pauling in court, 
putting him out of business and making it safe 
for conservatives to call fellow travelers “fellow 
travelers.” 

More skill, if less money, was required set-
tling disputes among the in-house crowd. The 
question of whether to endorse Nixon in 1960 
divided the senior editors of National Review 
about five to one—the one being not Buckley 
but James Burnham who favored, as always, 
what Buckley would later call the “rightward-
most viable candidate.” Buckley crafted the 
magazine’s editorial policy himself, neither en-
dorsing nor rejecting Nixon, but saying either 
position was one a conservative could take—a 
high wire act that held the factions together. 

Nixon was always problematical for the Right, 
but Buckley thought he was incredibly bright. 
In 1967, Nixon told Buckley that he had learned 
two things from his race for governor in Cali-
fornia in 1962 and from Goldwater’s campaign 
for the presidency: that you can’t win an impor-
tant race with only the Right, and you can’t win 
without it. 

In 1973 Buckley again managed, even if he 
did not soothe, warring factions when he de-
fended George Will (“a callow young columnist 
without a lick of sense,” as Will later described 
himself—inaccurately) against the pro-Agnew 
crowd at NR and in Washington. Will had writ-
ten a column for the magazine, “The Snicker 
Factor,” which was not a flattering picture of the 
vice president (Will had used the same analogy 
Buckley had used five years earlier: that Agnew 
was Nixon’s insurance policy). Some conserva-
tives wanted Buckley to fire Will. Wisely, both 
at the time and, of course, in retrospect, Buckley 
refused to fire a fellow iconoclast, and one whose 
writing possessed, or was developing, Buckley’s 
own grace and style. 

It is easy to forget, given his many other 
facets, that Buckley was also a master jour-
nalist. He could sit down and write exqui-

site copy hour after hour, day or night, in his 
office or on the fly, before breakfast or after a 
long evening of entertaining guests; and fort-
night after fortnight he produced a journal—
determining the content, assigning articles, ed-
iting copy, managing the Letters section—that 
was the bible of the conservative movement. He 
saw his calling as popularizing the thinking that 
had been done, not doing the abstract thinking 
himself. The movement—and America, and the 
world—is lucky he didn’t have a vanity that re-
quired a doctrine bearing his name. 

In Cancel one finds no dreary doctrines but 
wit enough for a lifetime; and not just pretty lit-
tle baubles in the air but wonderful instruction. 
Buckley was a born teacher (he once described 
his favorite occupation as correcting other 
people’s errors), in a world where the reigning 
Zeitgeist—central planning in its many guis-
es—was one huge error. In a letter declining an 
invitation to appear on the television program 
Laugh-In he wrote, “I would rather be a come-
dian than a teacher, but it was not meant to be, 
and by dressing in the robes of the former, I di-
minish my usefulness as the latter.” In the end, 
he relented, swayed, perhaps, by the size of the 
audience and the teaching opportunity. Years 
later, he volunteered to teach writing for two se-
mesters at his alma mater, Yale. 

His ongoing battles with the New York Times, 
perhaps NR’s Public Enemy Number One, re-
veal his polemical enthusiasm—though Strictly 
Right quotes the magazine’s longtime publisher 
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William A. Rusher’s remark, that no one at NR 
ever believed anything until it was reported in 
the New York Times. 

His lessons on the proper use of 
English are far more entertaining 
than Fowler’s. To the correspondent 

who wrote “Don’t start a sentence with ‘and’…. 
I am beginning to wonder just how good (or 
bad) your high school was…,” Buckley replied, 
“Verses 2-26 and 28-31, Chapter I, Genesis, all 
begin with ‘And.’ The King James scholars went 
to pretty good high schools.” And then to a sub-
sequent correspondent, “But my point wasn’t 
that the King James scholars correctly trans-
lated from the original, rather that they were 
the most influential writers in English history. 
The general rule is not to begin a sentence with 
“and”; the particular rule is that writers with a 
good ear know when to break the general rule.” 
Or as Buckley used to say around the offices of 
National Review, “Let your ear be your guide.” 
Uh-huh. Bet that’s what Bach said, too. 

Buckley wrote a memo to the NR editors 
and staff, complaining about an “epidemic of 
exclamationitis.” “In the current issue, Mrs. 
Nena Ossa concludes her interesting essay on 
Chile, ‘That would be the moment to pack and 
leave!’ ‘That would be the moment to pack and 
leave.’ is, I submit, a much tenser way of sug-
gesting that that would be the moment to pack 
and leave.”

There is a lengthy exchange with Hugh Ken-
ner on the lead sentence in a piece Buckley wrote 
for Esquire. Buckley introduces the exchange 
with, “What follows is primarily of interest to 
syntacticians. How many of them are there? 
Not many. But—ah!—how many voyeurs?” 
Buckley describes his sentence as “springy and 
tight.” Kenner replies, “Those aren’t springs, 
they’re bits of scotch tape. Have your syntactic 
DNA checked for mutations.” It goes on and on. 
Not to be missed. 

Though Buckley was not always right, he was 
always gracious. Eva Moseley corrected him on 
his insertion of a comma into “Wherefore art 
thou, Romeo?” What Juliet says, writes Mo-
seley, is “‘…wherefore art thou Romeo?’ She 
isn’t asking why he exists (nor, as some seem to 
think, is ‘wherefore’ a fancy Elizabethan word 
for ‘where’) but, in modern parlance, ‘what did 
you have to go and be Romeo for?’ It’s names—
especially Montague and Capulet, of course—
that are the issue.” Buckley replies: “Dear Mrs. 
Moseley: Quite right, and nicely corrected.” 

Running through the whole volume is a se-
ries of exchanges with Art Buchwald on which 
of them was being treated better by the Hertz 
rental car “frequent user” program. It’s a great 
gag. And then there is the most impish reply, 
to the man who closed his letter saying that 
conservatives were still “attempting to force a 
square peg into a round hole.” “The trick,” re-
plies Buckley after dealing with the other issues, 
“is to make the hole a little larger in diameter—
and plop!, in goes the square peg.” Exit cliché, 
pursued by a guffaw, dispatched by a grinning 
Buckley, irrepressibly young at heart. 

Which is not surprising. In a Vanity Fair 
questionnaire, Buckley’s answer to “When and 
where were you happiest?” is “Age five to seven.” 
A couple of years later Kalman Gabriel writes, 
“Dear Mr. Buckley: I am a 12-year-old boy from 
Oyster Bay, New York. If you could give me ad-
vice for life, what would it be?” “Dear Kalman: 
Don’t grow up. Cordially, WFB.”

Alas, it all comes to an end. buckley 
wrote on December 31, 2005, “I regret-
fully conclude that ‘Notes & Asides’ 

can’t continue as a regular feature of National 
Review. The reason is: We aren’t getting enough 
letters that qualify as ‘N&A’ material—inquis-
itive, zany, confused, annoyed, piquant.” Maybe 
they all grew up. Maybe it was the end of the 
conservative movement. There is much grousing 
these days about its loss of direction. Without 
Communism and, some say, without pre-Rea-
gan levels of taxation to outrage and galvanize 
the Right, it wanders, confused, in search of its 
mission, or a mission. Or a leader.

One view is that the conservative movement 
is over—that it ended in triumph when Ronald 
Reagan moved into the White House. Certainly 
the movement started out as a band of outsiders, 
who wanted primarily to influence the insiders 
who held the levers of power. When Reagan got 
elected, the conservatives took hold of those le-
vers, which may not have been the original plan 
because, at least in the beginning, it seemed 
improbable. On the other hand, perhaps it was 
inevitable. Once inside the corridors of govern-
ment, the conservatives became, if not corrupted 
by power, at least befriended by it, and whatever 
else happened, the conservative movement came 
to an end. A triumphant end, perhaps, but an 
end nevertheless. Now the conservatives, with 
their disparate interests, wander, not yet hav-
ing found a new banner to march under. Hence 
the grousing. That’s not Buckley’s fault. He led 

them to the promised land. What they do after 
feasting on milk and honey is their responsibil-
ity. That view seems consistent with Buckley’s 
comment about his life a few days before he 
turned 80: “There’s nothing I hoped for that 
wasn’t reasonably achieved.”

An alternative view is that only the creative 
stage of conservatism is over, but the movement 
goes on—which calls to mind A.P. Herbert’s 
crack in Uncommon Law, “The movement of 
the law is clear, but it’s not clear in which direc-
tion the law is moving.” The conservative move-
ment may not be over, but it’s not clear where 
it’s moving. 

Buckley was its prime mover: he helped cre-
ate it—and he helped create the modern world 
as well. Communism is gone. And so, in many 
countries, are the high tax rates and other poli-
cies that are inimical to enterprise. In the nine 
freest and highest-income countries, the tax rate 
has dropped more than 30% since 1980—so 
pervasive has been the spread of free market 
ideas, spread at least in part because of the Rea-
gan Revolution, which was Bill Buckley’s and 
National Review’s grand achievement.

People say it’s not as much fun to be a conser-
vative these days. That’s partly because—what-
ever the election returns show—there just isn’t 
as much opposition as there was when the move-
ment was just setting out, when some of that op-
position came from the Republican Party! Now 
every Republican candidate wants to be consid-
ered a conservative. That’s progress, though it 
may sully the brand, and confuse consumers.

It may not be as much fun, but there’s still 
work to be done. Of the nine freest and highest-
income countries, the U.S. has the highest cor-
porate tax rate. And several countries in Eastern 
Europe have beaten us to a flat tax—countries 
whose new freedom, and more sensible tax re-
gimes, were midwifed by the conservative move-
ment. Most important—in this year when the 
first baby-boomer started collecting Social 
Security—is the need to teach the welfare so-
ciety to nurture free market entrepreneurship. 
Absent happy and productive entrepreneurs, 
America will be unable to pay the welfare soci-
ety’s bills, which are starting to come due with 
a vengeance. Solving that problem will be like…
putting a square peg into a round hole. 

Now that Bill is gone, who will teach us to 
make the hole a little larger?

Daniel Oliver is a senior director at White House 
Writers Group.
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Book Review by Ronald J. Pestritto

A Nicer Form of Tyranny 
Liberal Fascism: The Secret History of the American Left, from Mussolini to the Politics of Meaning, 

by Jonah Goldberg. Doubleday, 496 pages, $27.95

When she was asked in one of last 
fall’s presidential debates whether 
she still considered herself a liberal, 

Hillary Clinton sidestepped the question. She 
called herself, instead, a “proud, modern, Amer-
ican progressive,” and boasted that her “progres-
sive vision” for the country had roots going all 
the way back to “the Progressive Era, at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century.”

Modern, big-government liberalism has 
come home. The Progressives were the first 
generation of Americans to criticize the Unit-
ed States Constitution, especially for its lim-
its on government’s scope and ambition. They 
rejected the American Founders’ classical or 
natural rights liberalism, offering instead a vi-
sion of the modern state as a kind of god with 
almost limitless power to achieve “social justice.” 
When modern liberals like Senator Clinton call 
themselves progressives, therefore, they are tell-
ing the truth, even if their audiences don’t fully 
understand the implications.

How gratifying it is then to have Jonah Gold-
berg’s new book, Liberal Fascism: The Secret His-
tory of the Left, from Mussolini to the Politics of 
Meaning, to pursue these half-forgotten, if not 
exactly secret, implications. Although liberals 
throw around the term “fascist” to abuse conser-
vatives (just as they do “racist”), Goldberg, the 
editor-at-large for National Review Online, per-
suasively shows that today’s progressives are fas-
cism’s true descendents, embracing the statism 
at the heart of the 20th-century’s most notori-
ous outlaw regimes. What’s more, for all the past 
century’s liberal hand-wringing over the suppos-
edly impending right-wing takeover of America, 
Goldberg maintains that the country has al-
ready suffered a quasi-dictator or two, but his-
torians have looked the other way because these 
strongmen—Woodrow Wilson and Franklin 
Roosevelt—are certified heroes of the Left.

No wonder that liberals often have such 
a blinkered interest in their own intellectual 
heritage. Reviewing this book, for example, 
Michael Mann in the Washington Post, Michael 
Tomasky in the New Republic, and David Nei-
wert in the American Prospect so badly confuse 
classical liberalism and modern liberalism (by 
equating them!) that they can make little sense 
of Goldberg’s account, dismissing it as “Bizarro 
history,” “ignorant nonsense,” and an attempt 
to shock readers and sell books. Neiwert even 
writes, missing the irony, that it is “the consen-
sus of historical understanding that anti-intellec-
tualism is an essential trait of fascism.” 

But Goldberg’s charge is no mere exercise 
in name-calling. He takes his title from H.G. 
Wells, the eminent liberal essayist and science 
fiction writer who coined the term “liberal fas-
cism,” or as he also called it, “enlightened Na-
zism.” It was common at the time for progres-
sive intellectuals on both sides of the Atlantic to 
see Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler as kin-
dred reforming spirits, struggling to find a third 
way forward between the extremes of capital-
ist individualism and Communist collectivism. 
Mann believes this connection merely proves 
that “fascism contained elements that were in 
the mainstream of 20th-century politics,” as 
much for Democrats and Republicans at home 
as for fascists and social democrats abroad. But 
Goldberg is getting at something deeper: he is 
trying to trace the quiet revolution that took 
place throughout modern thought when politi-
cians of all stripes, led by the Progressives, were 
wooed by the power of a limitless State. To his 
credit, he stresses right from the start that he 
is not accusing American progressives, past or 
present, of being the kind of moral monsters as-
sociated with European fascism. Still, at some 
level the family resemblance asserts itself. As 
Goldberg aptly puts it, Progressivism “may have 

replaced the fist with the hug, but an unwanted 
embrace from which you cannot escape is just a 
nicer form of tyranny.” (Hence the book’s stark 
cover featuring a smiley face with the Hitler 
mustache.)

In his account of fascism, Goldberg even 
shows how some fairly prominent American 
liberals expressed real admiration for Mus-
solini, whom they saw in the 1920s as a kind 
of hero sticking up for “the little guy.” Indeed, 
the Italian fascist movement, far from being a 
mere appendage to German Nazism, actually 
predated it and had a serious course of devel-
opment all its own. Goldberg does well to set 
the record straight on this score, contending 
that fascism grew out of il Duce's left-wing 
statism. The first World War seems to have 
been decisive in this respect, teaching him that 
his radical socialist inclinations could profit-
ably tap into both populism and nationalism 
as a means of becoming a major force in Italy. 
Goldberg moves from his account of European 
fascism to the origins of modern liberalism 
in America, and suggests that the two move-
ments, for a time at least, tracked one another 
in their development.

In america, the origins of modern lib-
eralism lie at the end of the 19th century, 
when Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt, John 

Dewey, Herbert Croly, and a host of others ar-
gued that the Constitution was outdated, that 
it was incompetent to deal with contemporary 
economic and social ills, and that, if applied at 
all, it ought to be applied as a “living” document. 
This notion of a “living” constitution—a pillar of 
modern liberalism—comes out of the doctrine 
of progress and, as the more honest Progressives 
admitted, the historicism of German political 
philosophy. Almost all of the leading Progres-
sive intellectuals had been educated in Germa-
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Daniel Oliver is a senior director at White House 
Writers Group.
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ny or had teachers who were. A sea change had 
taken place in American higher education in the 
second half of the 19th century. Most Ameri-
cans at that time who wanted an advanced de-
gree went to Europe for it, and by 1900 the fac-
ulties of America’s colleges and universities were 
teeming with European Ph.D.s. Johns Hopkins 
University, founded in 1876, was established for 
the express purpose of bringing German edu-
cation to the United States, and produced sev-
eral prominent Progressives, including Wilson, 
Dewey, and Frederick Jackson Turner.

Like their European counterparts, Ameri-
can Progressives championed der Staat over the 
individual, seeking to redistribute wealth and 
use the national government to superintend the 
economy and society. This agenda was at odds 
with the founders’ natural rights principles and 
the Constitution’s limited government, but as 
Teddy Roosevelt is said to have quipped when 
challenged about his intrusion on private prop-
erty rights during the 1902 coal strike: “To hell 
with the Constitution when the people want 
coal!” Even if the remark is apocryphal, it cap-
tures Roosevelt’s animus.

The best example may be his 1910 speech on 
the New Nationalism, which subsequently be-
came the foundation for his insurgent run for 
the presidency. Private property rights, which 
had been serving as a brake on the more ag-
gressive Progressive policy proposals, were to 
be respected, T.R. argued, only insofar as the 
government approved of the property’s social 
utility:

We grudge no man a fortune in civil life 
if it is honorably obtained and well used. 
It is not even enough that it should have 
been gained without doing damage to 
the community. We should permit it to 
be gained only so long as the gaining rep-
resents benefit to the community. This, 
I know, implies a policy of a far more 
active governmental interference with 
social and economic conditions in this 
country than we have yet had, but I think 
we have got to face the fact that such an 
increase in governmental control is now 
necessary.

Although the Progressives differed among 
themselves on the means of achieving reform, 
there was little disagreement on the funda-
mental questions of state power and the place 
of individual liberty. As Frank Goodnow, the 
American Political Science Association’s found-
ing president and one of the modern administra-
tive state’s chief architects, put it, natural rights 
simply could not be allowed to stand in the way 
of the state’s attempt to remedy any perceived 
social ill:

The rights which he possesses are…con-
ferred upon [the individual], not by his 
Creator, but rather by the society to which 
he belongs. What they are is to be deter-
mined by the legislative authority in view 
of the needs of that society. Social expedi-
ency, rather than natural right, is thus to 
determine the sphere of individual free-
dom of action.

The young Woodrow Wilson, writing in 1889, 
put this view of state power even more concise-
ly: “Government does now whatever experience 
permits or the times demand.”

It is good to see Goldberg single out Wilson 
for a special dose of blame in Liberal Fascism, 
lamenting that “[i]n America we’ve chosen not 
to discuss the madness our Republic endured 
at Wilson’s hands.” Goldberg also appreciates 
the important role religion played for many 
(although not all) Progressives, who saw in his-
tory’s supposed advance the will of God at work. 
For the Social Gospel movement, “the state was 
the right arm of God and was the means by 
which the whole nation and world would be re-
deemed.” In fact, “Onward, Christian Soldiers” 
was the unofficial anthem of the Progressive 
Party convention in 1912, sung until the rafters 
shook.

European-style statism took greater hold 
over the country through FDR’s New Deal. 
Roosevelt was no intellectual but he relied on 
his progressive and fascist predecessors for the 
model of state power that animated his pro-
grams. And Goldberg observes that although 
today’s liberals may be in love with Jack Ken-
nedy, they govern like Lyndon Johnson, whose 
Great Society further expanded progressive lib-
eralism’s influence. “[I]t’s telling,” writes Gold-
berg, “that Democrats wish to preserve the sub-
stance of the Great Society while maintaining 
the mythology of Camelot.” The Great Society 
provides the framework for programmatic liber-
alism right down to the present day. 

Goldberg is certainly right when he says that 
most academics have willfully ignored modern 
liberalism’s progressive-fascist roots, although 
scholars such as James Ceaser, John Marini, and 
others (including me) have in fact been calling 
attention to the progressive origins of modern 
liberalism for the past 20 years. Liberal Fascism 
clearly draws from these works but makes sur-
prisingly little reference to them, even in a few 
instances when the book’s observations sound 
awfully familiar. Yet if Goldberg proceeds, in 
some respects, down a path blazed by others, 
he does so with the kind of terrific writing and 
energy that is certain to make the connection 
between modern liberalism and its statist ances-
tors a more prominent factor in America’s politi-
cal battles and debates.

In making his case, goldberg does tend 
to conflate fascism and socialism. He 
wants to show that fascism, far from hav-

ing been a “right-wing” ideology, actually was a 
movement of the Left (he calls Hitler a “man 
of the Left”) and that its main characteristics 
were socialist. This point—perfectly valid—
helps make the case that today’s liberals are 
fascism’s true inheritors. Goldberg has a deep, 
thoughtful chapter on Mussolini and another 
on Hitler to bolster this argument. And he is 
right that both fascism and socialism are stat-
ist—they rest on what he calls “statolatry” or 
“state worship,” the principle that, in Wilson’s 
words, “all idea of a limitation of public author-
ity by individual rights [should] be put out of 
view,” and “that no line can be drawn between 
private and public affairs which the State may 
not cross at will.” 

But at least two distinct forms of statism 
came out of the 19th century. Nazism in par-
ticular owed much to Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
disdain for egalitarian, mass-based movements 
(e.g., Progressivism) that celebrated human fra-
ternity and dignity. Although he was a great 
advocate of state power and thought individual 
rights a joke, Nietzsche’s passion was for the 
rule of the strong over the weak—a love of in-
equality, enforced by the will to power. From 
Nietzsche’s point of view, both the Soviet and 
the Anglo-American versions of egalitarian-
ism were abhorrent. Nietzsche’s disciple, Mar-
tin Heidegger, described the Soviets and the 
Americans as metaphysically the same, and 
Heidegger himself was sympathetic to the Nazi 
cause. Goldberg tries to show that Nazism was 
a mass-based movement of the Left, and he is 
persuasive that it attracted the lower classes in 
Germany more than it did the middle class. 
But he underplays the extent to which Nazism 
fed off a desire to reassert the perceived great-
ness and power of a particular people or race, as 
over against everyone else, in a manner that, say, 
American liberalism never did.

Goldberg’s argument might have been clearer 
if he focused less on specific fascist regimes from 
the 1930s, and more on the roots of fascism 
itself (and Progressivism, and modern liberal-
ism) in 19th-century German state theory. This 
is the common thread that would help Goldberg 
tie together fascism and socialism: both come 
from the historicism of philosophers like Hegel, 
both are antithetical to the natural rights-based 
liberalism of the American Founding, and 
both show why true constitutionalists ought 
to resist modern liberalism. By the 1930s, this 
19th-century statism has evolved in many dif-
ferent directions—e.g., fascism, Nazism, several 
flavors of democratic socialism, the Communist 
International, and America’s own welfare state 
liberalism. Tying these together becomes a tough 
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and unnecessarily complicated chore. Instead of 
highlighting liberal “fascism,” Goldberg’s case 
might have been stronger, or at least sharper, if 
he had concentrated on liberal “statism.” 

After all, if fascism and modern liberalism 
are joined together by all-powerful government 
as the potential solution to every human prob-
lem, aren’t there many self-styled conservatives 
who might fall under the same indictment? Far 
from thinking “fascism is strictly a Democratic 
disease,” as David Oshinsky charged in his re-
view for the New York Times, Goldberg tackles 
this question head-on in a superb Afterword in 
which he criticizes right-wing American statism 

as “me-too conservatism,” identifying it square-
ly with the Progressive movement. For exam-
ple, he describes George W. Bush as “strongly 
sympathetic to progressive-style intrusions into 
civil society” and spies the “ghost of the Social 
Gospel” in his big-government conservatism. 
Goldberg bolsters his case with some choice 
quotations from former Bush advisor Michael 
Gerson, an architect of “compassionate conser-
vatism” and as his own recent book, Heroic Con-
servatism, makes plain, no fan of limited, con-
stitutional government. Goldberg’s Afterword 
is so good, in fact, that one hopes for a book 
on the problem of conservative statism from 

this excellent writer. In order to defeat liberal 
fascism, American conservatives will need to 
awaken their own ranks from the progressive 
spell. With his new book, Jonah Goldberg has 
renewed for them, and for all friends of consti-
tutional government, a vital argument for the 
political battles ahead.

 
Ronald J. Pestritto holds the Charles & Lucia 
Shipley Chair in the American Constitution at 
Hillsdale College. He is a senior fellow of the 
Claremont Institute and author of Woodrow 
Wilson and the Roots of Modern Liberalism 
(Rowman & Littlefield).

Editor’s note: This is a sermon delivered at Appleton Chapel in Memorial 
Church, Harvard University, on February 12, 2008. The morning service 
lasts 15 minutes and the sermon is strictly limited to five minutes.

the text: “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, 
and have not charity, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling 
cymbal…. And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor… 
and have not charity, it profiteth me nothing. Charity suffereth 
long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity vaunteth not itself, 
is not puffed up.” 

—I Corinthians 13

The tongues of men still praise charity, though never in 
words of such surpassing beauty as these. But what of the deeds 
of men? A recent book by the economist Arthur C. Brooks, titled 

Who Really Cares? (2006), finds that liberals and conservatives give to 
charity at strikingly different rates. A fact, or factoid, to sum it up: the 
liberal, wealthy, educated, secular city of San Francisco, with the same 
population as the conservative, less wealthy, less educated, church-going 
state of South Dakota, gives 44% less of average family income to charity.

Before partisan juices start to flow, let me hasten to say that I believe 
this difference represents different attitudes in liberals and conservatives 
that are both defensible. When not arguing on the basis of the Bible, 
conservatives say that generosity is a virtue because it is voluntary and 
that therefore it should not be imposed politically. There will always be 
poor people and they will always need this virtue in those more fortunate. 
Conservatives prefer the deserving poor, by which they mean, not those 
who deserve to be poor, but those who deserve not to be poor. All the 
poor should be helped, but the need for help to those who deserve better 
shows that fortune, or luck, is a factor in human affairs. There are unde-
serving rich as well as deserving poor.

The reason that liberals give less, I would say in their name, is that they 
believe in justice more than generosity. They think that generosity is hit-

or-miss, whereas justice covers everyone, at least in principle. For greater 
coverage they are willing to sacrifice the voluntary aspect of virtue and go 
for taxes that compel everyone to be charitable. They might agree with 
St. Paul that in practice voluntary charity can make a person puffed up 
with his virtue. So they are not impressed with President Bush’s recent 
suggestion that people who want higher taxes can always pay more to the 
Treasury voluntarily. Liberals do not believe that there is any necessity 
for the poor to exist. They were willing to fight a war on poverty—and 
Americans never fight a war they do not expect to win. To win this on-
going, but not endless, war, liberals are willing to enlist themselves and 
to conscript everyone else.

What does the Bible say to these arguments? More than I can say 
now. But examine the phrase “Blessed are the poor.” Are the poor 
blessed for some such virtue as endurance of suffering, or because they 
are needy? It seems the latter. We often use the word “charitable” to 
refer to the act of overlooking a defect, rather than of rewarding virtue: 
A charitable grader, for example. St. Thomas Aquinas says that charity 
is the chief of the three theological virtues based on the word of God—
faith, hope and charity—as distinct from the moral and intellectual 
virtues that can be understood with the reason of man. Charity is the 
common form of all the virtues because all depend on love of God. God 
does not, of course, overlook defects, but He redeems them by making 
it possible to live a perfect life with Him. The blessed poor stand in 
for imperfect humans, for all of us are needy, and not least among our 
needs are better arguments. One way to improve your arguments is to 
follow the example of St. Thomas in his formal method of stating the 
objections of the opponents to every point he wants to advance. In this 
way you will not scorn your opponent but find a better argument for 
him than he has found for himself. To do this “the tongues of men and 
of angels” need charity.

Harvey C. Mansfield is a research fellow at the Hoover Institution and 
professor of government at Harvard University.

The Common Form of All the Virtues 
by Harvey C. Mansfield 
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Book Review by Ross Douthat

Against the Atheists 
What’s So Great About Christianity, by Dinesh D’Souza. 

Regnery, 348 pages, $27.95

I confess that i approached this book 
with a certain degree of trepidation. Our 
moment feels ripe for a revival of Christian 

apologetics, and there was a time when I would 
have thrilled to see Dinesh D’Souza enter the 
lists on Christianity’s behalf—the D’Souza of 
Illiberal Education (1991) and The End of Rac-
ism (1995), the D’Souza who was combative 
and compelling, polemical yet rigorous, ea-
ger to take the fight to his opponents on turf 
they thought they owned. Since then, though, 
D’Souza has gone from disappointment to dis-
appointment, penning a series of books (includ-
ing a Reagan hagiography and a post-9/11 ode 
to American exceptionalism) generic enough 
to have been written by any right-of-center 
pundit, and then stumbling into the debacle 
that was last year’s The Enemy At Home, which 
called for cooperation between American so-
cial conservatives and Muslim traditionalists, 
and seemed to have difficulty distinguishing 
between a social conservatism that frowns on 
abortion and pornography and one that en-
dorses polygamy, genital mutilation, and the 
execution of adulterers. 

I’m pleased to report, then, that What’s So 
Great About Christianity, D’Souza’s defense of 
the faith that he and I share, is a considerable 
improvement on its immediate predecessor, a 
reminder of its author’s skill as a polemicist, 
and a fitting rebuke to the recent spate of athe-
istic tracts that it sets out to contend with. His 
measured tone alone makes for a refreshing 
contrast with the bitchy, condescending style 
favored by the bestselling anti-theists, and his 

promise “to meet the atheist argument on its 
own terms” likewise stands in sharp contrast to 
the “new atheist” habit of making a caricature 
of religious belief and then gleefully smacking 
it around. (One can only hope that his antago-
nists will make a careful study of D’Souza’s 
habit of actually quoting those with whom he 
disagrees.)

The book is organized around the various 
strands—political and moral, scientific and 
philosophical—of the “atheist argument” that 
it sets out to unravel. Against the seculariza-
tion hypothesis, with its vision of a human-
ity moving steadily away from superstition to-
ward the broad sunlit uplands of godlessness, 
D’Souza argues for religion’s resilience, and 
indeed for the demographic advantages en-
joyed by religious populations, who multiply 
fruitfully while secular societies grow steadily 
more sterile. To the litany of crimes against 
liberty and progress that are laid at Christian-
ity’s door, the author responds by tracing ev-
erything that contemporary atheists claim to 
value—human rights and church-state sepa-
ration, the faith in reason and progress that 
makes scientific advancement a possibility—to 
the modern West’s Christian roots. Against 
the argument that the universe itself seems es-
sentially meaningless and accidental, D’Souza 
lays out the not-inconsiderable evidence that 
the entirety of creation has been designed with 
conscious life in mind, and then dryly limns 
the attempts by modern scientists to explain 
this possibility away with ever-more-elaborate, 
ever-less-testable hypotheses. 

Much of this argument i would 
happily recommend to anyone fool-
ish enough to believe that Richard 

Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, and their co-
believers have permanently settled religion’s 
hash. But the strength of D'Souza's book as 
a rejoinder to atheism sometimes feels like 
its weakness as an apology for Christianity. 
D’Souza seems constrained, in a sense, by the 
narrow-mindedness of his antagonists. Noth-
ing has distinguished the “new atheism” so 
much as the predictability of its case against 
religion, and perhaps inevitably, What’s So 
Great About Christianity’s rebuttal sometimes 
feels predictable as well. D’Souza is engaged in 
intellectual brush-clearing and by the end of 
the book the weeds have been cleared away—
but many thorny questions remain untouched 
and unaddressed.

Part of the problem is that one can only 
spend so much time rebutting glib and facile 
arguments without slipping into glibness one-
self. It ought to be enough, for instance, for him 
to note that the Christian emphasis on charity 
is distinctive and its influence on world affairs 
unique, without claiming that “nowhere else” 
besides Christendom do we find icons of un-
selfishness like Vincent De Paul and Mother 
Teresa. It ought to be enough to note that the 
crimes committed in the name of Christianity 
pale before the mass murders perpetrated by 
secular regimes without seeming quite so bla-
sé about, say, the Inquisition, Reformation-era 
witch-burnings, or the slaughter that accompa-
nied the Crusaders’ conquest of Jerusalem. It 
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ought to be sufficient to demonstrate the folly 
of the atheistic dream of a world without reli-
gion, without being quite so confident about the 
looming “global triumph of Christianity.” (One 
billion Muslims—and counting—might yet 
have something to say about that.)

More importantly, though, d’souza 
only occasionally acknowledges that 
the militant atheist case against 

Christianity is not the only case there is. I do not 
blame him for training his fire on the noisiest 
anti-Christian writers, but I wish he were more 
humble about what such a rebuttal is capable of 
proving. Consider, for instance, his treatment of 
Darwin’s theory of evolution. So long as he is re-
futing the suggestion that evolution by natural 
selection is incompatible with theism of any sort, 
his argument proceeds briskly and persuasively. 
But his conclusion is more sweeping than the ev-
idence allows. He writes that “Christians should 
not be afraid of the evolution debate,” which is 
true enough, but then he goes on to insist that 
since “the Christian position is that God is the 
creator of the universe and everything in it,” and 
“the evolution debate comes down to competing 
theories” about how the Almighty went about 
that creation, “there is nothing about it [evolu-
tion] that threatens [Christian] faith.” 

That “nothing” seems to me to go too far. 
Certainly, evolution does not preclude an intel-
ligently designed universe. But it does not neces-
sarily require a Christian universe, and just a few 
pages earlier we find D’Souza noting, correctly, 
that “the broader anxiety” about Darwin’s theo-
ry has less to do with the literal belief in Genesis 
than with the moral and philosophical lessons 
suggested by a creation red in tooth and claw. 
Every believer has thrilled to God’s promise to 
the prophet Isaiah that He intends for the lion 
and the lamb to lie down together and for pain 
and death to perish. But evolutionary theory 
might be taken to imply that this same God de-
signed the world in such a way that millions of 
years of pain and violence and death were neces-
sary to bring forth humankind. 

This implication does not vindicate material-
ism by any stretch, but at the very least it poses 
a problem for Christianity, and troubles the 
minds of would-be believers. From such disqui-
et comes not atheism, necessarily, but panthe-
ism or gnosticism or deism, or the sort of pagan 
pessimism that led Robert Frost to wonder, at 
the sight of a spider devouring a moth:

What brought the kindred spider to that 
height,

Then steered the white moth thither in the
night?

What but design of darkness to appall?
If design govern in a thing so small. 

There are responses to this difficult objection, 
but D’Souza’s breezy assurance that evolution is 
just the way God chose to make the world seems 
insufficient. And similar difficulties crop up 
throughout the book. For instance, he invokes 
Kant to defend the reasonableness of taking 
leaps of faith, and the plausibility of the notion 
that there exists a world beyond what our senses 
can perceive. As a rebuttal to materialist hubris 
this arrow finds its mark, but as D’Souza him-
self notes, the Kantian vision “is congruent with 
the teachings of Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, 
Judaism and Christianity.” (And many more vi-
sions besides, one might add—an open-minded 
agnosticism among them.) So too with the in-
vocation of Pascal’s Wager, which persuades 
only so long as the gambler is faced with a bi-
nary choice between Christianity and unbelief. 
In each case the question remains—why believe 
in the Christian revelation? Why assume that 
the world our senses fail to apprehend contains 
seraphim and cherubim, resurrected saints, and 
the triune God? 

D’souza has some answers, but they 
feel like an afterthought. What’s So 
Great About Christianity devotes 24 

chapters to defending Christianity “largely 
from a secular viewpoint,” as D’Souza himself 
puts it, and just two to making the case for its 

distinctiveness among other world religions 
and philosophies as a true account of God’s 
purposes and a blueprint for altering one’s life. 
Which means that while the introduction casts 
the book as “an invitation to convert,” the argu-
ments that follow provide insufficient grounds 
for accepting that invitation. That a religion is 
consistent with reason, socially beneficial, and 
demographically resilient does not make it true. 
That Richard Dawkins is wrong does not mean 
that Pope Benedict is right.

Given the sales figures enjoyed by Dawkins, 
Hitchens, and their imitators, it’s understand-
able that D’Souza would treat dogmatic athe-
ism as Christianity’s natural sparring partner. 
Understandable, but to my mind mistaken. The 
“new atheism,” for all its pretensions to philo-
sophical and scientific depth, is ultimately more 
a political statement than anything else—a re-
action against Osama bin Laden abroad and 
Pat Robertson at home. Christianity has less 
to fear from these slings and arrows in the long 
run, I think, than from religious indifference 
on the one hand—what Jonathan Rauch has 
memorably dubbed “apatheism”—and a spiri-
tuality of self-fulfillment and self-worship on 
the other. 

It’s the latter, in all its myriad forms (pagan-
ism and gnosticism, pseudo-Buddhism and the 
prosperity gospel) that’s the real religious alter-
native to Christianity: The Secret has a wider 
readership than The God Delusion, and Da 
Vinci Code author Dan Brown easily outsells 
atheist Daniel Dennett. Against its blandish-
ments, Christians need an apologetics that be-
gins where D’Souza’s arguments leave off. The 
case against atheism remains necessary and im-
portant. But that case—and thus this book, for 
all its strengths as a polemic—will not suffice 
against the rivals Christians face.

Ross Douthat is a senior editor at The Atlantic and 
co-author (with Reihan Salam) of the forthcoming 
Grand New Party: How Republicans Can Win 
the Working Class and Save The American 
Dream (Doubleday).
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Book Review by Peter Berkowitz

The Persistence of Religion 
A Secular Age, by Charles Taylor, 
Belknap Press, 896 pages, $39.95

Everyone knows that we live in a 
secular age. But what exactly does it 
mean to say that our age is marked by a 

decline in religious belief and practice? What 
brought about faith’s decline? What has become 
of the spiritual needs to which religion once pro-
vided an answer? How does a secular age affect 
our understanding of human nature and human 
flourishing? Has the decline in religious belief 
and practice liberated and enriched, or narrowed 
and impoverished, the human spirit? And what 
has been its impact on the religions that have 
survived, indeed multiplied, in our time?

Merely to ask such questions is to cast doubt 
on the conventional wisdom that represents sec-
ularism as the triumph of morality and reason 
over priestly authority and popular superstition. 
It is to admit that our secular age may not be 
the solution to the human predicament or the 
highest and final stage of human progress. But 
if secularism is none of the things it is so confi-
dently asserted to be, then what is it? 

One could hardly find a better guide to such 
timely questions than 2007 Templeton Prize 
winner Charles Taylor. It’s true, also, that his ex-
traordinary new book, A Secular Age, is daunt-
ingly long and suffers from loose organization. It 
visits too many out of the way places and lingers 
there too often. It roams and rambles. And yet 
with Taylor’s easy conversational prose, wealth 
of learning, openness to life’s ends, capacity to 
distill philosophical controversies, and ability to 
render striking judgments, thoughtful readers 
will recognize their interest in forging through 

to the final page. A Secular Age is one of those 
rare books that put familiar and defining fea-
tures of our world in a better, brighter light.

 In a sense, he has been writing this book all 
his professional life. One of our greatest living 
philosophers, Taylor, now 76, is a professor of 
philosophy at Northwestern University and 
a professor emeritus at McGill University in 
Montreal. Before that, in the 1970s and 1980s, 
he taught moral and political philosophy at Ox-
ford. Throughout his career, he has defended 
claims of classical philosophy and religious faith 
against the criticism of modern philosophy, and 
he has defended modern claims against the criti-
cisms of classical philosophy and religious faith. 
He seeks a philosophical account that gives all 
parties their due in the great debates about hu-
man nature and the good life.

His early writings include seminal papers 
criticizing the social sciences and exploring the 
limits of the liberal tradition. In 1975 he pub-
lished a long, sweeping volume, Hegel, which 
examined the ideas and sentiments behind the 
great philosophical synthesizer’s work. That 
book was followed by a short, focused one, Hegel 
and Modern Society, spelling out the significance 
of Hegel’s political and social doctrines. In 1989 
Taylor published Sources of the Self: The Mak-
ing of the Modern Identity, a formidable volume 
tracing many of modernity’s proudest achieve-
ments back to pre-modern religious sources. A 
few years later, his brief The Ethics of Authentic-
ity defended individual freedom but insisted that 
the self ’s satisfactions in choosing its own ends 

and fashioning its own life were inextricably tied 
to goods found in community and beliefs about 
transcendence that modernity sought vigorously 
to suppress. One hopes that Taylor will soon fol-
low up A Secular Age with a more succinct work 
that makes explicit the nerve of the argument.

In the meantime, his new book, an out-
growth of his 1999 Gifford Lectures at 
Edinburgh, provides an excellent point of 

departure for future thinking about moral-
ity, politics, and religion. Taylor begins with a 
straightforward question: “Why was it virtually 
impossible not to believe in God in, say, 1500 
in our Western society, while in 2000 many of 
us find this not only easy, but even inescapable?” 
Although the pre-modern unification of reli-
gion and politics greatly assisted religious belief, 
Taylor is not concerned really with explaining 
the separation of church and state. Rather, his 
interest is in “the conditions of belief,” or the 
“move from a society where belief in God is un-
challenged and indeed, unproblematic, to one in 
which it is understood to be one option among 
others.” The aim is to reconstruct and assess 
the “whole context of understanding in which 
our moral, spiritual or religious experience and 
search takes place.”

According to the conventional account, the 
rise of secularism is simple to explain: modern 
science refuted religious belief, fair and square. 
But the theories of Newton, Darwin, and Ein-
stein, monumental achievements though they 
are, tell us nothing about what, if anything, lies 
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beyond the natural world, argues Taylor. Ex-
traordinary experiences of wholeness or har-
mony, of joy or exaltation, remain available to 
believers and unbelievers alike. And nothing we 
have learned from the natural sciences, accord-
ing to Taylor, prevents believers from interpret-
ing these experiences as gifts that come from a 
power outside of nature or beyond the self. At 
the same time, they know that otherwise rea-
sonable and decent people will reject this inter-
pretation as self-deluded or worse. 

In contrast, before 1500 in latin chris-
tendom and stretching back throughout the 
history of mankind, belief was the default 

option; the natural world was assumed to be 
shot through with spiritual causes. Since 1500, 
unbelief has become the presumption, or at 
least the default option. That story is familiar 
enough. What distinguishes Taylor’s analysis 
is his exploration of modern unbelief ’s roots in, 
and persisting dependence upon, pre-modern 
belief, and his illumination of the opportunities 
for faith to which modern freedom and plural-
ism give rise.

“Exclusive humanism” is the name that Tay-
lor gives to the form that unbelief takes now 
in Western civilization. A crucial early step 
towards it was the overthrow of the Aristote-
lian understanding of the cosmos as an ordered 
whole. Another closely related step was the 
development of modern science, driven by the 
ambition to master and control nature, to purge 
nature of the spiritual and reduce the world to 
the natural.

While science is typically seen as responsible 
for, in Weber’s famous phrase, the “disenchant-
ment of the world,” Taylor emphasizes instead 
the new ethical stance that emerged as both a 
cause and effect of modernity. In the modern 
dispensation, reason is disinterested, disengaged, 
and merely instrumental. Though incapable of 
authoritatively ranking ends, reason is able—
and declares it obligatory—to construct a politi-
cal order that recognizes the right of all citizens 
to pursue their self-chosen ends, provided that 
they respect the right of others to engage in the 
same pursuit. Reason presses also for increas-
ingly inclusive definitions of citizenship. This is 
part of its larger demand for laws that recognize 
the freedom shared equally by all humanity. And 
thanks to the uses to which individuals put their 
newfound freedom, many understandings of hu-
man flourishing proliferate. Nevertheless, exclu-
sive humanism recognizes limits: it resolutely 
understands freedom in this-worldly terms.

Taylor shows brilliantly that the modern 
conceptions of reason and the modern moral 
order stem partly from the Protestant Reforma-
tion. Though a believing Catholic, Taylor insists 
that the Reformation responded to genuine 
problems arising out of the division between 
a cloistered clergy and a lax laity. By rejecting 
Church-sanctioned hierarchy, proclaiming a 
priesthood of all believers, and discovering re-
ligious significance in the ordinary life of work 
and family, production and reproduction, Prot-
estantism laid the foundations for modern mo-
rality. It also brought Catholicism into closer 
harmony with the original Christian promise of 
a humanity transformed by agape—the love of 
God that is inseparable from love for our fellow 
human beings.

Exclusive humanism, however, long ago lost 
sight of its religious spirit. Once the individual 
had been liberated from the Church’s author-
ity, modern philosophy turned its sights on all 
forms of belief that might limit the individual’s 
complete freedom to define his own happiness 
in this world. Thus as the recent bestselling po-
lemics in praise of atheism by Richard Dawk-
ins, Sam Harris, and Christopher Hitchens 
have illustrated, exclusive humanism, in its cur-
rent incarnation, seeks to wipe out faith in all 
forms. Emblematic of this determination is the 
progressive Left’s fascination with Nietzsche, 
whom they often revere as the supreme author-
ity on the critique of religion.

But nietzsche was no friend of the 
Left, and Taylor rightly criticizes crude 
readers of Nietzsche like University of 

Chicago professor Martha Nussbaum, who 
embrace only his debunking and dismantling 
of conventional religious belief and who wish 
to complete the job in the name of a healthier 
humanism. In Taylor’s estimation, such a goal is 
undesirable and may not even be possible:

In view of the importance of Christian 
universalism and agape in the constitution 
of the modern idea of moral order, ought 
we really to hope for the utter uprooting 
of all the beliefs and desires which Chris-
tianity has inculcated in our civilization? 
Perhaps Nietzsche saw the full scope of 
this question, and was ready to give an 
affirmative answer, because he wanted to 
jettison not only body-hatred, but pity, 
the relief of suffering, democracy, human 
rights. But how many are ready to follow 
him the whole way?

Surely not progressives like Nussbaum who nev-
ertheless promiscuously appeal to his authority. 
And surely not Harris, Dawkins, and Hitchens, 
who resemble the German theologian David 
Strauss, whom Nietzsche mercilessly vivisects 
in his Untimely Meditations for rejecting conven-
tional biblical faith but clinging to conventional 
morality, without providing a reasonable alter-
native ground for it.

 Taylor gently points out that attention to 
what Nietzsche actually wrote dissolves the pro-
gressive conceit that exclusive humanism offers 
the last, best word on the human condition:

Nothing gave Nietzsche greater satisfac-
tion than showing how morality or spiri-
tuality is really powered by its direct op-
posite; e.g., that the Christian aspiration 
to love is really motivated by the hatred 
of the weak for the strong. Whatever 
one thinks of this judgment on Christi-
anity, it is clear that modern humanism 
is full of potential for such disconcert-
ing reversals: from dedication to others 
to self-indulgent, feel-good responses, 
from a lofty sense of human dignity to 
control powered by contempt and ha-
tred, from absolute freedom to absolute 
despotism, from a flaming desire to help 
the oppressed to an incandescent hatred 
for all those who stand in the way. And 
the higher the flight, the greater the po-
tential fall.

Contrary to their pretentions, exclusive human-
ists can neither refute religion’s claims nor es-
tablish their own moral superiority.

Nonetheless, this is not cause for believers to 
disdain exclusive humanism, according to Tay-
lor. For exclusive humanism, itself a secularized 
interpretation of Christian love, has served to 
educate the Church about the moral and po-
litical imperatives of individual freedom and 
human equality in the modern age. By a differ-
ent route, Taylor has come to a conclusion that 
overlaps with Leo Strauss’s momentous conten-
tion that through its radical questioning of all 
things including religion and tradition, modern 
thought had made all things questionable, in-
cluding modernity’s confident repudiation of 
religion and tradition.

 
Peter Berkowitz is the Tad and Dianne Taube 
Senior Fellow at the Hoover Institution, Stanford 
University, and teaches at George Mason Univer-
sity School of Law.
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Book Review by Joseph M. Bessette

Science and Faith 
God’s Universe, by Owen Gingerich. 

Belknap Press, 139 pages, $16.95

The Language of God: A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief, 
by Francis S. Collins. Free Press, 294 pages, $15

The Edge of Evolution: The Search for the Limits of Darwinism, 
by Michael J. Behe. Free Press, 336 pages, $28

Public defenses of atheism are in 
vogue. Atheism, of course, predates 
modern science, but many believe that 

the findings of modern astronomy, physics, 
chemistry, and biology have rendered belief in 
God unnecessary, indeed untenable. “I have no 
need of that hypothesis,” French mathematician 
Pierre Laplace purportedly said when Napoleon 
asked about the place of God in his astronomi-
cal theories. “I think one of the great historical 
contributions of science is to weaken the hold 
of religion. That’s a good thing,” says physicist 
Steven Weinberg.

Those who would conclude that science 
tilts the scales toward atheism must confront 
two inconvenient facts. First, many (most?) of 
the giants who founded modern science were 
themselves deeply religious. As Francis Col-
lins notes in The Language of God, “Copernicus, 
Kepler, and Galileo…[were] all strong believers 
in God….” In God’s Universe, Owen Gingerich 
quotes the prayer with which Johannes Kepler 
concluded one of his major scientific works: 

If I have been enticed into brashness by 
the wonderful beauty of thy works, or if 
I have loved my own glory among men, 
while advancing in work destined for thy 
glory, gently and mercifully pardon me: 
and finally, deign graciously to cause that 
these demonstrations may lead to thy 
glory and to the salvation of souls, and no-
where be an obstacle to that.

Second, in the United States today, two-fifths 
of working scientists profess belief in a personal 
God who communicates with humankind and 
answers prayers, a number that has apparently 
remained constant for nearly a century. (One 
wonders whether belief is as common in the so-
cial sciences and humanities.) And some addi-
tional number may believe in a God who created 
the world and its physical laws, but does not in-
tervene directly in human affairs. 

So thousands of scientists go about their re-
search every day, untroubled by the notion that 
science and theism are incompatible. Visit the 

science departments of religious colleges and 
universities (other than the few that embrace 
young-earth creationism) and you will find 
physics, chemistry, and biology taught exactly 
as they are at secular institutions. Neither most 
religious colleges nor religiously minded sci-
entists who work in these institutions believe 
that the fruits of science contradict religious 
belief. On the contrary, they may see science, 
as does Francis Collins, as a kind of worship: 
“The God of the Bible is also the God of the 
genome. He can be worshiped in the cathedral 
or in the laboratory.”

In the past decade, the relation of sci-
ence to belief has taken a new turn as scien-
tists, philosophers, theologians, and others 

have asked whether science can demonstrate 
design in nature, and perhaps then a designer 
of nature. The three books reviewed here are 
thoughtful recent efforts to confront the design 
argument and its implications for science and 
religious belief. All three authors are scientists 
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who believe in a personal God. Owen Ginger-
ich, emeritus professor of astronomy at Harvard 
University, is described in the foreword to his 
book as “a devout Mennonite, for whom faith 
and science had never been at odds.” Francis 
Collins, a physician and biologist who headed 
the federally funded Human Genome Project 
and now directs the National Human Genome 
Research Institute in the National Institutes of 
Health, identifies himself as a member of “the 
evangelical Christian church.” Michael Behe, a 
biochemist at Lehigh University and a leading 
proponent of Intelligent Design, describes him-
self as “a pretty conventional Roman Catholic” 
who like “the great majority of the population 
of the United States and the world believes in 
God.” As these books show, believing scientists 
disagree about whether and how science reveals 
evidence of a Creator-Designer and thus pro-
vides rational support for belief in the God of 
the major Western religions.

At first glance, it would appear that whether 
scientists are theists or atheists is irrelevant to 
their work. They study efficient causes, not final 
causes or purposes: “As a scientist,” Gingerich 
writes, “I accept methodological naturalism as 
a research strategy.” Any discussion of purposes 
or ends, of teleology, is outside the bounds of 
science. These are metaphysical issues, not sci-
entific ones: “‘Is the universe designed?’ is not a 
scientific question…. It is a metaphysical ques-
tion, whose answer will come only out of meta-
physical reasoning.” Gingerich seems to believe 
that science simply has nothing to say about 
the large questions of meaning and purpose in 
nature: “Why is there something rather than 
nothing? or, Does the universe have a purpose? 
These are teleological questions…and not for 
science to grapple with.” But if science cannot 
grapple with them, scientists certainly can. In-
deed, this is the whole point of God’s Universe, 
which comprises three lectures Gingerich pre-
sented at Harvard’s Memorial Church.

Gingerich’s central chapter—“dare 
a Scientist Believe in Design?”—con-
fronts the design issue head on. Even 

though science itself can say nothing about de-
sign, the scientist drawing upon the discoveries 
of science can say quite a bit. Gingerich notes, 
for example, the congruence between the Big 
Bang theory of the origins of the universe and 
the creation account in Genesis, particularly the 
similarity between God’s command in Genesis 
1, “Let there be light!” and the scientific hy-
pothesis that “the universe began with a mighty 
burst of energetic photons.” Equally impres-
sive is the “staggering intricacy” with which the 
constants and laws of nature seem to be “fine-
tuned” to produce a universe that can support 

intelligent life. One example is “the incredible 
balance between the outward energy of expan-
sion and the gravitational forces trying to pull 
everything back together again.” This “initial 
balance had to be accurate to about one part in 
1059,” a remarkably small number, or else the 
universe would not have developed the stars and 
planets necessary for life. Thus “it seems as if 
the universe must have been expressly designed 
for humankind.”

Even more remarkable are “the indications 
[of design] from the biological realm.” In par-
ticular, the formation of the incredibly complex 
DNA molecule seems “so improbable as to re-
quire a designing principle.” Science is “frankly 
on very shaky turf,” Gingerich writes, when it 
claims that “random mutations can generate 
the incredible amount of information content 
required to produce even the simplest of cells.” 
Although Gingerich is “happy to concede that 
ample evidence demonstrates that natural selec-
tion is a major force at work” in evolution, he 
is “hesitant to say that it is the exclusive driving 
force,” suggesting that at least some mutations 
might not be random but “inspired.” In the end, 
“[i]ntimations of design can offer persuasion re-
garding the role of divine creativity in the uni-
verse, but not proof.” “[T]he Book of Nature, 
in all its astonishing detail…suggests a God of 
purpose and a God of design.”

This sounds much like the arguments of the 
modern Intelligent Design movement, espe-
cially as found in the writings of William Dem-
bski and Michael Behe (see my “Is God in the 
Details?” Claremont Review of Books, Winter 
2004). But here Gingerich distinguishes be-
tween “intelligent design,” in which he believes, 
and “Intelligent Design” (I.D. for short), which 
he strongly opposes. The problem with the lat-
ter is its claim that science itself can discern 
evidence of design in nature. This is mistaken, 
he maintains, because science deals only with 
efficient causes. Yet much of Gingerich’s book 
argues that science elicits persuasive evidence 
(though short of proof) that the universe was 
designed to support intelligent life. The point 
seems to be that in conducting their research 
scientists must eschew questions about design 
or purpose; but that they are free after hours, so 
to speak, to try to connect the dots.

How sound is this distinction? Gingerich 
does not acknowledge the argument of I.D. 
theorists that some scientists routinely, i.e., as 
a matter of professional competence, infer de-
sign from empirical data. These include, for ex-
ample, the archeologist who identifies human 
artifacts, the cryptologist who distinguishes an 
intelligent message from background noise, and 
the medical examiner who determines whether 
a death resulted from natural causes, accident, 

or human intention. In fact, Gingerich claims 
that “[w]hether the mutations [responsible for 
complex life forms] are anything other than 
mathematically random is a question without 
answer in a physical or scientific sense.” But why 
is this so? Why could not mathematical proba-
bility theory combined with detailed knowledge 
of cell biochemistry show that some mutations, 
or series of mutations, were so improbable as 
to imply design? Gingerich himself, as we have 
seen, infers from “the incredible balance” be-
tween the forces of expansion and contraction 
at the moment of the Big Bang that the universe 
was likely “expressly designed for humankind.” 
What is the difference in principle between 
inferring design by calculating and assessing 
probabilities in this case, and (possibly) infer-
ring design in the creation or development of the 
DNA molecule using the same methods? And 
why are these not legitimate scientific questions? 
Why relegate them to metaphysics? Surely, few 
professors of metaphysics would be equipped to 
address them.

In its description of “a richly satisfying 
harmony between the scientific and spiri-
tual worldviews,” Francis Collins’s The Lan-

guage of God bears many similarities to God’s 
Universe. Like Gingerich, Collins believes that 
science cannot answer the really big questions 
“such as ‘Why did the universe come into be-
ing?’ ‘What is the meaning of human existence?’ 
[and] ‘What happens after we die?’” Yet also 
like Gingerich, Collins argues that the findings 
of modern science point to the divine, and none 
more so than the theory of the Big Bang: 

The consequences of Big Bang theory for 
theology are profound…. The Big Bang 
cries out for a divine explanation. It forces 
the conclusion that nature had a defined 
beginning. I cannot see how nature could 
have created itself. Only a supernatural 
force that is outside of space and time 
could have done that.

What’s more, the laws of nature and the prop-
erties of matter seem fine-tuned in a way that 
defies natural explanation: “The existence of a 
universe as we know it rests upon a knife edge of 
improbability.” Indeed, “there are fifteen physical 
constants whose values current theory is unable 
to predict. They are givens: they simply have the 
values that they have.” The universe is so “wildly 
improbable” that the conclusion seems inescap-
able that “our universe is uniquely tuned to give 
rise to humans.”

Reflecting his own expertise, Collins devotes 
considerable attention to biology, the origin of 
life, and DNA. As head of the federal project 
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that, together with the private company Celera, 
decoded the human genome in 2000, Collins 
is awed by the “digital elegance of DNA” with 
its three billion letters. It is so complex that it 
“seems an utterly improbable molecule to have 
‘ just happened’—especially since DNA seems 
to possess no intrinsic means of copying itself.” 
He calls DNA both “an instructional script, a 
software program, sitting in the nucleus of the 
cell” and the “language by which God spoke life 
into being.” 

Again, this sounds like Intelligent Design’s 
critique of materialistic explanations of life; but 
Collins, like Gingerich, is no friend to I.D. theory. 
He offers several objections, some scientific and 
one theological. Among the scientific objections 
are that I.D. is “a fringe activity” with little sci-
entific credibility; that it is not testable through 
predictions; that new research seems capable of 
explaining the development of irreducibly com-
plex systems (contra the claims of I.D.); and that 
step-by-step evolutionary pathways for the de-
velopment of the most complex organs, such as 
the eye, can be contemplated along Darwinian 
grounds. Furthermore, I.D. theory is dangerous 
to religious belief because it is a “God of the gaps” 
theory that will discredit faith when science fills 
the gaps, as it surely will: “evolution, as a mecha-
nism, can be and must be true.”

Unlike gingerich, collins doesn’t 
argue that science is intrinsically inca-
pable of investigating design. Indeed, 

at times he appears to acknowledge a legitimate 
scientific debate over the claims of Intelligent 
Design. For example, what does science tell us 
about the origins of the bacterial flagellum, the 
complex outboard motor comprising dozens of 
different proteins that propels some bacteria? 
Could it have arisen through an undirected, 
gradual, step-by-step process? In his best-selling 
Darwin’s Black Box (1996), Michael Behe had 
argued that the flagellum and many other enor-
mously complex biochemical systems could not 
have evolved strictly by Darwinian processes. Is 
this a legitimate scientific question? On the one 
hand, Collins cites research by mainstream sci-
entists on precisely this issue, suggesting both 
that the question is a proper one to ask and that 
science has the means to address it. On the oth-
er hand, he seems to denigrate the entire I.D. 
enterprise as wrongheaded (not to mention dan-
gerous to faith). 

What, then, is his considered view of the 
relationship of God to nature, and how does it 
differ from Intelligent Design? Collins embrac-
es “theistic evolution,” which he calls “the domi-
nant position of serious biologists who are also 
serious believers” and of such religious leaders as 
the late Pope John Paul II. This is the view, says 

Collins, that “Maimonides…and Saint Augus-
tine would espouse today if they were presented 
with the scientific evidence for evolution.” He 
holds that this theory rests on six premises:

The universe came into being out of 
nothingness, approximately 14 billion 
years ago.
Despite massive improbabilities, the 
properties of the universe appear to 
have been precisely tuned for life.
While the precise mechanism of the 
origin of life on earth remains un-
known, once life arose, the process of 
evolution and natural selection per-
mitted the development of biological 
diversity and complexity over very long 
periods of time.
Once evolution got under way, no spe-
cial supernatural intervention was re-
quired.
Humans are part of this process, shar-
ing a common ancestor with the great 
apes.
But humans are also unique in ways 
that defy evolutionary explanation and 
point to our spiritual nature. This in-
cludes the existence of the Moral Law 
(the knowledge of right and wrong) 
and the search for God that charac-
terizes all human cultures throughout 
history.

Where, one might ask, is the theism in this ver-
sion of “theistic evolution”? God’s role in theis-
tic evolution seems to be confined to the initial 
creation of the universe with its fine-tuned pa-
rameters, and to some kind of communication 
or intervention with creatures related to the 
great apes, whose bodies had evolved without 
divine guidance and in whom, apparently, God 
infused a sense of the Moral Law and a desire 
to know Him. In addition, the premises seem 
to allow, but do not require, some role for God 
in the creation of life on earth. It is interesting 
to compare this description of theistic evolu-
tion with the language the Gallup poll (cited 
by Gingerich) uses to assess public support for 
a position between “young-earth creationism” 
and undirected Darwinian evolution: “Human 
beings have developed over millions of years 
from less advanced forms of life, but God guid-
ed this process” (emphasis added). Unlike the 
Gallup description, with which a third to two-
fifths of Americans concur, Collins’s premises 
appear to allow for no guidance by God be-
tween the creation of life and His intervention 
with mankind.

In subsequent pages, Collins writes that 
“God chose the elegant mechanism of evolution” 
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to create living things and “to give rise to special 
creatures who would have intelligence, a knowl-
edge of right and wrong, free will, and a desire 
to seek fellowship with Him.” But what exactly 
was the nature of this choice, if evolution is “an 
apparently random, potentially heartless, and 
inefficient process…[that is] full of chance and 
random outcomes”? If evolution is, in effect, a 
machine that runs of itself “once life arose,” what 
does it mean to choose it? Perhaps he means 
only that God chose the initial conditions at the 
time of creation some 14 billion years ago. But 
then we have a theory more properly called “the-
istic creation” than “theistic evolution.” In fact, 
Collins’s preferred term is “BioLogos,” which, 
drawing on the opening words of John’s Gospel, 
“expresses the belief that God is the source of all 
life and that life expresses the will of God.”

In the end, it turns out that BioLogos is not 
a scientific theory at all, or even a theory that 
modifies conventional Darwinism: “BioLogos 
doesn’t try to wedge God into gaps in our under-
standing of the natural world; it proposes God 
as the answer to questions science was never in-
tended to address, such as ‘How did the universe 
get here?’ ‘What is the meaning of life?’ ‘What 
happens after we die?’…. Its truth can be tested 
only by the spiritual logic of the heart, the mind, 
and the soul.” Like Gingerich, who relegates the 
great issues of meaning and purpose to meta-
physics, Collins makes these matters of faith.

But what of those scientific questions that 
Collins addresses throughout, and that impinge 
on larger issues of purpose and divine interven-
tion in the natural world? For example, does 
the Big Bang and the “wildly improbable” fine-
tuning of nature’s laws imply a creator outside of 
nature? (Recall that Collins was quite willing to 
plug God into the gap of scientific explanations 
of the Big Bang.) How was the “utterly improb-
able” DNA molecule created with its awe-inspir-
ing “digital elegance”? If the coding within DNA 
is the functional equivalent of sophisticated 
computer software, did it self-assemble through 
blind material processes or did it require a guid-
ing intelligence? Put differently, if DNA is the 
“language of God,” through which life came into 
being, is there evidence of a designing intelli-
gence in its structure, complexity, and subtlety? 
In words that Collins helped to write, President 
Clinton said at the White House ceremony an-
nouncing the completion of the mapping of the 
human genome: “Today we are learning the lan-
guage in which God created life. We are gain-
ing ever more awe for the complexity, the beauty, 
and the wonder of God’s most divine and sacred 
gift.” Either this signifies a creative act by God, 
evidence of which science might discern, or it is 
a mere rhetorical flourish to dignify the results 
(DNA) of blind matter in motion. 

Despite the opposition of mainstream 
scientists, including many religious 
ones, to the Intelligent Design project, 

Michael Behe pushes ahead with The Edge of 
Evolution: The Search for the Limits of Darwin-
ism. Behe makes clear at the beginning (and re-
iterates throughout) that he is not challenging 
common descent: “Darwin had this point right, 
that all creatures on earth are biological rela-
tives.” The results of modern DNA sequencing 
seem to settle the question. Instead, what Behe 
rejects is the notion that random mutation com-
bined with natural selection can account for the 
construction of enormously complex molecular 
machines within the cell, and thus for impor-
tant aspects of evolutionary history. For this the 
evidence is “terrible”: “the power of natural se-
lection coupled to random mutation…has been 
grossly oversold to the modern public.”

If Behe’s earlier Darwin’s Black Box made 
the bacterial flagellum famous, The Edge of 
Evolution may do the same for “intraflagel-
lar transport” (or IFT). When a researcher 
in 1993 focused his powerful new microscope 
at a cell’s cilium (the thin hairlike projection 
whose motion can propel a cell through liquid), 
he discovered bumps moving up and down the 
cilium. (“[C]ilia are also sometimes called ‘fla-
gella,’ hence ‘intraflagellar.’”) Further research 
disclosed a highly complex machinery through 
which “[m]olecular containers carry protein 
cargo from the cell to the tip of the flagellum…
[and] return empty.” The discovery of this ma-
chinery “exponentially increases the difficulty 
of explaining the irreducibly complex cilium.” 
This is just one example of structures in the 
cell “whose complexity is substantially greater 
than we knew just ten years ago.” For Behe, the 
“critical question is…[c]an mutation of DNA 
explain this? Or rather, can random mutation 
explain it?” In fact, “[t]here is no evidence that 
Darwinian processes can make anything of the 
elegance and complexity of cilia.”

What, then, can random mutation accom-
plish? What does the evidence show? Much of 
The Edge of Evolution is an assessment of what we 
have learned about the power of random muta-
tion from studies of three organisms: the para-
site that causes malaria, the HIV virus, and the 
bacterium E. coli. The malaria parasite in par-
ticular has had enormous opportunities to test 
the limits of random mutation. It has infected 
billions of humans over its history, reproducing 
up to a trillion times in each infected person. As 
Behe interprets the evidence, the age-old warfare 
between the human genome and malaria has 
not generated the “productive arms-race cycle 
of improvements on each side” that Darwinists 
portray, but rather “a destructive cycle, more like 
trench warfare, where conditions deteriorate.”
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To build up rather than tear down requires 
“multiple coherent genetic mutations” and the 
kind of top-down organization and planning 
that Darwinian processes cannot provide. 
Here Behe devotes considerable attention to 
the technical details involved in getting even a 
few proteins to work together constructively. 
To those who say that given enough time any-
thing can happen, Behe responds that “the chief 
factor in evolution” is not time but “population 
numbers.” The malaria cell and the HIV virus 
have each produced something like a hundred 
billion billion (1020) copies without develop-
ing anything “significantly new or complex.” 
Indeed, “[t]he intensive studies of malaria dis-
cussed in this book are the equivalent of a Mi-
chelson-Morley experiment [which in physics 
disproved the existence of the ether] for Dar-
winism…. Darwinism’s most basic prediction 
is falsified.” Behe’s conclusion: “The elegant, 
coherent, functional systems upon which life 
depends are the result of deliberate intelligent 
design.” (Those who wish to follow the techni-
cal aspects of the ongoing debate between Behe 
and his critics can do so at his Amazon blog.)

In his final chapters, behe presents his 
own “extended fine tuning” interpretation. 
This enlarges and extends the fine-tuning 

(and purposeful design) that many researchers 
find in physics and cosmology (e.g., the laws of 
nature, physical constants, amount of matter in 
the universe, etc.) to include the properties of 
elements and chemicals (including biochemicals 
like DNA), the origin of life, cells, multiprotein 
complexes, molecular machines, and the basic 
divisions of the biological world from kingdoms 
down “at least to the level of the major classes 
of vertebrates, perhaps further.” The “edge of 
evolution”—the line that separates what un-
guided evolutionary processes can do from what 
they cannot do—lies somewhere between the 
major classes of vertebrates and individual spe-
cies. Accordingly, random mutations and natu-
ral selection can account for much of the vari-
ety of the living world but not the largest kinds 
of differences, nor the “stupendously complex 
structures” found in cells.

Design, which is “the purposeful arrange-
ment of parts,” requires “[r]ational agents…
to coordinate pieces into a larger system.” Just 
how did the designer coordinate the parts of 
the DNA, of the intraflagellar transport, of 
the many other complex machines in the cell? 
As William Dembski, the principal theorist of 
Intelligent Design, has written, I.D. “is not an 
interventionist theory at all.” It seeks not to ex-
plain how the designer operated in natural his-
tory, but simply how to discern evidence of de-
sign in nature. Nonetheless, in his final chapters 

Behe offers some tentative speculations about 
the designer’s acts.

The origin of life, he writes, “is best viewed 
not as lawlike, but as one more of the long, long 
chain of anthropic ‘coincidences’ very, very finely 
tuned to yield life. In this view the origin of life 
was…purposely arranged,” perhaps involving a 
string of collisions and chemical reactions in the 
“primeval ocean” that resulted in the first cell. 
Later, although most mutations were random, 
“many were not…[and] felicitous mutation kept 
piling on felicitous mutation.” 

What drove these felicitous mutations? At 
first, Behe seems to accept the notion of an “ac-
tive, continuing involvement of a designer” in 
the natural world: if “continuing ‘interference’” 
is required to explain the design of our world, 
“we should be happy to benefit from it.” But 
then he attributes this conclusion to “a lack of 
imagination”: “[t]here’s no reason that the ex-
tended fine-tuning view I am presenting here 
necessarily requires active meddling with na-
ture any more than the fine-tuning of theistic 
evolution does.” This is because “intelligent de-
sign is quite compatible with the view that the 
universe operates by unbroken natural law, with 
the design of life perhaps packed into its initial 
set-up.” Hence, “[t]hose who worry about ‘inter-
ference’ should relax. The purposeful design of 
life to any degree is easily compatible with the 
idea that, after its initiation, the universe un-
folded exclusively by the intended playing out 
of natural laws.”

This appears to be Behe’s preferred posi-
tion, and it raises at least two issues. First, 
what of the creation of the first cell, the begin-
ning of life, which, according to him, “is best 
viewed not as lawlike”? Doesn’t “not as lawlike” 
mean that no set of laws or initial conditions 
could ensure the creation of life, that some 
active “interference” was necessary? Second, 
mutations are errors introduced when DNA is 
copied through the chemical and physical pro-
cesses of the cell. Copying errors occur, nearly 
all apparently randomly, in ways and at rates 
that scientists can measure. But the felicitous 
mutations that evolution requires are not, ac-
cording to Behe, random at all. How is it, then, 
that the “playing out of natural laws,” given 
certain finely tuned initial conditions, could 
give rise to a succession of essential felicitous 
mutations? Are the mutations somehow pro-
grammed into matter at the time of the Big 
Bang, or perhaps into the first cell? It is hard 
to conceive how the former could be true; and, 
in the latter case, one might well ask: where 
did such a program reside? Did the first DNA 
molecule somehow include within it instruc-
tions for how and when it should mutate as 
cellular processes produced copies over bil-

lions of years? Did such a program reside else-
where in the cell? Thus, it is not obvious that 
Behe has solved the problem of accounting for 
a succession of felicitous, non-random muta-
tions without “interference” by the designer, 
however persuasive his case for the creative 
limits of random mutation. Nonetheless, Behe 
will accept “continuing interference” if that is 
where the science leads.

When scientists infer design from 
the discoveries of science (as Gin-
gerich, Collins, and Behe all do—

although the first two limit their inferences to 
physics and cosmology), what should we call the 
reasoning process that leads them to their con-
clusions? Near the end of his book Behe asks 
whether this is “science, philosophy, religion, or 
what”? Surely, computing that the balance be-
tween the forces of expansion and contraction at 
the moment of the Big Bang had to be accurate 
to one part in 1059 to get a universe hospitable 
to intelligent life is not philosophy, metaphysics, 
or theology as commonly understood. The same 
can be said for calculating the likelihood that a 
variety of different proteins with their peculiar 
shapes, binding sites, and chemical forces could 
self-assemble into a coherent and functional 
whole. Behe argues forcefully that design is “a 
completely scientific conclusion,” with “scien-
tific” defined as “any conclusion that relies heav-
ily and exclusively on detailed physical evidence, 
plus standard logic. No relying on holy books 
or prophetic dreams. Just the data about nature 
that is publicly available in journals and books, 
plus standard modes of reasoning.”

Why should it matter what we call this rea-
soning process? It matters because those who 
relegate issues of design entirely to philosophy, 
metaphysics, or theology imply that natural sci-
ence has nothing to say about the matter. Yet 
scientists hold that Darwinian evolution is a 
scientific theory, that its claim that random mu-
tation and natural selection were sufficient to 
progress from the first cell to modern man and 
the rest of the living world is indeed a scientific 
claim. Surely, then, testing that claim through 
the weighing of evidence and, where appropri-
ate, mathematical and logical reasoning must 
also be a scientific activity. If not, then Darwin-
ism is a scientific theory impervious to scientific 
refutation. The testing of Darwinism’s claims is, 
of course, a large part of the Intelligent Design 
enterprise and the whole point of The Edge of 
Evolution.

Joseph M. Bessette is the Alice Tweed Tuohy Pro-
fessor of Government and Ethics at Claremont 
McKenna College and Associate Director of the 
Henry Salvatori Center.
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Book Review by John. J. Pitney, Jr.

Not a Hugger 
Cheney: The Untold Story of America’s Most Powerful and Controversial Vice President, 

by Stephen F. Hayes. HarperCollins, 592 pages, $27.95

Cheney derangement syndrome is 
threatening the mental health of the 
cultural and political Left. In the 2004 

movie The Day After Tomorrow, an evil Cheney-
like figure lets global warming abruptly turn into 
an ice age. In a recent Newsweek article, Christo-
pher Dickey consulted his father’s novel Deliver-
ance, comparing Cheney to the obsessive char-
acter that Burt Reynolds played in the movie. 
Representative Dennis Kucinich even stopped 
chasing UFOs long enough to introduce articles 
of impeachment.

Stephen F. Hayes’s new biography is a use-
ful corrective. Hayes interviewed hundreds of 
sources, including President Bush and Cheney 
himself. The result is a thorough portrait at 
odds with the grotesque images that Cheney’s 
critics like to peddle.

As the book shows, Cheney rose through 
smarts and self-discipline. But it also describes 
a time in which Cheney flunked out of Yale 
and became a hard-drinking, blue-collar guy. 
Lynne Vincent, soon to be his wife, prodded 
him back to academic and professional excel-
lence. Cheney benefited not only from a great 
spouse but from providential mentors, espe-
cially Donald Rumsfeld.

Hayes’s account helps us understand Cheney’s 
conservatism. As a junior White House aide 
under Rumsfeld, he helped draft Nixon’s wage 
and price controls. The ill-fated rules, Cheney 
tells Hayes, “moved me pretty radically in the 
free-market direction, the importance of limited 
government.” 

Hayes tells how Cheney’s tenure as President 
Ford’s chief of staff also shaped his view of the 
world. Ford was the only president who had nev-
er appeared on a national ticket. Though history 
has vindicated his pardon of President Nixon, 
the decision was wildly unpopular at the time. 
Accordingly, Ford held a weak political hand. 
Meanwhile, Congress was reacting to the Nixon 
years by trying aggressively to curb the power of 
the White House. The frustrations of that time 
deepened Cheney’s resolve to reverse the trend.

A few years later, when James Baker was tak-
ing on Cheney’s former job in the White House, 
Cheney’s top advice to Baker was: “Restore pow-
er and authority to the executive branch.”

As a member of Congress during the 1980s, 
Cheney contributed to that goal with a strong 
pro-Reagan voting record. He led House Re-
publicans on the special committee to investi-

gate Iran-Contra. While acknowledging White 
House mistakes, Cheney fought to protect the 
institution of the presidency. Hayes quotes a key 
passage from the committee’s minority report: 
“Unconstitutional statutes violate the rule of law 
every bit as much as do willful violations of con-
gressional statutes.” That line would foreshadow 
the Bush-Cheney argument against congressio-
nal overreaching on national security.

With a focus on explaining the 
Cheney vice presidency, Hayes gives 
scant attention to key aspects of his 

congressional career. During the 1980s, Minor-
ity Leader Bob Michel of Illinois held that a 
certain degree of bipartisanship was necessary 
to enacting President Reagan’s agenda. Newt 
Gingrich argued that the Republicans could at-
tain majority status only by highlighting their 
partisan differences. As a member of the leader-
ship, Cheney served as a bridge between the two 
factions. During this period, House Republi-
cans changed internal procedures to strengthen 
the office of Republican Leader. Most expected 
that they were preparing the way for Cheney 
to assume the post. But when Cheney became 
Defense Secretary, Newt Gingrich succeeded 

him as whip and heir apparent. The book would 
have been more useful to students of Congress 
if Hayes had explored the Cheney-Gingrich re-
lationship.

Hayes does yeoman work in describing 
Cheney’s tenure at the Pentagon, though Bob 
Woodward and others already covered much 
of this ground. He devotes more than a third 
of the book to the past seven years of Cheney’s 
life, spanning the 2000 campaign and the vice 
presidency. Did Cheney change during this 
time? Hayes quotes a senior Bush aide on the 
impact of 9/11: “He was less animated, less—he 
was more somber, more reflective about interna-
tional challenges.”

For the most part, however, the book de-
scribes remarkable continuity in Cheney’s char-
acter and philosophy. As vice president, he has 
remained a champion of a strong national de-
fense and a strong executive. Apart from the 
well-publicized incident in which he told Sena-
tor Patrick Leahy to perform an impossible act, 
he has maintained the low-key personal style 
that he brought to Washington decades ago.

It will be many years before key documents 
are available to journalists and scholars. And 
while Cheney gave Hayes unusual access, he was 
guarded about revealing the administration’s in-
ner workings. Accordingly, this book will not be 
the last word. 

But it does help answer a question: if Cheney 
has not changed in any fundamental way, why 
did public opinion turn so sharply against him? 
Obviously, his role in the Iraq war is part of 
the explanation. But it doesn’t account for the 
harshly personal tone of the criticism. Google 
the words “Cheney” and “evil,” and you get more 
than a half million hits.

The book suggests another reason—Cheney’s 
refusal to practice the petty arts of popularity. 
As Hayes reminds us, “he never wavered in his 
conviction that he had been elected to advise the 
president, not talk to journalists.”

“Cheney is not a hugger,” President Bush 
acknowledges to Hayes. Maybe that’s a good 
thing. In Federalist 70, Hamilton lists the qual-
ities of an energetic executive: unity, duration 
in office, adequate provision for support, and 
competent powers. “Hugging” is conspicuously 
absent.

John J. Pitney, Jr. is the Roy P. Crocker Professor of 
American Politics at Claremont McKenna College.
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Essay by Michael M. Uhlmann

When Law is Not Enough

Books discussed in this essay:

The Pacificus-Helvidius Debates of 1793-
1794: Toward the Completion of the 

American Founding, edited by Morton J. 
Frisch. Liberty Fund, 140 pages, 

$17 (cloth), $10 (paper)

The Imperial Presidency, by Arthur M. 
Schlesinger, Jr. Mariner Books, 

624 pages, $16.95 (paper)

The Terror Presidency: Law and Judgment 
Inside the Bush Administration, by Jack 

Goldsmith. W.W. Norton & Co., 
256 pages, $25.95

As samuel johnson said of the pros-
pect of hanging, war concentrates the 
mind wonderfully. One might add that 

an unpopular war concentrates a president’s po-
litical enemies as little else. Just ask George W. 
Bush. From the moment he determined that 
Saddam Hussein’s regime had to be removed as 
a grave threat to American security, the Dem-
ocrats went into hard opposition and have re-
mained so ever since. Sixty percent of their par-
ty in the House, and forty percent in the Sen-
ate, voted against the authorization of military 
force in Iraq. The initial military campaign was 
brilliantly executed, but as the postwar occupa-
tion bogged down between 2003 and 2006, the 
president’s popular support suffered a gradual 
but inexorable decline that made it progressively 
easier to exaggerate his deficiencies and mini-
mize his success as a war leader. Like Plunkett 
of Tammany Hall, the Democrats “seen their 
opportunity and tuk it,” regaining control of 
Congress in the 2006 elections. With that turn, 
whatever chance Mr. Bush had to regain pub-
lic confidence disappeared almost altogether, 
as witness his failure to obtain political trac-
tion from the remarkable success of the military 
surge during the past year. 

Lacking strong public and congressional sup-
port, President Bush’s power now rests heavily, 
if not exclusively, on the legal authority vested by 
Article II of the Constitution. That is no small 
thing, but it is not much honored by the Demo-
crats, who, now that they control Congress, 
insist that congressional sentiment is the best 

measure of what the public wants and needs. 
The Constitution takes a different view of such 
matters. Article II was designed, among other 
things, to insulate presidents against transient 
impulses and inclinations on the part of Con-
gress or even the public that may not coincide 
with the nation’s true interests. Congressional 

protestations to the contrary, such is clearly the 
ground on which Mr. Bush has decided to stake 
his reputation and his presidency. 

Despite the war’s unpopularity, and despite 
their rhetoric about presidential hauteur and in-
competence, the Democrats have been reluctant 
to endorse a funding cut-off, and for good rea-

son: such a step would make them accountable 
for the consequences of a precipitate military 
withdrawal, and require them to articulate and 
assume responsibility for an alternative policy 
of their own. Rather than run that risk, which 
would among other things divide their party, 
they have launched a series of guerrilla raids by 
congressional committees. Unlike troop-with-
drawal or funding cut-off legislation, which has 
little chance of passing in any event, committee 
investigations are a relatively cost-free way to 
keep a president on the defensive. In most cases, 
they need not result in nor even aim at legisla-
tive remediation; they are easily staged, and be-
cause they occasionally generate a whiff of mis-
feasance or scandal, they can be counted on to 
attract friendly media attention. Above all, by 
focusing on past mistakes rather than current 
successes, they can continue to draw blood from 
an already weakened presidency. 

At this point, it matters little that Congress 
authorized the war against Iraq to begin with. 
That was then and this is now. As many presi-
dents before Bush have discovered, Congress 
can be notoriously fickle about war. For now, it 
suffices politically for the president’s congressio-
nal opponents to say that Bush lied, or other-
wise misled or cajoled them by various means 
to support his war. In so doing, the argument 
continues, Mr. Bush has abused his authority 
as commander-in-chief and arrogated to him-
self powers that the Constitution says should 
be shared with Congress. The merits of this last 
claim aside, its assertion reminds us that major 
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“Pacificus,” weighed in on the president’s side, 
arguing that the conduct of foreign affairs was 
an inherently executive function; that by vesting 
the executive power in the president, the Con-
stitution meant to convey all capacities arising 
from the nature of the power; that the particu-
lar grants of power in the remainder of Article 
II were meant to illustrate, not limit, the general 
grant; and that, absent express restriction else-
where in the Constitution, presidential power 
to conduct foreign affairs was to be presumed. 
Madison, replying as “Helvidius,” argued that 
by vesting Congress with the power to declare 
war, the Constitution meant to convey control 
over the substance of foreign policy to the leg-
islature; that the president’s powers over the 
subject were therefore largely administrative; 
and that such exceptions to this broad reading 
of legislative power as might be inferred from 
Article II should be narrowly construed. 

For all the embellishments that have been 
added to the argument during the intervening 
215 years, a case can be made that subsequent 
debate is but an extended footnote to the op-
posing principles articulated by Hamilton and 
Madison. In divining the Constitution’s mean-
ing, moreover, experience has added its own in-
struction. George Washington, conspicuously 
conscious that he was establishing precedent in 
almost everything he did, respected and often 
deferred to the legislature’s separate constitu-
tional authority; but, in foreign affairs particu-
larly, he never doubted that the Constitution 
vested the executive with a large reservoir of 
discretion that was not dependent on congres-
sional assent. President Washington’s example, 
we may say, made the idea of presidential pre-
rogative respectable in ways that Hamilton’s ar-
gument alone could not.

Washington’s successors in office, while lack-
ing his prestige and often his prudence, never-
theless relied on his example and cited its au-
thority as justification for their actions. In this, 
they were only sometimes successful, which is 
why subsequent experience is variously cited 
on both sides of the continuing Hamilton-
Madison debate. Nineteenth-century politi-
cal development saw long periods of actual or 
attempted legislative hegemony, during which 
echoes of Hamilton’s broad reading of implied 
or inherent presidential powers were seldom 
or only faintly heard; but one can also observe 
a persistent pattern of executive assertion that 
cannot be reconciled with Madison’s traditional 
republican preferences. How, for example, are 
we to evaluate Jefferson’s presidential tenure, 
which was Madisonian in theory but Hamilto-
nian in practice? Or Andrew Jackson’s, which 
combined a Hamiltonian understanding of ex-
ecutive power and a Jeffersonian preference for 
a limited national government? On the mean-

ing of presidential war powers specifically, few 
presidents can match the claims asserted by 
James K. Polk, which were sharply criticized by 
Congressman Abraham Lincoln. But in the cri-
sis of the Civil War, President Lincoln not only 
made maximum use of his discretionary powers 
as commander-in-chief; he also argued that the 
Take Care Clause and the oath of office provid-
ed additional constitutional authority for presi-
dents to call on during war. Other presidents 
also relied on the force of Hamilton’s logic and 
Washington’s example to exercise independent 
constitutional judgment when they thought the 
public good so required. Despite strong dissent-
ing views, 19th-century experience when taken 
whole tends to confirm that a capacious reading 
of executive power was here to stay. Madison to 
the contrary, the Constitution had clearly added 
something new and important to the traditional 
republican understanding of the executive. 

The Modern Presidency

That fact has been obscured in large 
part because modern students of the 
presidency tend to read American po-

litical development through the distorting lens 
of Woodrow Wilson’s thought. Under the ae-
gis of his instruction, the growth of presidential 
power is acknowledged and applauded; it is said, 
however, to have arisen in spite of, rather than 
because of, the framers’ Constitution. Wilson 
reserved his particular scorn for the separation 
of powers, which (along with much else in the 
Constitution) he read as a device to frustrate 
popular majorities; in practice, it had devolved 
into a system investing Congress with almost 
imperial authority, which it used for the most 
part to protect parochial interests or to inter-
fere with the execution of national policy. For 
Wilson, many presidents had been reduced to 
frustrated errand boys of congressional will. 
There were notable exceptions, Abraham Lin-
coln most prominently, but these were just that, 
exceptions that proved the rule of congressional 
dominance. 

Wilson’s critique of the separation of powers 
ultimately gave birth to what is called “the mod-
ern presidency.” By that is meant a presidency 
that uses the force of public opinion to initiate, 
and a large bureaucratic infrastructure to im-
plement, national policy change across a broad 
front. According to Wilson, the achievement 
of that goal requires a president to rise above, 
or to work around, the artificial and outmoded 
constitutional barriers imposed by the separa-
tion of powers. But Wilson had a prescription: 
separation of powers would remain a force to 
be reckoned with, but with artful presidential 
leadership, the obstacles created by the Consti-
tution could be surmounted, and Congress ma-

partisan and ideological disagreements quickly 
translate themselves into articles of constitu-
tional disputation. 

Divided Tradition

The argument that a president may 
be acting not only unwisely but uncon-
stitutionally taps into a venerable re-

publican tradition, which articulates a strong 
preference for representative assemblies and 
a deep suspicion of executive power. That tra-
dition, whose roots run deep into American 
history, and even beyond, is not however the 
only motif of American political discourse and 
practice. If anything, reservations about legis-
lative vice and folly constitute an even stronger 
theme in early American thought, as even a ca-
sual reading of The Federalist will attest. The 
immediate post-Revolution predilection for 
strong legislatures and weak executives clearly 
reflected the influence of pristine republican 
theory; but practical experience exposed the 
doctrine’s deficiencies, which in due course the 
Constitution proposed to remedy. In a nutshell, 
the Constitution modified and refined republi-
can theory to make it more hospitable to exec-
utive authority; it did so by creating something 
the world had never seen before—a genuinely 
powerful, partly autonomous, yet still republi-
can chief executive. The division, and in some 
instances the sharing, of powers between the 
branches ensured that Congress would be able 
to check the executive, but not to the point of 
making the presidency the mere agent of con-
gressional will. For the separation of powers 
also meant to energize the presidency by free-
ing it from legislative dominion. 

The American political tradition thus tugs in 
two directions at once. We seek to limit executive 
prerogative by empowering the legislature to re-
strain it; at the same time we want the executive 
to have sufficient discretion to address contin-
gencies Congress may have failed to anticipate, 
or anticipated wrongly. As Harvey Mansfield 
has elegantly argued, these are in important re-
spects incommensurable goals, no matter how 
hard one tries to reconcile them (see his “The 
Case for the Strong Executive,” CRB, Spring 
2007). The effort to achieve both ensures that 
we will always have, so to speak, a congressional 
party and an executive party. That fact became 
apparent early on, when Alexander Hamilton 
and James Madison went at it concerning the 
locus of the power to conduct foreign affairs.

Their argument was occasioned by President 
Washington’s 1793 proclamation of neutrality, 
and the central issue was whether the Consti-
tution empowered him to issue the proclama-
tion sua sponte, or whether it vested the requisite 
authority in Congress. Hamilton, writing as 
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neuvered into following the president’s lead on 
important questions of national policy.

Although Wilson’s scheme has not worked 
quite as he intended, it captured the imagina-
tion of intellectuals and political reformers who 
shared his antipathy to the Constitution and 
saw presidential power as the means to enact a 
progressive policy agenda. They have ever since 
bestowed special praise on the New Deal, which 
in their view is the apotheosis of everything 
Wilson had hoped for, indeed of almost every-
thing good government ought to be. According-
ly Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency has become 
the prototypical modern presidency, the model 
against which all subsequent administrations, 
mutatis mutandis, are now measured. 

Assertions of Power

The federal establishment built and 
overseen by Franklin Roosevelt, how-
ever, was tiny compared to the elephan-

tine establishment of today, whose dimensions, 
complexities, and contradictions almost beggar 
description (see my “Taming Big Government,” 
CRB, Summer 2007). The imperative to control 
government has increased proportionally with 
its size, and as the only institution with the mo-
tive and capacity to do so is the presidency, pres-
idential power has grown apace with the federal 
government’s agenda. All presidents from FDR 
forward have sought to exert control from the 
center in an effort to achieve greater efficiency 
and policy coherence—a desire made all the 
more compelling because presidents are held 
politically accountable for the government’s ac-
tions. Congress, in turn, has sought to frustrate 
these efforts by diverse means, such as dispers-
ing power beyond a president’s reach (e.g., inde-
pendent agencies), limiting regulatory authority 
(e.g., legislative vetoes), or imposing detailed re-
strictions on the exercise of executive discretion 
generally (e.g., riders on authorization or appro-
priations bills).

Congress believes that such measures com-
port with the separation of powers as originally 
understood. In some respects, they do, but 
today’s Congress, like the executive, appears 
to have succumbed to the ethos of Woodrow 
Wilson’s constitutional thought. Having dele-
gated much of its legislative authority to the ex-
ecutive bureaucracy, Congress has little choice 
but to attach as many strings as it can. As a re-
sult, its counter-assertions of power appear to be, 
and often are, as capricious as those it condemns 
in the presidency. Unlike legislatures of earlier 
eras, today’s Congress is only episodically inter-
ested in exercising control over government; its 
primary interest appears to be to prevent the ex-
ecutive from exercising control. Least of all does 
Congress want to be held politically account-

able for the actions of the administrative state; 
it is perfectly content to leave that burden at the 
president’s door. 

In an effort to rationalize the constitutional 
anomalies created by big government, the late 
Richard E. Neustadt famously argued that 
the framers created not separation of powers, 
but only separated institutions sharing power. 
If that is the case, however, then there’s noth-
ing left to argue about except power, or more 
precisely (as another famous political scientist 
put it), “who gets what, when and how.” Under 
this new dispensation, the understanding that 
prompted the separation of powers seems to 
have dropped from sight entirely. The framers 
took for granted the necessity of power and the 
lust for its acquisition; but they also understood 
that the legislature and the executive possessed 
distinctive vices—in the former case a tendency 
toward vacillation and meddling, in the latter a 
tendency toward self-aggrandizement and pre-
tension. The compensating virtue of the legis-
lature was that it reflected a broad diversity of 
opinion; the compensating virtue of the execu-
tive was its capacity for quick, decisive action.

In general terms, the separation of powers was 
intended to minimize the vices while promoting 
the virtues of each branch. After monkeying for 
over a century with the framers’ Constitution, 
however, we seem to have gotten things quite 
backwards. The administrative state tends to 
multiply the occasions for legislative meddling 
and executive aggrandizement at the same time; 
to make matters worse, every assertion of power 
by one side tends to induce a counter-reaction by 
the other, which only deepens animosities and 
heightens suspicions that the opposing branch 
is exceeding its proper constitutional bounds. 
One might say that Woodrow Wilson’s solution 
to the separation of powers has itself become a 
major problem.

Selective Evidence

If the framers’ rationale for the separa-
tion of powers has been largely abandoned 
in the domestic arena, a mutant form of 

their original idea has of late acquired a certain 
purchase among critics of presidential powers 
over foreign policy and national security affairs. 
Ever since the Vietnam war, we have witnessed 
a steady profusion of scholarly writing advanc-
ing the idea that presidents have usurped pow-
ers the Constitution meant to vest wholly or 
substantially in Congress. Here too, we seem to 
have gotten things backwards, for if anything, 
the case for broad presidential discretion in for-
eign affairs is much stronger than in domestic 
affairs. That much should be clear, not only from 
Hamilton’s reflections on the executive’s virtues, 
but as well from the history of presidential prac-
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tice, which made the gradual accretion of presi-
dential power over foreign and military affairs 
in the 20th century more or less inevitable.

The current tendency of the chattering class-
es, however, is to celebrate presidential govern-
ment in the domestic arena while expressing 
grave reservations about presidential govern-
ment in external affairs. The intellectual gym-
nastics necessary to arrive at that conclusion 
are, to say the least, interesting. Scholars who 
have spent a lifetime extolling the virtues of a 
large social service state created and spurred by 
aggressive presidential leadership may now be 
found touting—selectively—the more modest 
pretensions of what they perceive to be the pre-
modern presidency. In similar fashion, many 
who a generation or so ago portrayed Congress 
pejoratively as little more than “a convention 
of the envoys of locality” (the phrase is that of 
Henry Jones Ford, an early 20th-century politi-
cal scientist), are now discovering unusual leg-
islative virtues when it comes to the design and 
even execution of foreign policy. 

The master of the now-you-see-the-original-
Constitution-now-you-don’t school, the font 
from whom all revisionist blessings flow, was the 
late Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., who brought his 
considerable rhetorical skills to bear on the sub-
ject in The Imperial Presidency (first published in 
1973 and reissued in various slightly modified 
editions). The book was in part a post-Water-
gate, post-Vietnam period piece with decidedly 
partisan leanings, and in part a serious attempt 
to grapple with some of the adverse consequenc-
es of the modern presidency.

Alas, the former seems to have overwhelmed 
the latter. Schlesinger sought to distinguish the 
particular vices of Lyndon Johnson (some) and 
Richard Nixon (many) from the virtues (many) 
and vices (some) of the modern presidency in 
general. Schlesinger was perhaps above all anx-
ious to preserve the New Deal legacy, or at least 
that part of FDR’s legacy most pleasing to his 
own ideological preferences. This required him 
to ignore or skate gently over evidence showing 
that Roosevelt could be as high-handed, secre-
tive, imperial, and non-law-abiding as Johnson 
and Nixon on all but their worst days. When 
he does address FDR’s bolder assertions of uni-
lateral presidential power, Schlesinger tends to 
explain them away in light of the great exigen-
cies facing the nation, or to defend them on the 
ground that the president took care to involve 
Congress at critical junctures. The evidence he 
adduces in support of the latter proposition is 
plausible enough for many (though not all) of 
those events he chooses to highlight; but he ig-
nores numerous episodes in which Roosevelt 
bullied Congress into complying with his will, 
or told it in no uncertain terms to butt out of 
presidential business.

Schlesinger’s selective use of evidence does 
not entirely vitiate the value of his book, which 
contains many useful observations on the rise 
of presidential power in foreign and military af-
fairs, as well as prudent warnings about its po-
tential for abuse. He concludes with a sensible 
plea for moderation, suggesting, among other 
things, that presidents need to pay serious at-
tention to congressional concerns and powers. 
But we scarcely needed Schlesinger to remind 
us of that. After you put down the book and ask 
what, precisely, he would do by way of institu-
tional reform to prevent abuses of the sort he 
condemns in Johnson and Nixon, the answer is 
not much, if anything at all. 

The New Legal Regime

Despite its fragilities, schlesinger’s 
argument neatly captured the para-
doxical sensibility of contemporary lib-

erals when addressing the modern presidency. 
And ever since its publication, critics of presi-
dential initiatives in foreign and military affairs 
have used its scholarly and historical veneer to 
coat their arguments. His argument has enjoyed 
particular currency among President Bush’s 
critics, and it appears to be the primary intellec-
tual foundation for Harvard Law professor Jack 
Goldsmith’s The Terror Presidency. He writes, 
“The person whose work I kept coming back to, 
the person who seemed to have the most insight-
ful things to say about the presidency by far, was 
Schlesinger. I never met Schlesinger, but his in-
fluence is apparent throughout this book.” 

Goldsmith, like Schlesinger, seems some-
what ambivalent about presidential power, 
concerning which more in a moment. In the 
meantime, it needs be said that his book is a 
brisk, well-written, and earnest attempt to deal 
with some of the knottiest legal problems con-
fronting modern presidents during wartime. 
No thoughtful reader can come away from it 
uninstructed, and we should be grateful that 
Professor Goldsmith undertook to enlighten us 
on such an important, indeed grave and com-
plicated, subject. Anyone searching for nickel-
in-the-slot answers to the sort of questions 
Goldsmith had to confront during his short 
tenure (October 2003-July 2004) as head of the 
Office of Legal Counsel (OLC) had better look 
elsewhere. That includes many who have heaped 
praise on Goldsmith for pulling the veil back on 
what they claim is a Bush-Cheney plot to estab-
lish an imperial presidency. 

The Terror Presidency is in fact three different 
books at once. It is partly an apologia pro vita sua 
concerning the author’s tenure at OLC, in which 
he distances himself from certain controversial 
legal conclusions reached by his predecessors—
e.g., the memoranda defining torture. It is 
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partly an insider’s chronicle of certain dramatic 
episodes in the life of the Bush Administration, 
featuring heated confrontations about the scope 
of presidential authority. And it is partly a bril-
liant discussion of diverse legal restrictions that 
now encircle, indeed threaten to engulf, the 
presidency in time of war. The first two books 
show Goldsmith to be an honorable public 
servant who, under extraordinarily taxing cir-
cumstances, did his best to make things come 
out right for the Constitution, the country, and 
the presidency. That other equally dedicated, 
equally honorable public servants animated by 
the same concerns reached different legal con-
clusions only serves to confirm the difficulty of 
the issues they all faced, and continue to face, on 
a daily basis. 

The third book may itself be broken into two 
parts, the first of which argues that on three 
critical issues—the torture question; the legal 
process governing the incarceration and trial of 
enemy combatants; and the expanded use of elec-
tronic surveillance—the administration pushed 
the envelope of unilateral presidential power too 
far. But even here, if you read between the lines, 
it’s not clear whether Goldsmith’s criticisms go 
to the merits of the executive’s constitutional 
claims or primarily to the boldness with which 
they were asserted. The second part of the third 
book, which has been mostly ignored, argues 
that national security decision-making has been 
horribly over-lawyered, that decisions which 
were once thought to be essentially prudential 
are now surrounded if not strangled by regula-
tory vines and snares, including criminal penal-
ties. This last argument may constitute the most 
important contribution Goldsmith makes in his 
book. Its central thesis is that a new legal regime 
now constrains the commander-in-chief ’s au-
thority by inviting Congress and the judiciary 
to second-guess its exercise as never before.

The new legal regime is chiefly character-
ized by three components: post-Watergate, 
post-Vietnam legislation seeking to constrain 
the president’s Article II powers, exemplified 
by such measures as the Foreign Intelligence 
Surveillance Act (FISA); the putative authority 
of contemporary international law theory, which 
undermines traditional conceptions of national 
sovereignty, especially those deeply rooted in 
American law and practice; and the increas-
ing presumption by judges, from the Supreme 
Court to international tribunals, that they are 
empowered to qualify or countermand deci-
sions made by elected officials. In consequence 
of these developments, contemporary presidents 
who rely more or less exclusively on the consti-
tutional powers vested by Article II face signifi-
cant political and legal risks that their predeces-
sors (like Lincoln and FDR, for example) never 
had to confront. Goldsmith’s principal criticism 

of the Bush Administration is that its claims 
for relatively unfettered presidential power in 
wartime run smack up against the new legal re-
gime, and that the continued assertion of those 
claims may, paradoxically, diminish rather than 
enhance presidential authority. 

Reasonable Assumptions

Goldsmith is right to emphasize the 
risks created by the new legal regime. 
Still, one wonders whether they would 

be half so ominous if the American military 
venture in the Middle East were not so unpopu-
lar at home and abroad. President Bush may be 
rightly criticized for various sins of commission 
and omission in the design and execution of his 
war policies, but those policies appear to rest on 
a number of realistic assumptions: that Islamic-
inspired terrorism poses a dire threat, not only 
to American lives and interests but to those of all 
civilized nations; that the threat is best deterred 
by taking the fight to the enemy; and that, at 
the end of the day, American power is the only 
force that can prevent much of the world from 
descending into barbarism.

These assumptions are, to be sure, arguable; 
but, contrary to the loony Left, they are neither 
maniacal nor rooted in yearnings for imperial 
conquest. Not the least of Mr. Bush’s faults is his 
failure to articulate a consistent vision of what 
is at stake, and that failure has cost him dearly 
in garnering popular support for what promises 
to be a long and very difficult undertaking. But 
the fault is not alone his. Unlike prior interna-
tional conflicts, the confrontation with messian-
ic Islamism is a new kind of war, which will tax 
American ingenuity and power for a long time to 
come. Learning to cope with this new threat has 
entailed a good deal of trial and error, which nec-
essarily tries the patience of a public that wants 
to make all wars look like World War II. Nor 
has it proven popular with many nations of the 
world, who think they can strike bargains with 
terrorists, and who are long practiced in the art 
of condemning the United States even as they 
enjoy the protection of its power. 

When a president believes, as Mr. Bush quite 
obviously does, that American liberties and in-
terests need to be protected despite the war’s 
unpopularity, he may be forgiven for trying to 
take maximum advantage of the legal author-
ity vested by the Constitution in the Office of 
President. And if that means running risks with 
Congress or with domestic and international 
judicial tribunals that his predecessors did not 
have to confront, he may perhaps also be for-
given, considering all that is at stake, for con-
cluding that those risks are worth taking. This 
is where Professor Goldsmith’s legal cautions 
bring us back to the rationale that led to the cre-
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ation of the American presidency. At the heart 
of that rationale is the understanding that there 
are times when the rule of law may be insuffi-
cient to achieve the very goals it seeks to protect. 
At such times, it is good to remember that insti-
tutional formalities cannot always displace the 
need for forceful statesmanship. 

It is also good to remember that the law is 
not always precise in its instructions. Most crit-
ics of the administration, for example, tend to 
assume that there is only one legally accept-
able interpretation of “torture” as that term 
is defined in international law and the 1994 
Prohibition of Torture Act. In similar fashion, 
they assume that FISA controls presidential 
authority to conduct electronic surveillance 
for national security purposes. Yet again, they 
believe that the law governing the treatment 
of civilians and enemy combatants in wartime 
should be crystal clear to any reasonable ob-
server. And in all three cases, Bush critics also 
tend to assume that anyone who does not share 
their understanding is necessarily a lout, an ig-
noramus, or an outlaw. In truth, however, the 
law governing these circumstances is anything 
but settled, as Goldsmith well understands. He 
also understands that, when the law is unclear, 
a president will seek to shape the contours of 
its meaning. While he does not appear to ques-
tion the president’s constitutional authority in 
principle in most of these instances, Goldsmith 
thinks it would be politically prudent for the 
president to obtain supplemental statutory sup-
port for what he wants to do. That may be good 
political advice, but it suffers from at least one 
vulnerability that Goldsmith does not address: 
what is a president to do if Congress refuses to 
supplement his powers by statute? That precise 
problem is before us as this is being written. 
Congress has refused to extend the authority 
it previously granted to protect certain features 
of the president’s electronic intercept program, 
despite the president’s forceful declaration that 
the continuation of the program is essential to 
national security. Perhaps Congress will even-
tually comply with the president’s request. But 
suppose it doesn’t? What would Goldsmith 
then venture by way of an opinion about the na-
ture and scope of the president’s constitutional 
authority during war? 

When the Footnote Stops

Professor goldsmith’s admonitions 
about the risks of asserting unilateral 
presidential powers also have the benefit 

of hindsight. Berkeley law professor John Yoo, 
who worked in OLC prior to Goldsmith’s ar-
rival, and who apparently authored a number of 
legal opinions that Goldsmith felt it necessary 
to withdraw, did not have the luxury of that ad-

vantage. Yoo, whose industrious scholarship on 
presidential power has shed new and interest-
ing light on what the framers meant when they 
created Article II, is just as smart, and just as 
devoted to the Constitution, as the smart and 
equally dedicated lawyers who take issue with 
his views.

Good lawyers disagree all the time about 
what the law requires or permits a president to 
do, as they have disagreed ever since Hamilton 
and Madison set pen to paper over two centu-
ries ago. Library shelves groan with learned dis-
quisitions reaching different conclusions about 
the scope of presidential powers once war has 
been authorized. Indeed, the Office of Legal 
Counsel was created in part to bring order out 
of chaos and to provide the president with an 
adequate constitutional defense of his powers 
against countervailing claims that they were 
improperly invoked or exercised. Presidents and 
their legal advisors in the White House and the 
Justice Department take such matters very seri-
ously, but even within their ranks disputes are 
common. These differences of opinion are in ev-
ery respect sharpened by crises, especially war, 
which place a premium on quick, decisive ac-
tion. Wartime urgencies understandably clash 
with the lawyer’s natural inclination to see mul-
tiple facets in every argument, or to add qualify-
ing reservations that have a happy home in law 
review articles but may seem oddly out of place 
during an emergency. 

It is good for presidents to be chastened by le-
gal cautions; it is also good for lawyers to under-
stand that, at some point, the footnotes have to 
stop. Presidential decision-making in wartime is 
not an academic exercise, and it is understand-
ably impatient with annotations on fine points 
of law. Imagine yourself a lawyer in the Justice 
Department in 2002, charged with determining 
the reach of the commander-in-chief ’s wartime 
authority. The CIA has in its custody various 
people who appear to be al-Qaeda operatives and 
who are believed to possess important informa-
tion, not only about the enemy’s battlefield strat-
egy and tactics but, as well, about a future attack 
on the United States. What procedures govern 
the incarceration and treatment of such prison-
ers; what methods, precisely, may be employed 
in the effort to extract information; and would 
you be so good as to provide the answers in, say, 
the next 72 hours? You look into the matter and 
discover that the relevant law on the question is 
less than perfectly clear, permitting a range of 
possibilities concerning which reasonable inter-
preters might disagree. Would you, dear lawyer, 
be inclined to read those possibilities narrowly or 
broadly, bearing in mind that the congressional 
authorizing resolution permits the commander-
in-chief to take “all necessary and appropriate” 
means to prosecute the war? 
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Other Options

Something very close to that scenar-
io is what confronted OLC in the first 
year or so following the destruction of 

the Twin Towers. The United States was taken 
by surprise by the most devastating attack since 
Pearl Harbor; our intelligence services were in 
many respects operating in the blind about the 
organization and operations of al-Qaeda and 
its allies, and knew not whether or how another 
attack on the homeland might occur. Under the 
circumstances, it is understandable that Justice 
Department lawyers might have been latitudi-
narian in their interpretation of applicable law. 
When viewed a year or two afterwards, their 
conclusions might be questioned, but judg-
ments taken under the duress of circumstance 
can always be questioned in the cooler light of 
another day.

Jack Goldsmith, a few months into his new 
job at OLC, had occasion to review the judg-
ment of his predecessors on the question of 
torture, and withdrew the opinions that had 
previously provided legal justification for the 
interrogators’ actions. His predecessor’s con-
clusions, he argues, stretched the legal under-
standing of presidential war powers and, as a 
practical matter, were needlessly overbroad in 
that the actual methods being employed did 
not require the breadth authorized by the opin-
ions. Goldsmith provides a plausible rationale 
for withdrawing the opinions, but considering 
the totality of the circumstances in which the 
original memos were written, we should not be 
so quick to condemn those who argued for a 
broad understanding of what the law permit-
ted. Tellingly, Goldsmith did not replace the 
flawed opinions with a new legal reckoning of 
his own; and even now he does not say what a 
properly defined and legally defensible concept 
of “enhanced interrogation techniques” would 
look like. 

An analogous argument could be advanced 
regarding the president’s authority to use mili-
tary tribunals or to conduct electronic sur-
veillance. On all these matters, Congress, not 
surprisingly, takes the view that a president 
who fails to comply with its statutes or with 
arguably applicable standards of international 
law is necessarily acting contrary to law; but it 
is arguable, to say no more, whether these au-

thorities trump presidential powers vested by 
Article II of the Constitution. Goldsmith’s case 
for seeking supplementary legislative authority 
on these subjects is certainly a respectable and, 
for some, convincing position, but it is hardly 
beyond debate.

Reaching comity with Congress on conten-
tious questions is never easy, and almost im-
possibly difficult when the opposition party has 
defined itself so conspicuously by its resistance 
to presidential authority. Perhaps, in a burst of 
patriotic enthusiasm, congressional Democrats 
would have rallied round the president—in 
which case, fine. But then suppose they hadn’t? 
Goldsmith’s adversaries within the adminis-
tration argued that by acknowledging the legal 
necessity for legislative support and having lost 
in the effort to obtain it, the president’s legal 
and political position would be correspond-
ingly weaker. Goldsmith was clearly uncom-
fortable with that position while he served in 
government, and now argues that presidential 
powers are damaged when presidents try to go 
it alone. 

Presidential Prerogative

After all is said and done, where 
does this leave us? The answer is, pretty 
much where Hamilton and Madison 

left matters 215 years ago. If answers to the 
kinds of legal questions raised by Professor 
Goldsmith were as obvious as President Bush’s 
critics say, we wouldn’t need an OLC at all; and 
executive branch lawyers, within and without 
OLC, wouldn’t throw legal spears at one anoth-
er. For that matter, lower court decisions would 
never be appealed; and of course we’d never see 
a concurring or dissenting opinion from a jus-
tice of the Supreme Court. Defining the scope 
of presidential power in foreign and military af-
fairs, as the Supreme Court has repeatedly dem-
onstrated, has never been an easy task; but the 
difficulty is compounded in every respect by the 
evisceration of the understanding that informed 
the separation of powers.

Drawing on Woodrow Wilson, the conceit of 
modern theoreticians is that neutral, non-par-
tisan expertise ought to govern the exercise of 
political judgment. That conceit lies at the heart 
of the new legal regime sketched by Professor 
Goldsmith, and has been embodied in various 

domestic and foreign institutions created by 
Acts of Congress and treaties. It explains why 
the Department of Defense alone deems it nec-
essary to employ over 10,000 lawyers, and why 
many lawyers in the federal government, from 
Congress to executive departments and agen-
cies, feel entitled to second-guess the judgments 
of the Attorney General. 

Goldsmith is alarmed that this new regime 
threatens to emasculate the exercise of presi-
dential discretion essential to the nation’s abil-
ity to wage war. His solution, however, may only 
serve to compound the problem he wishes to 
solve. For Congress, especially when it has gone 
into hard political opposition, tends to remem-
ber only half of the argument for the separa-
tion of powers—its power to check the execu-
tive. That is why it also tends to welcome the 
kinds of restrictions on executive powers that 
Goldsmith rightly decries in the new legal re-
gime. If Congress happens to go along with a 
president, well and good.

But as I say, suppose it is disinclined to do so? 
To answer that question, one must reflect on the 
other half of the argument for the separation of 
powers—freeing the executive from legislative 
whimsy. No one, before or since, has articulated 
that argument with greater subtlety, force, or 
sophistication than Alexander Hamilton in his 
Federalist and Pacificus essays. His understand-
ing made its way into the design and construction 
of Article II, which vests the president with in-
dependent discretionary authority. Presidential 
prerogative is never more keenly challenged 
than in time of war, but, as Hamilton argued, 
that is precisely when it is most necessary. At 
this critical juncture in the war against Islamist 
terrorism, the nation needs to be reminded of 
that point, and it is unfortunate that Professor 
Goldsmith chose instead to resurrect the spirit 
of Madison’s Helvidius. As that somewhat am-
bivalent presidentialist Thomas Jefferson once 
said, self-preservation is the law that must guide 
the interpretation of all other laws. Civil society 
is not a mutual suicide pact, but a foolish de-
votion to the rule of law narrowly understood 
could make it so. 

Michael M. Uhlmann is visiting professor of politi-
cal science at Claremont Graduate University. This 
essay is part of the Taube American Values Series, 
made possible by the Taube Family Foundation.
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Book Review by Alan Gibson

Property vs. Democracy 
Reconstructing the Commercial Republic: Constitutional Design after Madison, 

by Stephen L. Elkin. University of Chicago Press, 416 pages, $35

The “commercial republic” advocated 
by David Hume, Adam Smith, and oth-
ers in the 18th century was a radically 

new idea. To these philosophic advocates, and to 
the American Founders who put the idea into 
practice, the commercial republic was a remedy 
for the factional strife and warring tendencies 
endemic to ancient and theological regimes. It 
was also a humane alternative to the strenuous 
demands such earlier regimes placed on their 
citizens. The theological-political regime had 
been built upon comprehensive sets of laws that 
regulated religious belief, limited economic ac-
tivity, and sought to use civic education to mold 
community opinion, suppress faction, and de-
velop a common character among the citizenry. 
The commercial republic, its apologists argued, 
would be based upon “men as they are,” passion-
ridden and concerned principally with self-pres-
ervation and material comfort. 

The adoption of a commercial republic, the 
now familiar story goes, entailed a series of 
tradeoffs that amounted to wholesale social and 
political transformation. Piety and philosophy 
were subordinated to the bustling, individualis-
tic, acquisitive life. Government was concerned 
no longer with the cultivation of the few, but 
with the rights of the many. The classical view 
had suggested that each person’s body was un-
der the control of the polis for purposes of labor, 
procreation, and battle; now individuals were 
thought to have a property in their own person, 
giving them claims to the products of their labor 
and against state interference. Concern for aus-
terity, self-sacrifice, and magnanimity were re-
placed by what Tocqueville characterized as the 
“decent materialism” of the ordinary man. The 

citizen solider was replaced by the aspiring mer-
chant, just price by market value, and the aristo-
cratic pride and pretensions of the great-souled 
man gave way to the “bourgeois virtues” of the 
self-made man. 

In his ambitious book, Reconstructing the 
Commercial Republic, Stephen Elkin reconsid-
ers our 250-year-old experiment and provides 
a blueprint for reconstructing and redirecting it. 
Unlike Hume and Smith, Elkin is not concerned 
with providing a defense of the commercial re-
public, which he thinks merits our allegiance be-
cause the world offers few successful alternatives 
and because it fits the cultural dispositions and 
deepest aspirations of Americans. It is, in short, 
who we are and who we aspire to be. Nor is he 
as interested as Tocqueville was in understand-
ing the character of commercial, democratic re-
gimes. His analysis is more diagnosis and rem-
edy. In a nutshell, Elkin wants to reconstruct 
the American commercial republic so that the 
economic prosperity it so successfully generates 
is more equally distributed and a more meaning-
ful, participatory democracy is created. 

He begins with James Madison—the most 
profound American student of republican gov-
ernment and the commercial republic whose 
goal, as Elkin sees it, was to found a self-limiting 
popular government. Here the people are sov-
ereign, but they will call for limitations on their 
own power. The Madisonian political constitu-
tion was also designed to prevent abuses by fac-
tions, protect rights, guarantee fidelity to the rule 
of law, and promote deliberation in law making. 
(When Elkin uses the word “constitution” he is 
referring not simply to a written fundamental 
law, but to the political and economic order as a 

whole, including the social mores and particular 
conceptions of justice that it fosters.) Madison’s 
vision of the commercial republic, according to 
Elkin, was predicated on the assumption that a 
propertied interest would necessarily hold the 
reins of political power, but also that these com-
mercial statesmen could be induced, by separa-
tion of powers and the deliberative processes of 
governmental institutions, to think of their in-
terests in a capacious, long-term fashion. Finally, 
the Madisonian political constitution was de-
signed to facilitate the formation of civic majori-
ties that would monitor and check the actions of 
elected officials and provide additional energy to 
secure the public interest. 

But the Madisonian political constitution 
contained important flaws, Elkin argues, and 
has failed in substantial ways. Despite its rela-
tively good record of protecting the rights of 
the majority, it has failed to protect the inter-
ests of minorities, especially blacks, women, and 
those on the political Left. It has also failed to 
facilitate the formation of civic majorities, and 
has not adequately insured that the propertied 
interests it empowered would, in fact, broaden 
their interests.

Perhaps even more important than its in-
trinsic flaws, however, the Madisonian constitu-
tional design has been forced to operate in the 
context of a political economy dramatically dif-
ferent from the one that Madison knew. First, 
claims Elkin, the means of productive property 
is no longer owned mostly by individuals but 
rather by corporations, which are legally re-
quired to pursue profitability in the interest of 
their shareholders. The landed proprietors who 
Madison hoped would have an enlarged vision 
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of their commercial interests have thus been re-
placed by a narrower group of corporate capital-
ists. Second, the national government has been 
made responsible for promoting high levels of 
economic growth. Third, an administrative state 
has developed, featuring a bureaucracy that com-
bines legislative, judicial, and executive powers 
and makes most important economic decisions 
within “iron triangles” out of public view. Taken 
together, these changes in the American political 
economy have given the propertied a “worrisome 
set of political advantages.” 

Elkin’s analysis of the shortcomings 
of Madisonian theory launches the con-
struction of his own theory of a political 

constitution—a project that occupies the second 
half of the book. It is essential to his project that 
Elkin establish a substantive but broad concep-
tion of the public interest to serve as a standard 
for guiding and limiting popular rule. Madison’s 
most pronounced failure as a theorist of the 
commercial republic, according to the author, 
was his unwillingness to give an account of the 
public interest so that lawmakers could under-
stand its demands. In contrast, Elkin could not 
be more explicit: 

To serve the public interest means to se-
cure political institutions that control 
faction, that are deliberative in form, that 
secure rights, and that aggregate interests 
in a politically equal fashion. It further 
means to secure private-property-based 
market institutions that create widely 
available and at least moderately remu-
nerative work, and whose political coun-
terparts give significant discretion and 
inducements to controllers of productive 
assets. Serving the public interest also 
means securing institutions that facilitate 
creating and maintaining a vibrant civil so-
ciety in which nongovernmental forms of 
cooperation flourish. 

In Elkin’s hands, the public interest thus be-
comes a mixture of conservative and liberal poli-
cies and purposes. He accepts the argument of 
contemporary conservatives that businessmen 
must be given inducements to invest and wide 
latitude of freedom to move their capital. Con-
temporary conservatives will also find hearten-
ing Elkin’s contention that the Supreme Court 
should not be given a privileged position in 
defining the limits of public and private power. 
Unlike many liberal democratic theorists, he is 
not much concerned with reform of the United 
States Constitution; nor is he sympathetic to 
the European model of social democracy. Multi-
party proportional representation systems are 
inconsistent with the public interest, he con-

tends, because they create ideological parties 
and because highly disciplined parties impede 
deliberation. He even praises the Electoral Col-
lege as a means of spreading votes across all 
regions. Finally, he suggests that conservatives 
who emphasize the importance of the family as a 
means of establishing a republican citizenry “are 
on to something” and he favors school vouchers 
as long as they serve as a means of creating com-
petition and improving school performance. 

Nevertheless, as it unfolds, Elkin’s under-
standing of the public interest increasingly 
takes the form of a progressive agenda based on 
a host of reforms in “the areas of work, property, 
mores and local political life.” These reforms are 
designed to broaden the interests of the proper-
tied, uplift local political life, make the middle 
class more secure and comfortable, increase the 
visibility of the political process, provide will-
ing workers with meaningful and financially 
rewarding work, and promote political and eco-
nomic equality. To free local governments from 
the stranglehold of business, for example, he ad-
vocates a national full employment policy; giv-
ing local governments the power to secure re-
payment from absconding businesses that have 
benefited from local public investment; and 
empowering local governments to exercise emi-
nent domain to acquire departing companies 
at market value. He also supports “inheritance 
taxes” and a progressive income tax; but he is 
even more in favor of wealth building strategies 
such as basic income grants or “life grants” that 
might, for instance, give each citizen $1,000 at 
birth and $500 annually for the next five years. 
Policies such as these, according to Elkin, di-
minish inequality from the start rather than 
after the fact of wealth accumulation, do not 
demand the use of the coercive power of the 
state, and do not leave intact the structural ar-
rangements that led to wealth accumulation in 
the first place. 

Elkin clearly admires madison as the 
great, if ultimately inadequate, theorist 
of the commercial republic. But beyond 

serving as an inspiration for thinking about how 
to create a self-limiting popular government, it is 
not at all clear why Madison is necessary to El-
kin’s project or how Madison provides authority 
for his remedies. Furthermore, there is much to 
admire in Elkin’s characterization of the Madi-
sonian political constitution, but he knows little 
about the spectrum of political economy in the 
early republic or Madison’s conception of politi-
cal economy in particular. Elkin treats Madison 
and Hamilton together as commercial republi-
cans who unambiguously embraced industrial 
development and believed that a propertied class 
should be attached to the national government. 
Actually, Madison struggled throughout the 

1780s and 1790s with how best to secure a “re-
publican distribution of citizens.” In essays that 
he wrote in the 1790s for the National Gazette 
and in speeches in the First Congress, he con-
tended that America’s natural advantages were 
in agriculture and displayed a thoroughly Jef-
fersonian commitment to an agrarian citizenry. 
During this time, he railed against the specula-
tive wealth produced by Hamilton’s fiscal plan 
and the regional and class bias of Hamilton’s 
policies. 

To be sure, Madison was a steadfast advocate 
of protecting property, promoting commerce, 
and electing elite statesmen. But generally what 
he had in mind was commerce with European 
nations, who would be sent America’s surplus 
agricultural products in exchange for manufac-
tured goods, a trade that would allow Ameri-
cans to remain virtuous farmers for generations 
to come. Most important, when Elkin groups 
Madison with Hamilton—a common failing of 
political theorists who know Madison almost 
exclusively from The Federalist—he fails to see 
that Madison was an opponent of the privileges 
for the economic elite that Elkin, like Hamilton, 
believes necessary for the realization of the com-
mercial republic. Elkin thus fails to acknowledge 
that if the American Founders all favored com-
mercial republicanism, they nevertheless did so 
with numerous variations and degrees of enthu-
siasm and different evaluations of the costs and 
benefits of economic development. 

Besides, few of Elkin’s remedies were ever en-
visioned by Madison, and some of them (such 
as devolving decision-making upon local govern-
ments) were vehemently opposed by him. Thus 
only in a very attenuated sense could he be said 
to be carrying on Madison’s project. 

What, then, of his own project? Elkin’s unin-
hibited borrowing from the Left and the Right 
does credit to his open-mindedness, but it raises 
the question whether there is anything like a co-
herent program here. Certainly, there is tension 
between granting privileges to those with capi-
tal and wresting hegemony from them. Can any 
regime bring together the equality and strong 
democracy he advocates with extensive material 
prosperity? Aren’t inequality and political apathy 
somehow endemic to the commercial republic? 
It may not be possible to realize Elkin’s new and 
improved commercial republic without funda-
mentally changing the character of the Ameri-
can regime and the culture on which it rests. The 
central value of his study is that it challenges us 
to think seriously about the possibility. 

Alan Gibson is associate professor of political sci-
ence at California State University, Chico. He is 
the author most recently of Understanding the 
Founding: The Crucial Questions (University 
Press of Kansas).
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Essay by Carl J. Schramm

Economics and 
the Entrepreneur

Left to right: Joseph A. Schumpeter, John Maynard Keynes, John Kenneth Galbraith

The 20th century had its share of 
economic downturns, but only two 
shook the modern economy—and mod-

ern economics—to the roots. The first of course 
was the Great Depression, widely interpreted at 
the time and afterwards (sometimes in quasi-
Marxist terms) as a crisis of capitalism. Though 
not as convulsive, the second was the decade-long 
slough into which the world economy sank begin-
ning in the early 1970s. What marked this second 
slump was the seeming failure of all the economic 
prescriptions that had cured, or were thought re-
sponsible for curing, the first. Here then was a 
crisis of welfare-state or managed capitalism: a 
challenge to the Keynesian vision of fine-tuned 
economic growth, of a world in which economic 
science had subdued the business cycle.

In this crisis, the Keynesian recipes followed 
since the New Deal—and associated with three 
decades of vigorous economic growth, full em-
ployment, and price stability—no longer seemed 
to work. The 1970s brought a cocktail so star-
tling—sustained low growth, inflation, and un-
employment—that it necessitated an ominous 
new term: “stagflation.” Real gross domestic 
product (GDP) per capita, after growing 3.2% 
a year from 1962 to 1973, sank to a 1% annual 
growth rate from 1974 to 1982. Whereas prices 
had risen at less than 2% per year from 1960 to 
1965, inflation rose to nearly 6% annually from 
1966 to 1978, and then soared to double-digit 

yearly rates from 1979 to 1981. Productivity 
gains fell to a paltry 1% a year after 1973; and 
unemployment climbed to 8.3% in 1975 and 
9.7% in 1982.

Stagflation produced nightmarish dramas 
in households as jobs disappeared and savings 
eroded. It produced panic in the political world as 
doubts grew about the future efficacy of American 
capitalism; by the 1980s, it appeared to many as 
if Japan would overtake us. Among economists, 
stagflation prompted a growing realization that 
the postwar Neoclassical Synthesis—the mar-
riage of Keynesian demand-side theories with 
mathematical formalism—suffered from basic 
flaws, or at least didn’t hold for all times and cir-
cumstances. To some economists, the road to re-
covery seemed to demand that the understand-
ing of capitalism itself had to change. The great 
debate over the nature of modern economics, 
which had been raging since before the Depres-
sion, entered a new and unexpected phase.

Keynes, Misunderstood

W.h. auden famously said on the 
death of Yeats, “The words of a 
dead man are modified in the guts 

of the living.” What J.M. Keynes said and what 
he was represented as saying were in some re-
spects different things. In John Maynard Keynes, 
the one-volume abridgement of his superb 

biographical trilogy, Robert Skidelsky doubts 
whether Keynes would have approved of many 
uses to which his ideas were put in the decades 
after his death in 1946. Keynes never presumed 
in The General Theory of Employment, Interest, 
and Money (1936) to justify large-scale gov-
ernment, much less one based on permanent 
deficit spending, according to Skidelsky. Indeed, 
Keynes saw government’s fiscal role as dynamic, 
and marginal, adjusting in accordance with eco-
nomic conditions. He would have been stunned 
to see the postwar British Labour Party im-
pose public ownership on huge segments of the 
economy. Likewise, he would have been puzzled 
by our federal government’s beating the drums 
for continuous, juiced-up economic expansion 
(often through public spending), allegedly on 
Keynesian premises. Keynes was never that in-
terested in stimulating big increases in the size 
of government or the economy. 

Keynes, during his life and still today, is intel-
lectually slippery—hard to pin down and harder 
to classify. We find him here praising Friedrich 
Hayek’s Road to Serfdom (1944) and justifying 
his own practical theories as warding off state so-
cialism and fascism. We find him there, however, 
pondering the “end of laissez-faire” and agreeing 
with American economist John R. Commons 
that industrial capitalism had matured to a state 
of sluggish growth that required government 
pump-priming.
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the federal government to use its spending 
and taxing powers to stabilize the econo-
my at, or near to, full employment. 

But Galbraith drew out another strand of 
Keynes’s thinking, one that, thanks to the Har-
vard economist, continues to influence intellec-
tual discourse today. (Parker strains at times to 

bestow upon his hero the gilded mantle of Lord 
Keynes, an honor that Galbraith, of course, 
would have been happy to accept.) In 1930 
Keynes wrote the well-known essay “Economic 
Possibilities for our Grandchildren,” in which he 
envisioned a world of abundance where people 
could freely pursue leisure without worrying 
about economic striving. This vision—of sati-
ated abundance—became a running theme in 

Stabilizing the economy seemed to present 
a vast intellectual puzzle that he delighted in 
solving. Keynes was, after all, a brilliant, rich 
intellectual from a circle of rich, brilliant Cam-
bridge intellectuals who were more likely to be 
art historians than economists. For someone 
often hailed as the savior of capitalism, he was 
openly ambivalent about the “love of money,” in-
timating that personal greed and 
the “animal spirits” that motivate 
capitalists were somehow lesser 
instincts. He concluded The 
General Theory with enigmatic 
musings about a future where 
there will be no appreciable re-
turn to investors and entrepre-
neurs will be correspondingly 
less active. Charges that Keynes 
preached a “stagnationist” thesis 
were thus not without grounds 
in reality. Maybe his Bloomsbury 
friends had persuaded him that 
his daytime job, militating for 
market-based capitalism, was a 
little unseemly.

Yet a large part of our misun-
derstanding of Keynes today is 
the work of his American apostle 
John Kenneth Galbraith, himself 
the subject of a massive biogra-
phy by Richard Parker. Galbraith 
mixed Keynes’s ideas with insti-
tutional economics, supplement-
ed with an unqualified New Deal 
worldview. (He served during 
World War II in a position he 
described as “price czar,” fixing 
the prices of goods and services 
throughout the country, a forma-
tive experience if ever there was 
one.) In lively bestsellers begin-
ning with American Capitalism 
(1952) and The Affluent Society 
(1958), he helped to define mid-
century American liberalism and 
justify its confidence in bigger 
government with ever more nu-
merous programs.

For Galbraith, Keynes had 
been correct that, in mature capi-
talism, government needed to 
assume a larger interventionist 
role. He was certainly not alone in this convic-
tion, however. In the 1940s and 1950s, writes 
economist Gene Smiley,

it quickly became an article of faith among 
many economists that increased federal 
expenditures associated with [World War 
II] had demonstrated the power of the 
Keynesian model. There now was a way for 

Galbraith’s thought, though with a twist. He 
conceived that the United States had reached 
the ultimate limit of the satisfaction that private 
consumption could provide. For society to truly 
achieve a state of self-actualization, it must have 
“energetic” public action: attainment of Keynes’s 
vision could only be accomplished by society 
acting through government.

What is important about Gal-
braith’s (and to a lesser extent 
Keynes’s) vision of the future was 
its expressed frustration with pri-
vate consumption as a dominant 
facet of free-market capitalism. 
This frustration is still quite preva-
lent today—in, for example, Paul 
Krugman’s contribution to misan-
thropic economics, The Age of Di-
minished Expectations—and almost 
inexorably leads to the conclusion 
that further economic growth is a 
less-than-desirable objective. And 
indeed, this is the bugbear we find 
in Galbraith. Parker notes that Gal-
braith emphasized as contemporary 
problems “the constant, unreflec-
tive quest for technological innova-
tion” and “the worship of aggregate 
growth at the heart of modern eco-
nomic organization and economic 
theory.” 

Galbraith’s most ambitious book, 
The New Industrial State (1967), was 
a sweeping and sometimes brilliant 
institutional analysis of the Ameri-
can economy. Yet it also marked the 
limits, and endpoint, of his think-
ing: when stagflation struck in the 
1970s and deep recession in the 
early 1980s, he had nothing to of-
fer except more endorsements of 
planning and government control. 
(He complained, for instance, not 
about the fact of President Richard 
Nixon’s wage and price controls, 
but that they were not properly 
implemented.) His analysis of the 
“technostructure” backed him into 
an unchanging, top-down view of 
the economy.

Creative Destruction

Joseph schumpeter thought such views 
fundamentally mistaken. As a scholar of 
history, and of Karl Marx in particular, he 

doubted the utopian-achieving capabilities of 
the state, the notion of inexorable decline, and 
the supposed vices of private capitalist consump-
tion. “The capitalist achievement,” wrote Schum-
peter, “does not typically consist in providing 
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more silk stockings for queens but in bringing 
them within the reach of factory girls in return 
for steadily decreasing amounts of effort.” 

Schumpeter is well known today as an im-
portant thinker. Yet because his contemporary 
Keynes largely set in place the framework and 
vocabulary of modern economics—and assert-
ed its practical value—Schumpeter’s focus on 
grander theory came to seem antique. While he 
enjoyed the reputation of being America’s lead-
ing economist, his work was largely ignored after 
his death in 1950. But economists began to pay 
attention again in the crisis of the late 1970s.

Schumpeter was schooled in the tradition of 
Austrian economics, which emphasizes the cru-
cial role of the entrepreneur who innovates and 
takes what may seem to be irrational risk—a per-
spective regarded by the Keynesians as quaintly 
Romantic. To the extent Schumpeter is widely 
recognized today, it is for his great insight into 
how free economies change: “creative destruc-
tion.” Indeed, the very tumult suggested by the 
phrase helped to sideline Schumpeter’s work 
during the decades when American economists 
labored to design a continuously stable form of 
capitalism. Readers of The New Industrial State, 
to take a conspicuous case, may be forgiven for 
picturing the economy as a matter of large, slow-
drifting glaciers, occasionally colliding but rarely 
undergoing breakup or meltdown.

Glaciers would never come to mind to read-
ers of Schumpeter, who held that “stabilized cap-
italism is a contradiction in terms.” The Austrian 
school studied the way markets were ordered, 
how they worked, and what they produced, in 
moral terms relating to free will, which inevita-
bly made economics political and volatile by its 
very nature. His devotion to empiricism drove 
him to an exhaustive and finally unfulfilling 
treatise entitled Business Cycles, which appeared 
in 1939. Ten years in the making and a work of 
monumental scholarship, it could not overtake 
the immediate influence of The General Theory, 
then three years old. Schumpeter tried to under-
stand the Depression as part of the history of 
business cycles; Keynes prescribed instead how 
to correct the massive downturn. In so doing, he 
purchased for subsequent generations of econo-
mists entrée into the world of applied policy and, 
hence, their grateful loyalty and service. 

Schumpeter understood all of this and it was 
painful to him. In his new biography, Prophet of 
Innovation: Joseph Schumpeter and Creative De-
struction, Thomas McCraw portrays, with a beau-
tifully informed and sympathetic psychological 
treatment, a privately depressed and vain man, 
an immigrant uncertain of his place in American 
life, forced to operate in the shadow of the casu-
ally brilliant Keynes. It was a special kind of tor-
ment for someone who boasted of his ambition 
to be, inter alia, the world’s best economist. For 

Schumpeter the pain included knowing that his 
insights were as important as Keynes’s, and that 
they might never be appreciated because of the 
misfortunes of history. 

McCraw, a distinguished professor emeritus 
of business history at Harvard and author of 
the Pulitzer Prize-winning Prophets of Regula-
tion (1984), ably draws out the contrast between 
the two men. Keynes knew nothing but stabil-
ity during his life, enjoying a lifelong attach-
ment to Cambridge University, where he inher-
ited a faith in smooth and automatic economic 
progress. This faith, and the stability of which 
it was born, help explain Keynes’s intellectual 
response to the Depression. Schumpeter, how-
ever, knew anything but stability—the Austro-
Hungarian Empire of his youth disappeared in 
World War I, and Austria was later annexed by 
Hitler’s Germany. He rose quickly—at 26 he 
was the youngest professor in the empire, and 
at 36 served a brief stint as Austria’s finance 
minister. In 1932, Harvard brought him to 
America to join its faculty. Even when he lived 
and worked pleasantly at Harvard, he remained 
an outsider, a man without a country. McCraw 
speculates that it was Schumpeter’s peripatetic 
life that enabled him to appreciate the impor-
tant role of the disruptive entrepreneur in eco-
nomic growth. 

And, unfortunately, it seems likely that per-
sonal tragedy, too, contributed to his penetrat-
ing insights: the shattering deaths of his mother, 
new wife, and newborn son within weeks of each 
other in 1926 drove him relentlessly for the rest 
of his life. The contrast with Keynes is plain. 
Keynes always remained embedded in networks 
of colleagues and friends, tying him to elite policy 
analysis and circumscribing his economic vision. 
Schumpeter, untethered from family and country, 
gained at tragic cost the ability to see the entire 
sweep of history before him at once, especially 
its discontinuities and unexpected turns. None-
theless, through it all the public Schumpeter was 
approachable, enjoyed teaching, and didn’t mind 
having a little fun with his students. He died 
with warm admirers but without the certainty of 
immortality that Keynes could anticipate.

Yet Schumpeter would have his recognition: 
an “Age of Schumpeter” was declared in 1984 by 
the German economist (and former Keynesian) 
Herbert Giersch and BusinessWeek pronounced 
him “America’s hottest economist” in 2000. In-
deed, he laid the conceptual framework for our 
time and perhaps the long-term future of the 
world economy. That’s why Larry Summers, 
the former Treasury Secretary and president of 
Harvard, says that Schumpeter may well be the 
most important economist of the 21st century. 
Keynes was interested primarily in equilibrium 
and economic stability; Schumpeter thought the 
focus should be on economic growth.

The Grand Question

Keynes and schumpeter were both 
born in 1883, in the decade in which 
modern economic theory was devel-

oped simultaneously in Vienna by Carl Menger 
and in Cambridge by Alfred Marshall. Big-firm, 
industrial capitalism was in its adolescence. The 
knitting together of the world into a forever in-
tegrating international market was already an 
imminent reality. The time of thinking about 
economies as the market for products made 
within ten miles of the high street was over. Mc-
Craw does an excellent job depicting the twin 
revolutions of marginal productivity theory and 
the rise of large-scale firms: he shows that eco-
nomic science both explained and helped enable 
the growth of firms such as Standard Oil and 
U.S. Steel.

The modern economy, today characterized 
by an astounding, incomprehensible network 
of exchanges—e.g., an insurance clerk in Sioux 
City enjoys extra virgin, cold-pressed olive oil 
from Spain, just as a youngster in remote China 
thinks about owning L.L. Bean’s Maine duck 
shoes (most likely made in a different part of 
China!)—was well underway. The table was set 
for Schumpeter to explain how it all worked. 

He did so from three perspectives that are 
crucial to our needs today and into the future. 
First, he attempted to see how the whole econ-
omy works. Schumpeter’s lifelong commitment 
to a full view of the workings of capitalism can-
not be overemphasized. Laboring predomi-
nantly under Marshall’s influence, American 
economists have long had a penchant for under-
standing parts of the economy very well. Even 
today, American-branded economists leave it 
for others who will come after to have the disci-
pline’s Einsteinian moments. Few of our Nobel 
prizes in economics hang on synthetic insights. 
Scholars who strive for whole pictures or grand 
theories invariably court risk. Tenure goes to 
those who make incremental, often quantitative 
contributions. 

Such narrow empiricism left the way open 
for Schumpeter’s second important concern: the 
causes of growth. When most economists think 
of growth, they focus on how efficiency gains 
might be achieved at the margin and in the short 
run. (Keynes’s lack of interest in the historic big 
perspective is captured in his famous line, “In 
the long run we are all dead.”) For Schumpeter, 
however, the grand question was how and why 
the economy had grown as a whole and over 
time. Business Cycles was a rather fruitless side-
line to this inquiry. But in his precocious The 
Theory of Economic Development (1911) and es-
pecially in his masterpiece, Capitalism, Socialism, 
and Democracy (1942), he pursued the question 
directly and brilliantly. 
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Bureaucratic Capitalism’s Demise 

By happy accident, even as galbraith 
argued in the 1970s for government, 
by fiat, to solve the problem of stagfla-

tion, what could only be described as creative 
destruction writ large broke out in the general 
economy. The very institutions of bureaucratic 
capitalism failed or, more accurately, were over-
turned. Michael Milken turned junk bonds into 
respectable financial instruments and ended—
i.e., creatively destroyed—the somnambulance 
of underperforming firms. Congress relaxed gov-
ernment’s hold on intellectual property relating 
to publicly funded research. The federal regula-
tory system began to come apart in communi-
cations, securities markets, and air transport. 
Technological changes, higher fuel prices, and 
academic studies had since the late 1960s begun 
to expose the absurdity of federal airline regula-
tion—a flight from San Francisco to Los Angeles 
cost less than half the price of a flight of the same 
distance from Boston to Washington, D.C., sim-
ply because the latter crossed state lines.

Pension reform, by personally vesting retire-
ment assets, suddenly made the American work-
force highly mobile. The venture capital industry 
exploded. The Bretton Woods monetary system 
(in which Keynes had had a hand) was abrogat-
ed. And in response to extraordinary research 

spending in defense and large-scale expansion in 
the National Institutes of Health budget, a new 
wave of innovation broke upon the economy. 
This time it was a computer-based revolution 
in information technology, biotechnology, and 
highly individualized consumer goods and it 
spawned an enormous new industrial base. 

The primary outcome of these changes has 
been a revival of American productivity, which 
averaged gains of 3% a year from 1997 to 2004. 
Inflation has not reached double digits since 
1981, averaging around 3% a year since then. 
We can also see the revolution in the Fortune 
500 list: from 1956 to 1981, an average of 24 
companies fell off the list each year. From 1982 
to 2006, nearly 40 companies fell off each year. 
Indeed, the sheer velocity of firm turnover (at all 
levels) and the fading of long-term employment 
in large companies, both of which enhance pro-
ductivity, are impressive.

Keynes’s expositors, doing him a continued 
disservice, could not see this happening. Many 
had come to believe the view, propounded in 
the early 1930s, that the economy had just run 
out of innovation. Galbraith had written in 
1967 that the entrepreneur was a “diminishing 
figure”: “Apart from access to capital, his princi-
pal qualifications were imagination, capacity for 
decision[making] and courage in risking money, 
including, not infrequently, his own. None of 
these qualifications is especially important for 
organizing intelligence or effective in compet-
ing with it.” In the entrepreneur’s place was sup-
posed to be the “technostructure,” which would 
stabilize demand and eliminate uncertainty from 
the market. Well into the 1980s, the Japanese 
were to be our successors in leading the world 
economy and we could only hope to hold our 
position by emulating the large-scale, vertically-
integrated keiretsu.

Having loudly renounced institutional analy-
sis, most economists could not see the power of 
democratic capitalism to create the new institu-
tions it needs and to destroy or transmute those 
that hold it back. Instead, many economists re-
sponded by seeking to push Keynesian recipes 
for a managed economy as far as they could go: 
to a planned economy. Robert Heilbroner wrote 
in 1976 that planning offered “the only op-
portunity, I think, to arrest the course of slow 
self-destruction on which we now seem to be 
embarked…. In the end, I believe that planning 
offers hope.” Galbraith and others endorsed a 
bill in the United States Senate that would have 
established a national planning agency, and Har-
vard’s Ezra Vogel called for a system of “guided 
free enterprise,” based on his studies of Japan.

None of this would have surprised Schum-
peter. An incisive political scientist and soci-
ologist as well as an economist, Schumpeter 
foresaw, and foresaw the significance of, that 

now-familiar human type—the comfortable in-
tellectual who evinces antipathy toward growth. 
To such critics, free markets promote social wel-
fare only up to a certain point, whereupon an 
allegedly more “social” or “public” orientation be-
comes necessary. This formed a partial basis for 
Schumpeter’s famous (and semi-ironic) progno-
sis in Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy that 
capitalism would slowly give way to socialism 
through bureaucratization and the hostility of 
intellectuals. Though he underplays Schumpet-
er’s importance as a sociologist and theorist of 
democracy, McCraw does provide an excellent 
analysis of Schumpeter’s thesis of the abandon-
ment of capitalism for socialism.

Schumpeter did not, of course, deny the tem-
porary pain that can accompany economic growth. 
But he flipped the often perfunctory ideas about 
class and economic insecurity on their head by 
noting that the very fact of growth obviates static 
class categories: “The persistence of class position 
[in capitalism] is an illusion.... The work force 
is no homogenous mass. The united proletarian 
conscience of class is only a utopian idea.”

Rise of the Entrepreneurs

Needless to say, schumpeter’s de-
scent-into-socialism prognosis has 
been forestalled by an explosion of 

entrepreneurship. The error of Galbraith and 
other economists and politicians lay in their pre-
sumptive acceptance of the permanence of any 
given state of political economy. While Keynes 
provided a new explanation for a changed eco-
nomic reality, Schumpeter offered an analytical 
theory of the process of change that is economic 
reality. Change is not episodic but the essence 
of growth. No economic state of affairs, however 
powerful or stable it may appear, is permanent. 

Even at its peak in the 1960s, the seeds of 
bureaucratic capitalism’s demise were being 
sown—by one of its strongest supporters, the 
military. Pentagon-funded research in the 1950s 
and 1960s helped create what became Silicon 
Valley; within a year of the first edition of The 
New Industrial State, Intel was founded out of 
Fairchild Semiconductor. The 1970s saw the 
appearance of firms such as FedEx, Microsoft, 
Apple, and Home Depot, and the expansion of 
companies such as Target and Wal-Mart, all of 
which became fast-growing parts of an entrepre-
neurial economy.

The invisible actors who had always been 
responsible for the regeneration of capitalism, 
who took risks and brought forth new firms to 
propagate new, better goods and services, slowly 
emerged from behind the edifice of economic the-
ory that had ignored their role. Today we know of 
Fred Smith, Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Michael Dell, 
and Sergey Brin. We use their suddenly irreplace-



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2008 
Page 41

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

able innovations, and celebrate their ingenious 
creativity. Large numbers of us work in their 
firms or in new firms that could not exist but for 
FedEx or eBay. Our children aspire to be entre-
preneurs who create new businesses, not mid-
dle managers who spend 40 years climbing the 
ranks of either corporate or public bureaucracies. 
This was the third focus of Schumpeter’s lifework: 
the importance of human initiative by individuals 
who risked all in pursuit of personal gain, but in 
so doing operated for the good of the economy. 
These were his entrepreneurs, the “moving eco-
nomic force” behind the process of creative de-
struction. They ignored old strictures and pushed 
aside the received ways of doing things and order-
ing markets, fearlessly setting themselves to the 
task of disturbing giant corporations by creating 
new competition. An innovation means nothing, 
he wrote, without the “forceful personality [and] 
activity of a leader” that “pushes [the innovation] 
through” to reality, always conscious of the risks 
of disgrace, bankruptcy, and failure. Without 
these entrepreneurs, Schumpeter’s economic he-
roes, there could be no growth. 

Behind this celebration of “leadership” and the 
“personality of the entrepreneur” we can detect 
the influence of the German tradition, particular-
ly Nietzsche. McCraw does not fully explore this 
influence on Schumpeter, ignoring, for example, 
that German economist Werner Sombart had 
written in 1913 that “out of the destruction, a new 
creative spirit rises.” It is unlikely that the encyclo-
pedic Schumpeter would have been unaware of 
this strand of thought when he drew attention to 
the central role of “creative destruction.” 

Nonetheless, McCraw’s book succeeds as an 
important work of economic history as well as 
biography, matching its subject in stature and 
insight. Its most important contribution is to re-
store renown to this prodigious thinker whose 
accomplishment was in danger of being reduced 
to a single phrase.

The Political Dimension

Schumpeter’s economic vision is now 
propagating around the world. While 
America is the primal site of entrepre-

neurial capitalism, as he knew it would be, the 
world has in many places absorbed Schumpet-
er’s lessons better than we have. In 1959, in the 
famous kitchen debate, Vice President Richard 
Nixon rightly pointed out to Soviet Premier 
Nikita Khrushchev the irony of American de-
mocracy’s success in giving workers a great deal 
of ownership of the means of production, as 
well as an affluent lifestyle. The black market for 
American jeans behind the Iron Curtain in the 
1970s and ’80s bore witness to the eagerness to 
emulate even the mundane aspects of American 
life. It was no wonder that with the collapse of 

the Soviet system, the American economy in the 
1990s became the model for Eastern Europe. 
While the State Department continues to prop-
agate Galbraith’s model of capitalism, prescrib-
ing the copying of our institutions (as if growth 
happens because we have a means of regulating 
security markets), those who want to import 
the secret of American capitalism alongside its 
fruits, quickly understand that the key to our 
economy is the culture of entrepreneurship. 

In many countries, the domestic policy ap-
paratus is being reset to stimulate risk taking, 
e.g., by means of tax reductions, deregulation, 
encouragement of venture capital investing, and 
exploitation by indigenous owners of the global-
ization of product and labor markets. Schum-
peter would be pleased to see the individual en-
trepreneur step into the middle of the drama. 

And it is here, in seeing the importance of 
the individual pursuing his or her dreams in the 
realm of commerce, that Schumpeter became the 
most human of economic theorists. He restored 
the individual not only to economics but also to 
political economy. In his sweeping vision, more 
so than in any other modern economist’s, capital-
ism reflected human nature. Because humans act 
on both intuition and reason; because uncertain-
ty and incomplete knowledge are intrinsic to life; 
because risk can never be eliminated; because hu-
mans possess an impulse to create the new—we 
cannot achieve a stabilized economy. The avenue 
of entrepreneurial growth is bumpy, and it may 
be that precisely this economic instability, beset 
with the uncertainty and risk that accompany cre-
ativity, is our greatest economic strength. While 
economists talk in terms of neat models that will 
yield predictable expansion, the truth many find 
unsettling is that our economy is increasingly un-
predictable and messy, even as it grows at faster 
rates and provides more, not less, security than it 
had in the previous two decades and as compared 
with other industrialized countries today.

In seeking to understand this, Schumpeter 
pursued for years an “exact economics” divorced 
from any considerations of policy. And while he 
never expunged empiricism from his analysis 
(“theory grows out of the observation of busi-
ness practice”), he eventually abandoned this 
quest—how do you fit human creativity into a 
deterministic and predictive formula? As Mc-
Craw explains:

A creative response, which can never be 
predicted and is therefore indeterminate, 
shapes long-run outcomes in a country, 
industry, or firm. It often depends on the 
leadership of specific individuals, and, 
Schumpeter argued, it ‘changes social and 
economic situations for good.’ It creates 
new conditions that would never have de-
veloped without it. ‘This is why creative 

response is an essential element in the 
historical process: no deterministic credo 
avails against this.’

Thus for Schumpeter there could be no pure 
economics. There was always a political dimen-
sion because the individual was central to growth 
and would frequently come into conflict with 
the controlling state, most often in the service of 
corporations and interest groups that found the 
relentless challenge of entrepreneurs disturbing. 

As mandarins, Galbraith and Keynes shared 
a belief in the ability of enlightened administra-
tors to manage economic affairs. Galbraith, as 
we have seen, took this faith to the doorstep of 
a planned economy. Keynes carried the belief 
with more insouciance, maintaining that once 
government increased its spending to stimulate 
demand, it would (and should) hold itself in 
check and pull back. Schumpeter skewered the 
shallowness of this belief in his review of The 
General Theory, pointing out with biting sarcasm 
that the link between the expanded government 
spending of the French ancien régime and the en-
suing revolutionary misery and terror must have 
been only “a chance coincidence.”

Toward the end of his life, at a dinner mark-
ing his retirement as editor of Economic Journal, 
Keynes offered a toast “to economists, who are the 
trustees, not of civilization, but of the possibil-
ity of civilization.” Keynes and Schumpeter were 
two of the three 20th-century economists taxed 
with saving capitalism and its promise in a truly 
grand way. (Milton Friedman, whose insights 
and achievements deserve treatment in their own 
right, was the third.) Keynes helped to point the 
way out of capitalism’s darkest hour, and in effect 
set the tone and conceptual vocabulary of mod-
ern macroeconomics. But it was Schumpeter who 
put growth and entrepreneurship at the center of 
economics, illuminating the way forward into the 
21st century and showing how the possibility of 
civilization, with all its blessings and challenges, 
could spread across the globe. Perhaps the eradi-
cation of poverty—underway for the first time 
in history, and when only two countries on earth 
are formally committed to socialism—will serve 
to confirm his theory that growth happens at the 
hands of individual, risk-taking entrepreneurs, 
unmolested and lightly taxed by government, 
and that the more of them we have the better off 
everyone will be.

Carl J. Schramm is president of the Ewing Marion 
Kauffman Foundation and author of The Entre-
preneurial Imperative: How America’s Econom-
ic Miracle Will Reshape the World (Collins) and 
co-author with William Baumol and Robert E. 
Litan of Good Capitalism, Bad Capitalism, and 
the Economics of Growth and Prosperity (Yale 
University Press).
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Book Review by Allen C. Guelzo

States' Rights and Wrongs 
The Road to Disunion, Volume I: Secessionists at Bay, 1776-1854, by William W. Freehling. 

Oxford University Press, 656 pages, $29.95 (paper)

The Road to Disunion, Volume II: Secessionists Triumphant, 1854-1861, by William W. Freehling. 
Oxford University Press, 624 pages, $35 (cloth) $29.95 (paper) 

The attempt by eleven southern—
and slaveholding—states to secede from 
the Union in the winter and spring of 

1860-61 presented the United States with the 
greatest internal political challenge it had ever 
faced. Because the Constitution had created a 
federal Union, secession (which broke the ties of 
Union) was a dagger at the heart of the Ameri-
can polity. The fact that this secession was mo-
tivated by Southerners’ determination to protect 
their investment in human slavery added a cruel 
twist of the blade. Not only did secession frac-
ture the Union, it did so on behalf of a practice 
which obliterated the fundamental natural right 
to liberty, which the federal Constitution was 
supposed to protect. 

But secession struck to an even deeper level, 
to the very roots of popular government. The se-
ceding states made their bolt for the door not 
in response to invasion or military occupation 
or internal taxation, but because their favored 
candidates did not win a presidential election. 
The genius of popular government was wound 
around the twin propositions that majorities 
have the privilege of winning, and that minori-
ties have the obligation to be cooperative losers. 
Secession was a declaration of non-cooperation 
with a national vote, and since the United States 
in 1860 was virtually the only large-scale exam-
ple of a successful popular democracy, the threat 
that the American republic would fracture over 

a lost election seemed to call into question the 
entire workability of popular government. 

The secession crisis has never had a more 
ambitious historian than William W. Freehling, 
retired from the University of Kentucky. In 
1966, he published a major study of the prelim-
inary secessionist scare of 1831-32, Prelude to 
Civil War: The Nullification Controversy in South 
Carolina. Then in 1990, he published The Road 
to Disunion: Secessionists at Bay, 1776-1854, the 
first of a two-volume history of the great seces-
sion crisis itself. In the intervening 25 years, he 
published nothing more than a handful of bril-
liant but quixotic essays on the principal char-
acters in South Carolina’s secession movement. 
So when The Road to Disunion: Secessionists 
at Bay dropped from the heavens, the impact 
was almost palpable: at the end of this long si-
lence, Freehling had written the first large-scale, 
comprehensive history of the Southern states’ 
attempt to secede from the Union. There had 
been plenty of studies of secession in particular 
states, and several outstanding surveys of the 
secession winter of 1860-61. What set Free-
hling decisively apart was the sheer scope of his 
project—nothing less than a full chronological 
overview of the idea of secession from the foun-
dations of the republic, and, what was more, a 
full geographical survey of secession’s complexi-
ties, hesitations, and internal ambiguities within 
the South. And as he delighted in demonstrat-

ing, those ambiguities abounded. Southerners, 
snapped Horace Greeley, “could no more unite 
upon a scheme of secession, than a company of 
lunatics could conspire to break out of Bedlam,” 
and much of what went into Secessionists at Bay 
was an exploration of why, until the 1850s, the 
lunatics had failed to resolve the ambiguities. 
Secessionists Triumphant, the long-promised se-
quel, would then explain why, at the last minute, 
they pulled it off.

The most startling aspect of the first 
volume of The Road to Disunion was its 
meticulous analysis of Southern slav-

ery—or rather, the varieties of Southern slav-
ery. Freehling argued that there never was one 
“South.” Instead, there were three: the Lower 
South (the Gulf and lower Mississippi river 
states); the Middle South (Virginia, North Car-
olina, Tennessee and Arkansas); and the Bor-
der South (Kentucky, Missouri, Delaware, and 
Maryland). At the outbreak of the Revolution, 
every one of the British North American colonies 
that became the United States possessed slaves. 
But the largest concentrations of slaves obeyed 
the logic of agricultural economics—which is 
to say, wherever labor-intensive cash crops were 
grown (tobacco in the Chesapeake, rice in the 
Carolina low-country), there slavery provided 
the least expensive labor source. As the world 
markets for agricultural commodities changed 
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in the 19th century, so did American slavery. To-
bacco and rice declined, and so did slave labor 
in the places which produced them; but cotton 
stepped into their place, and since the bottom 
lands of the Mississippi delta proved to be the 
world’s richest cotton-growing soil, slaves were 
drained away from the old Border and Middle 
South states toward the new Southwest. 

This economic drainage was linked to politi-
cal and racial power. The more slaves were sold 
out of the Border and Middle South, the more 
the Border and Middle loosened their identifi-
cation with the interests of the Gulf and South-
west. And as cotton agriculture passed the Bor-
der and Middle states by, more and more of the 
remaining slaves in those states were shunted 
into industrial and urban labor, slave discipline 
slackened and losses in the form of runaways 
mounted—to the point where forms of com-
pensated emancipation began to be discussed 
there as a viable way of cutting slaveholders’ 
losses. 

Slaveholders in the Gulf and Southwest 
viewed these shifts with apprehension and sus-
picion. Anything that weakened the united front 
the slaveholding states maintained in Congress 
might provide an opening to the Northern free 
states to use their increasing control of Congress 
to interfere directly with slavery everywhere. 
And it created a constant preoccupation in the 
Gulf and Southwest states with bucking up 
their weaker sisters, and calculating whether, if 
secession did finally come, the Middle and Bor-
der South might not with one consent begin to 
make excuse.

The burden of Secessionists at Bay was to 
show how slaveholders of the Gulf and South-
western states deployed every trick they could 
to ensure the cooperation of the other Souths 
in the protection of slavery. Those tricks in-
cluded an appeal to fear—especially of slave 
insurrection, which would not distinguish fire-
eating Mississippi cotton planters from non-
slaveholding Tennessee dirt farmers—and to 
race, since Southern slaveholding was confined 
to blacks (and those who could be ‘scientifically’ 
determined to be ‘black’) and invited all South-
ern whites to think of themselves in terms of 
racial solidarity. And this strategy resulted in 
demands on the national government—for 
the annexation of Texas, for the opening of the 
western territories to slavery, for the re-opening 
of the African slave trade, for filibustering in 
the Caribbean, and for the admission of Kansas 
as a slave state (in order to shore-up Missouri’s 
loyalty to slavery)—which became harder and 
harder for pro-slavery agitators to pull off. And 
even when they were successful, the victories 
were often pyrrhic. The result was that more 
and more Southerners felt less and less in the 
way of common interests. 

That was the cliff on which free-
hling left his readers dangling in 1990, 
and, to mix metaphors, it has taken 17 

years for the other shoe to drop. The question is 
whether it has been worth the wait. 

The argument of Secessionists at Bay was not 
necessarily a new one or even, for that matter, a 
coherent one. James Oakes and Eugene Geno-
vese had each offered serious and sophisticated 
analyses of the internal divisions between the 
various white “Souths,” and Freehling seemed 
to be saying much the same thing, except on a 
larger canvas. Methodologically, however, he 
could not seem to decide whether the tensions 
between the divided Souths were the product 
of some quasi-Marxian movement of inexorable 
economic forces, or the happenstance result of 
individual decisions, made by desperate slave-
holders or indifferent Border Southers. Overall, 
Freehling seemed in 1990 to be voting for con-
tingency. His attention to the decisions of indi-
viduals is what made his chapters on the gag rule 
and the debate over Texas annexation kick into 
life; whereas in a strictly Marxian interpretation, 
these could hardly have been other than unin-
spiring footnotes to the larger economic story.

The question then becomes whether Seces-
sionists Triumphant is going to keep cheering 
for individual contingency over economic deter-
minism. Freehling gave part of the answer away 
in 2001, when he published The South vs. the 
South: How Anti-Confederate Southerners Shaped 
the Course of the Civil War. This ought to have 
been, strictly speaking, the third and conclud-
ing volume of The Road to Disunion, since it 
explained that so many Southerners balked at 
secession that 300,000 of them ended up fight-
ing for the Union, and thus doomed secession 
to failure. With this, Freehling linked arms with 
a substantial corps of historians, from David 
Donald to Richard Beringer, Drew Faust, and 
Emory Thomas, who explained Confederate 
defeat in terms of unavoidable and fatal internal 
disorders rather than military losses—which is 
to say, no amount of individual action or genius 
could have saved the day. Game, set and match 
to determinism.

But if there is anything which Secessionists 
Triumphant is a monument to, it is contingen-
cy. “To bridge potentially corrosive differences,” 
late antebellum Southerners deployed ever 
more intriguing proslavery ideologies and ever 
more zany political crusades” in order to drive 
the car off the cliff before the sane people in the 
back seat could get control. It would depend 
entirely on who—the Southern fire-eaters or 
the Southern Unionists—got there (to invoke 
one well-known Confederate) firstest with the 
mostest. And so a cast of thousands processes 
across Freehling’s stage, some of them Southern-
ers whose lukewarmness over slavery posed the 

disunionists’ worst nightmare (e.g., John Fee), 
some of them Southerners who confected vi-
sions of pro-slavery societies that were bound 
to stick in other white Southerners’ craws (e.g., 
James Henry Hammond), and at the end, some 
of them canny and clever politicians who ma-
nipulated accidental occurrences (the arrival of 
a train of Georgia disunionists in Charleston on 
November 9, 1860) so as to “render secession a 
necessity.” 

Yet even at the end, Freehling cannot de-
cide whether the monument should only be to 
contingency. Secession, Freehling concludes, 
should be seen as a product of “recurring im-
personal forces” which “wrenched the sections 
apart and made some form of civil war at some 
time, highly probable” (and notice how, even in 
this sentence, determinism begins to elide into 
contingency). 

It is genuinely amazing that, after more than 
a thousand pages (in two volumes), Freehling 
manages to avoid two important questions: first, 
how real were the disunionists’ anxieties over 
the future of slavery? The answer provided by 
contingency theorists is usually not very—in the 
work of Avery O. Craven, J.G. Randall, and Roy 
F. Nichols, slavery was a vestigial system that few 
Northerners were interested in going to war to 
eradicate, especially if victory in that war turned 
loose four million newly-freed slaves to compete 
for jobs in the North. In these historians’ view—
and it seems, at times, in Freehling’s—the only 
reason secession and civil war occurred was be-
cause a handful of irrationalists, spreading irra-
tionalism throughout the body politic, pushed 
the country into it. 

But slavery was not a vestigial system. Cot-
ton was the 19th-century’s prize commodity 
and (since cotton textiles drove the Industrial 
Revolution) the white gold of the transatlan-
tic economy. Southern cotton accounted for 
over half of the U.S. exports before 1860; two-
thirds of American estates worth over $100,000 
were located in the South. In 1860, the twelve 
wealthiest counties in the United States were 
below the Mason and Dixon line, and the 
wealthiest county in the country, in terms of 
per capita wealth, was not Westchester county 
or Middlesex county, but Adams County, Mis-
sissippi. Judged purely by gross GDP, the Con-
federacy would have ranked as the fourth most 
prosperous country in the world. Nor can it be 
said that the downfall of the Confederacy from 
within was inevitable, despite Freehling’s strug-
gle to switch into determinist mode once the 
Civil War begins. For a polity which so many 
think was doomed to collapse, the Confederacy 
summoned up some impressive resources for re-
sistance, and enough staying-power to offer up 
the lives of 289,000 of its youth (an astounding 
27% of military-age Confederate white males). 
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The Confederacy did not wither and die on its 
own; it had to be killed. 

The second question Freehling skirts is an 
even larger one: should secession have suc-
ceeded? It is certainly odd that after expending 
so much effort and talent on anatomizing it, 
Freehling never once reflects on the legitimacy 
of the idea of secession within the framework 
of popular government. If he had, he might 
have discovered ironies aplenty, not the least of 
which is the eagerness and vigor with which the 
foreign skeptics of popular government cheered 
for Confederate success. Today’s neo-Confed-
erates like Thomas DiLorenzo, Walter Ken-
nedy, or Charles Adams delight in cataloguing 
the outrages practiced upon supine democracy 
by the viperous Lincoln Administration, but 
without ever asking whether the real enemies 
of democracy were the people who preferred 
to overthrow a democratic polity in pursuit of 
their own self-interest.

But perhaps freehling should not 
be pressed, as a historian, to answer a 
question which any number of politi-

cal thinkers also prefer to ignore. The Ameri-
can Left has never had much enthusiasm for 
popular government, since the common man 
has never shown much interest in the regula-
tive aristocracy that statism promises. That the 
Confederacy delivered exactly that kind of aris-
tocracy (and to the point of pushing Raimondo 
Luraghi to speculate that the Confederacy was 
the first modern experiment in state socialism) 
is an embarrassment which the Left would pre-
fer not to be reminded of. But the Right has just 
as frequently avoided the terrible implications 
of secession in a democracy in the mistaken 
belief that secession is some form of protest 
against statism. It is one of the enduring ironies 
of American conservatism that so many of its 
thinkers idolize John C. Calhoun as the Ameri-
can Burke, when the Confederacy that Calhoun 

dreamt of turned into one of the most egregious 
practitioners of state centralization, price-fix-
ing, forced industrialization, and economic na-
tionalization—and with the most scant regard 
for civil liberties—in American history. And 
growing as the Confederacy did out of an eco-
nomic environment dominated by the practice 
of forced labor, why should this be a surprise? 
It was not Abraham Lincoln who invented the 
nanny-state; it was that son of the Confederacy, 
Woodrow Wilson. That American conserva-
tives, even more than American leftists, should 
today manage to find themselves enamored of 
the secessionist republic may be the crowning 
irony of them all.

Allen C. Guelzo is the Henry R. Luce Professor of 
the Civil War Era at Gettysburg College and direc-
tor of the Civil War Era Studies Program. His most 
recent book is Lincoln and Douglas: The Debates 
that Defined America (Simon & Schuster). 
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Essay by Harry V. Jaffa

God Bless America

The principles upon which this na-
tion was founded are those upon which 
its survival, no less than its prosperity, 

depend. These are the principles upon which 
we believe our freedom and prosperity as indi-
viduals, and that of our children depend. These 
principles are simple and familiar enough for 
anyone to understand who wishes to under-
stand. Selfish motives, miseducation, or ideo-
logical blindness may lead some to deny or 
disparage them. But nothing can obscure their 
shining truth.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, 
that all men are created equal, that they 
are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable Rights, that among these are 
Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happi-
ness. —That to secure these rights, Gov-
ernments are instituted among Men, de-
riving their just powers from the consent 
of the governed.

Lincoln at Gettysburg said that the nation, at 
its birth, had been dedicated to the proposition 
that all men are created equal. Earlier, Lincoln 
had said that the proposition of equality was the 
“central idea” of the founding, from which all its 
minor thoughts emanated.

The American Proposition

It just came to me within the past few weeks, 
y’all, why so many folks are hating on Ba-
rack Obama. He doesn’t fit the model. He 
ain’t white, he ain’t rich, and he ain’t privi-
leged. Hillary fits the mold. Europeans fit 
the mold.... Rich white men fit the mold.... 
Barack knows what it means to be a black 
man living in a country and a culture that is 
controlled by rich white people. 

—Reverend Jeremiah Wright
Trinity United Church 

of Christ, Chicago 
December 25, 2007

What exactly did these words, of 
both the Declaration of Indepen-
dence and the Gettysburg Address, 

mean? They meant that there was no difference, 
between one human being, and another human 
being, that made one the master and the other 
the servant. As Jefferson once put it, some men 
are not born with saddles on their backs, nor 
are others born booted and spurred to ride 
them. That a man or woman rides a horse cor-
responds with the difference in their natures. 
No injustice is done to the horse! That an ox 
should pull a plow, while a man walks behind, 
is according to nature. In these cases, servitude 
follows from the laws of nature. But these same 
laws of nature tell us that when a human being 
is subjected to other human beings as if he were 
a horse or an ox, the laws of nature are violat-
ed. All human beings are accordingly equal in 
their right not to be enslaved, and in their right 
to be in secure possession of their lives, liber-
ties, and property. To this end they have a right 

Editor's Note: Five years ago, at Barack Obama's church in Chicago, the Reverend Jeremiah Wright declared: “No, 
no, no, not God bless America, God damn America, that’s in the Bible, for killing innocent people, God damn 
America, for treating her citizens as less than human. God damn America for as long as she acts like she is God 
and she is supreme.” Shall we sing “God Bless America” or “God Damn America” then? Because Senator Barack 
Obama aspires to be America’s president, and because his spiritual mentor happens to be Rev. Wright, the senator 
was obliged to make a speech in answer to this question. The speech was properly ambitious. It attempted to relate 
God, the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, race, slavery, and the American cause. We offer here an 

alternative to the reverend’s diatribes and the senator’s speech.
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to be governed only by laws to which they have 
consented.

That all men are created equal does not 
mean that human beings are the same, or equal, 
in size, strength, beauty, virtue, or intelligence. 
There are obviously great differences in indi-
vidual aptitudes and talents in sports, music, 
mathematics, speaking, and writing. They are 
also unequal in the virtues, among them cour-
age, temperance, and justice. But as Jefferson 
once said, the fact that Sir Isaac Newton may be 
the most intelligent of living human beings does 
not give him any right whatever to my person or 
my property.

If there is no natural authority of any hu-
man being over any other—leaving aside the 
temporary authority of parents over children—
how does lawful authority arise? In the words 
of the Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, 
“The body politic is formed by a voluntary as-
sociation of individuals; it is a social compact 
by which the whole people covenants with each 
citizen and each citizen with the whole people 
that all shall be governed by certain laws for the 
common good.”

It cannot be too greatly emphasized that the 
political community is a voluntary association. 
In obeying the law, we are obeying ourselves. In 
obeying the law we seek to provide a greater se-
curity for the rights which we have from God 
and nature, but which rights we cannot provide 
for by ourselves alone. The “ just powers of gov-
ernment” arise for no other purpose than the 
protection of those rights which are antecedent 
to government. Governments exist to protect 
these rights; the rights themselves do not come 
from government. In the protection of these 
rights, no citizen is entitled to greater, or to less 
protection, than any other. Here is the original 
meaning of the equal protection of the laws. No 
one is entitled to greater protection than any of 
his fellow citizens, because of his wealth, birth, 
or intelligence. Nor is any one entitled to ex-
emption from taxation or from service in the 
common defense, because of any claim of supe-
rior personal worth.

Once the political community comes into be-
ing as a result of the unanimous consent of those 
who form it, this community must have a govern-
ment capable of acting. It cannot, however, act by 
unanimous consent. Such government must, at 
first, be by majority rule. It must be understood, 
however, that the authority of the majority is 
bounded and limited by the purposes for which 
unanimous consent had originally been given. 
The majority represents the community in de-
termining how the rights of everyone, minority 
no less than majority, are to be served. It is to 
spell out the boundaries of majority rule, and to 
assert the indefeasible rights of minorities, that 
constitutions are peculiarly necessary.

In the government of the political community, 
officers in all its branches will have lawful pow-
ers, by which they can give lawful orders. The 
president as commander-in-chief of the armed 
services has unique authority to command the 
use of force in the execution of the laws. We do 
not however suppose his person to be endowed 
with rights greater than those of anyone else. 
We the people have endowed him with powers 
necessary for our protection. The powers which 
he enjoys under the Constitution are for our 
benefit, not his. Thus civic or political inequal-
ity arises necessarily from original equality and 
is consistent with it.

A free society, so far as possible, has a lev-
el playing field. But within the human family, 
there is a great variety of talents, and of energy, 
and of ambition. Equality of opportunity leads 
necessarily to inequality of results. Equality of 
rights leads necessarily to inequality of wealth. 
A war against wealth is a denial of the equality 
of rights. James Madison, in the tenth Federalist, 
observed that there is a “diversity in the facul-
ties of men from which the rights of property 
originate.” The equal protection of unequal fac-
ulties of acquiring property is “the first object 
of government.” As Abraham Lincoln wrote: 
“that some should be rich shows that others 
may become rich, and hence is just encourage-
ment to industry and enterprise.” It is the en-
couragement to industry and enterprise, arising 
from the recognition of human equality, which 
makes a free society more productive, with more 
wealth, more widely distributed, than any other 
form of human society. 

Slavery and the Human Story

Racism is how this country was founded and 
how this country is still run! ...We [in the 
U.S.] believe in white supremacy and black 
inferiority and believe it more than we believe 
in God.

—Reverend Jeremiah Wright
sermon at Howard University's 

Andrew Rankin Memorial Chapel,
Washington, D.C.

January 15, 2006

But one may ask, how is it that slav-
ery, or any other form of invidious dis-
crimination, has played so great a role in 

American history? How could a nation, dedi-
cated at its birth to the proposition that all men 
are created equal, have tolerated slavery and its 
effects so long? If we look to the long history 
of mankind, however, we will ask a different 
question. Slavery was lawful in every one of the 
original thirteen states. There was accordingly 
nothing remarkable in the fact that slavery was 
not abolished immediately on independence. 

What is remarkable is that a slave-owning na-
tion would declare that all men are created 
equal, and thereby make the abolition of slavery 
a moral and political necessity. To accomplish 
that task would not be easy. We need to see the 
dimensions of that task to appreciate its diffi-
culty.

Let us contemplate two epochal events in the 
long human story. One is the annunciation of 
the unity of God at Mt. Sinai. That same God 
was said to have made man, alone among liv-
ing beings, in His image. Implicit in the unity 
of God was the corresponding unity of the hu-
man race. But it was only after more than three 
thousand years, that the Declaration of this uni-
ty was made in Philadelphia. One need not be-
lieve in direct divine intervention to think that 
it has been the peculiar mission of the American 
people to testify to the unity on earth of God, 
and of man. Such testimony could take no more 
evident form than in the denunciation of chat-
tel slavery in the founding itself. That denuncia-
tion is prominent beyond doubt or denial, in the 
documents of the founding. Men of reason can 
agree with men of faith, that neither God nor 
man could have devised a more dramatic event 
than our founding to demonstrate to the world 
the meaning inherent in this unity. 

Slavery in the British colonies of North 
America was more than a century-and-a-half 
old before independence. It was roundly con-
demned, at one time or another, by nearly all 
the important political personages of the Rev-
olution. I know of no instance in which any of 
these personages contradicted the doctrine of 
the Declaration, or maintained that slavery was 
a positive good. We must recognize, however, 
that slavery next to the family was perhaps the 
oldest institution of civilized mankind. Its ori-
gin in the ancient world came with the discovery 
that it was more profitable to enslave an enemy 
defeated in war than to kill him. The ancient 
law of the ancient city may be seen in the Bible. 
When the Israelites conquered Jericho, they 
put to the sword everyone in the city—men and 
women, young and old, sheep, oxen, and asses. 
Only Rahab the harlot and her family were 
spared, since they had given shelter to the Isra-
elite spies. Later, in the custom of ancient war-
fare, the males of a defeated people would all be 
killed, but the women and children would be 
carried into slavery. Eventually the entire popu-
lation of a defeated people would be enslaved. 
Such are the steps in the human story. That de-
feat in war meant slavery was the rule for many 
thousands of years.

Slavery came to the English colonies in North 
America in the 17th century because the colo-
nists found themselves in possession of a vast 
continent, needing only cultivation to make it 
the homes of millions of free, prosperous, God-
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fearing human beings. Those who came from 
Europe would be refugees from the tyranny and 
oppression of feudalism, divine right monarchy, 
and religious intolerance. But converting this vast 
wilderness into cultivated lands required labor. 
It was nearly inevitable that someone would turn 
to tribal Africa for some, at least, of this labor. 
It is paradoxical but true that a large measure of 
the labor that turned America into a sanctuary 
for freedom came from slavery. The slave trade 
that developed between North America and the 
west coast of Africa is one of the great horror 
stories of Western civilization. It resulted also 
from the unlimited greed of the African chiefs 
who enslaved their brother Africans, and then 
sold them to white slave traders. They in turn 
sold them, for vast profits, into the new world.

The events of this story are morally indefen-
sible. But the greed that motivated the human 
actors—excluding of course the slaves them-
selves—was so overwhelming as to be irresist-
ible. It is impossible for us today who condemn 
the slave trade to imagine any effective oppo-
sition to it in the 17th century. A parallel in 
our time would be the unstoppable trade in 
narcotics. We can’t stop the supply because 
we can’t stop the demand. To the limitless de-
mand for labor in the new world the slave trade 
was a limitless response. Like drugs today, laws 
against it were powerless, because the profits 
were so great. Opposition to the slave trade did 
come in time, in the principles of the American 
Revolution, but not before slavery had formed 
deep roots in the economy and polity of the 
United States. The foreign slave trade was 
outlawed by the United States in 1808, and 
it was made a capital crime in 1820, but the 
trade continued right up until the Civil War. 
It is good however to remind ourselves that no 
black slave was sold to a white slave trader, on 
the west coast of Africa, who had not already 
been enslaved by a black African. Slavery was 
an equal opportunity employer!

Slavery and the American Cause

The profound mistake of Reverend Wright’s 
sermons is not that he spoke about racism in 
our society. It’s that he spoke as if our society 
was static; as if no progress has been made.... 
But what we know—what we have seen—is 

that America can change. That is the true 
genius of this nation. What we have already 
achieved gives us hope—the audacity to 
hope—for what we can and must achieve 
tomorrow.

—Senator Barack Obama
speech at the National Constitution

Center, Philadelphia
March 18, 2008

The “declaration of the causes and 
Necessity of Taking up Arms,” on July 
6, 1775, was the very first occasion for 

the American people to speak to the world with 
a single voice. In its first sentence, the Second 
Continental Congress affirmed without equivo-
cation that the idea of the ownership of some 
human beings by other human beings was an 
utter absurdity, and that to think otherwise was 
incompatible with reason or revelation. Thus 
from the outset—a year before the Declaration 
of Independence—the American people were 
committed to the antislavery cause, and to the 
inseparability of personal freedom and free gov-
ernment. The American people knew from the 
outset that the cause of their own freedom and 
that of the slaves was inseparable. This would 
become the message that Abraham Lincoln 
would bring to the American people, and to the 
world, for all time. In the decade from the Dec-
laration to the Constitution every state north of 
the Mason Dixon line, and north of the Ohio 
River, either abolished slavery or adopted mea-
sures leading to abolition. But in 1793 the cotton 
gin was invented, shortly after the power loom 
in England. This was the onset of the industrial 
revolution. Almost overnight, a new industry or 
rather a series of new industries, proliferating 
worldwide, was born. It began with the growing 
of cotton but was followed by its manufacture 
into a wide variety of products, especially cotton 
cloth and cotton clothing. Suddenly, slave labor 
became vastly more profitable. In the decade be-
fore the Civil War, the value of slaves doubled. 
Once again, greed overwhelmed all other mo-
tives. From being regarded as a temporary evil, 
as it was at the founding, slavery came to be re-
garded as a positive—and permanent—good.

This changed attitude toward slavery was, 
however, part of a changed attitude toward mo-
rality in general that was sweeping over West-

ern civilization. This change was marked by the 
apotheosis of “change” itself. What had here-
tofore been regarded as moral absolutes came 
to be regarded as merely relative to a particu-
lar time and place—to History or Progress—
with no enduring claim upon our consciences. 
Lincoln praised Jefferson for embodying in the 
Declaration “an abstract truth applicable to all 
men and all times.” But the idea of such truth, 
and of the correlation of such truth with justice, 
was increasingly repudiated by the most educat-
ed and influential minds in the Western world. 
Representative of this triumph of historicism 
and moral relativism was historian Carl Becker’s 
assertion in a landmark 20th-century work that 
“To ask whether the natural rights philosophy 
of the Declaration of Independence is true or 
false is essentially a meaningless question.” 

To ask whether what the American people 
in the Declaration of Independence had af-
firmed as truth was in fact truth, was now said 
to be meaningless. But if History or Progress or 
“change” is to be our guide, if the truth of rela-
tivism is to replace the truth of the Declaration, 
then the cause for which the nation fought at 
its birth, and in the Civil War, was meaningless, 
too. White power, black power, the Nazis, the 
Ku Klux Klan, Hitler, Stalin, Mao, Pol Pot, are 
as justifiable as Jefferson, Lincoln, or the doc-
trine of the equal natural rights of all human 
beings. We may understand how the Rev. Jer-
emiah Wright could so awfully misunderstand 
the American political tradition, inasmuch as it 
has been so very misunderstood for so long in 
circles from whom a better understanding could 
be expected. But this misunderstanding is a can-
cer which can in the end prove fatal, not only to 
a political campaign but to our country. 

If we are to have a foundation upon which 
to continue to build a more perfect union, we 
must return unequivocally, as Lincoln returned, 
to the source of our greatness in the American 
Founding.

Harry V. Jaffa is a distinguished fellow of the Cla-
remont Institute, and the author of A New Birth 
of Freedom: Abraham Lincoln and the Com-
ing of the Civil War (Rowman & Littlefield) and 
Crisis of the House Divided: An Interpretation 
of the Lincoln-Douglas Debates (University of 
Chicago).
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Book Review by Robert G. Ingram

From the New to the Old Whigs 
Our First Revolution: The Remarkable British Upheaval That Inspired America’s Founding Fathers,

by Michael Barone. Crown, 352 pages, $25.95 (cloth), $14.95 (paper)

The Last Revolution: 1688 and the Creation of the Modern World, 
by Patrick Dillon. Jonathan Cape, 464 pages, £20 (cloth), £8.99 (paper)

In hindsight, the effects of england’s 
Glorious Revolution of 1688 seem obvious. 
A popish and arbitrary English king out 

to emulate a popish and arbitrary French king, 
himself bent on establishing a “universal mon-
archy,” was ousted by his liberty-loving subjects 
who invited his Calvinist Dutch son-in-law to 
rule. To ensure that future monarchs would be 
neither popish nor arbitrary, they also hedged in 
the powers of the crown with those of the Par-
liament and eventually made it illegal for any fu-
ture monarch not to be a Protestant. Constitu-
tionalism won out over absolutism, freedom over 
tyranny, tolerance over intolerance, enlighten-
ment over benightedness. The Glorious Revolu-
tion was, in short, a decisive moment and, in its 
defense of liberty, a decidedly good thing. Mi-
chael Barone and Patrick Dillon certainly think 
so, and they argue as much in two excellent new 
books. Neither work makes claims to scholarly 
originality, but the narratives on offer in each 
are reliable. We should, however, be wary of ac-
cepting uncritically the lasting lessons that both 

Barone and Dillon draw from the Revolution. 
The results of the Revolution are less clear than 
either would have us believe.

Michael Barone’s Our First Revolution ex-
plains the Glorious Revolution to an Ameri-
can audience with little or no familiarity with 
English history. Barone displays an impressive 
mastery of late 17th-century English politics. By 
the summer of 1688, the English political na-
tion had had enough of James II. An out-of-the-
closet Roman Catholic in Protestant England, 
James had succeeded his brother, Charles II, as 
king in 1685. Less than a decade earlier England 
had been pushed to the brink of internecine war 
when a charlatan revealed a fantastical “Popish 
Plot” to murder Charles and to re-Catholicize 
England by force. Yet, aside from a farcical ris-
ing led by the eldest of Charles’s illegitimate 
children, national calm greeted James’s ascent 
to the throne. 

Charles II’s response to the Popish Plot helps 
to explain why few were eager to block James’s 
succession. After three Parliaments (1679, 1680, 

and 1681) tried legally to exclude his younger 
brother from succeeding him as king, Charles, 
like his father before him, decided to forgo Par-
liaments, to punish his enemies, and to reward 
his friends. His enemies were the Whigs, who 
favored liberalizing the penal laws against dis-
senting Protestants (but not Catholics), who 
supported exclusion of James, and who argued 
that any governor who violated his “contract” 
with the governed surrendered his right to wear 
the crown. The Whigs’ enemies—and Charles’s 
friends—were the Tories, who believed that 
monarchs were anointed by God and therefore 
that subjects should submit passively to their 
king’s dictates in his capacity as head of both 
the English state and the English church. After 
the Exclusion Crisis of the early 1680s, Charles, 
using means both fair and foul, worked with the 
Tories to purge Whigs from nearly all positions 
of official power. Meanwhile, he supported an 
aggressively anti-Whig propaganda campaign 
that successfully mobilized “out-of-doors” opin-
ion in favor of the Stuarts. By the time Charles 
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died of a stroke in early 1685, the overwhelming 
majority of national and local government offi-
cials supported the Stuart monarchs, who also 
enjoyed widespread popular support. 

Something else, though, made the na-
tion’s political elite loath to bar James 
from succeeding to the throne: memory 

of a recent time when their world was turned 
upside down. During the 1640s, civil war had 
engulfed the entire British archipelago, because 
a sufficient proportion of the political nation 
had by then become convinced that Charles I 
was himself both popish and arbitrary. The hot-
ter sort of Protestants saw crypto-Catholicism 
in the king’s support of anti-Calvinists like 
Archbishop William Laud. (It was largely this 
deep suspicion of Laud that led to the great Pu-
ritan migration to Massachusetts in the 1630s.) 
Thinking that arbitrary government was pop-
ery’s conjoined twin, many, though not most, 
British Protestants interpreted Charles I’s deci-
sion to live without Parliament for over a decade 
and to wage war against Calvinist Scotland in 
the late 1630s as evidence of his tyranny. 

Allegiances in the ensuing civil wars broke 
down largely along confessional lines. Those 
who favored an established Church that fea-
tured an episcopal ecclesiology and had the 
monarch as its supreme governor usually sup-
ported Charles; those who did not took up arms 
against him. The civil wars were religious and 
constitutional wars. And the results were hor-
rific. A defeated Charles I, tried and convicted 
in a court of dubious constitutional validity, lost 
his head under the axe on January 30, 1649. 
Thousands of others died as a result of the wars 
as well—3.7% of the English population, 6% of 
the Scottish, and a whopping 41% of the Irish. 
The regime which ruled England for the next 
eleven years of “unkingship” drew its legitimacy 
primarily from the support of the army; and its 
head, Oliver Cromwell, who believed himself to 
be a “new Moses,” tried to institute a “godly re-
public.” The experiment failed miserably, and in 
1660 a weary nation turned to the only person 
it could to restore some sort of normalcy—the 
murdered king’s eldest son, Charles II. 

The memory of the civil war cast a pall over 
English political life well into the 18th century 
and served as one of the most powerful pro-
phylaxes against political revolt. Nevertheless, 
James, given a good hand to play in 1685, man-
aged to bungle it in spectacularly bad fashion. In 
some sense, James was singularly unsuited to rule 
England. A military man through and through, 
he conceived of the relationship of a king to his 
subjects as that of an officer to his underlings. 
His religion also grated on his contemporaries, 
something Charles II realized all too well. “My 
brother will lose his kingdom by his bigotry and 

his soul for a lot of ugly trollops,” Charles report-
edly predicted. Indeed, James was a single-issue 
monarch whose aim was to return England to 
the Church of Rome. Recognizing that he could 
not do so forcibly, he used all legal (and margin-
ally legal) tools at his disposal to create a free 
market in religion, believing that given an unfet-
tered choice, most of his subjects would embrace 
Catholicism, as he himself had. The Tories, he 
reckoned, were too committed to passive obedi-
ence and non-resistance to stand up to him. He 
reckoned wrong, and the Glorious Revolution 
was to prove, among other things, that the To-
ries loved the Church of England more than they 
loved the Stuarts—or at least that they realized 
that James had become more of a threat to the 
stability of the realm than had the Whigs.

Watching all of this from across the English 
Channel was William of Orange, James’s son-
in-law. He himself had an idée fixe, preventing 
the would-be universal monarch Louis XIV 
from gobbling up the Netherlands. William 
hoped that his marriage to James’s eldest daugh-
ter, Mary, would at the very least keep England 
on the sidelines of the Franco-Dutch wars. 
When Mary (a committed Protestant) eventu-
ally succeeded her father, England might even 
be counted up actively and materially to support 
the Dutch cause against the Sun King. 

By mid-1688, though, things in England had 
begun to unravel for James, a process which 
dragged William into the center of English poli-
tics. James had not only attacked the Church of 
England’s leaders, but also he had sired a son who, 
by virtue of primogeniture, immediately leap-
frogged Mary in the queue to the throne. Faced 
with the prospect of a never-ending succession 
of Catholics on the throne, seven representatives 
of the English political elite invited William to 
invade their country. He obliged them and, on 
November 5, landed at the head of the largest 
invasion force since the Spanish Armada. Op-
position to him melted quickly as James’s lead-
ing generals defected and James himself wholly 
lost his nerve. Within a year, James was in exile 
on the Continent, William and Mary were on 
the throne, and England was well on the way to 
being dragged into continental wars that would 
massively increase the size of government and re-
shape the nation’s finances forever. 

What should we make of all this? 
Michael Barone is convinced that 
the Glorious Revolution “turned 

out to have, and today still has, reverberations 
that sweep around the world.” His is a political 
narrative with a message. To his way of think-
ing, the Glorious Revolution was an axial mo-
ment in the history of England, the West, and 
the world, for the post-revolutionary political 
settlement

changed England from a nation in which 
representative government was threatened 
to one where it was ingrained, from a na-
tion in which liberties were based on tradi-
tion to one where they were based in part 
on positive law, from a nation where the 
place of religion was a matter of continued 
political dispute and even armed struggle 
to one where it became settled in a way 
that generally respected individual choice, 
from a nation that mostly kept apart from 
the wars of continental Europe to one that 
saw its duty as maintaining a balance of 
power there and around the world.

No mere coup d’état, this! The Glorious Revo-
lution, Barone contends, fundamentally shaped 
the history of British North America and of the 
United States: the Glorious Revolution was, in 
other words, “our first revolution.” The revolu-
tionary settlement, for instance, “perpetuated 
and strengthened representative government 
in England, Scotland, and Ireland, and in the 
North American colonies as well.” Likewise 
“[o]ur founding fathers’ deliberate creation of 
a representative government, which quickly 
became a representative democracy, also owes 
much to the Revolution of 1688–1689” because 
the settlement “established the cockpit of colo-
nial politics, of royal governors in tension with 
or opposition to representative assemblies—the 
institutional setting from which the American 
Revolution would arise.” So too did the settle-
ment provide “a template for the colonial rebels” 
who understood it to guarantee “parliamentary 
sovereignty, which is to say representative gov-
ernment.” When our Constitution’s framers 
wrote up the Bill of Rights, especially the Sec-
ond, Third, Fourth, Fifth, Sixth, and Eighth 
Amendments, what did they have in mind? The 
1689 English Bill of Rights, of course. The rev-
olutionary settlement also served as the mid-
wife of religious pluralism, since the Toleration 
Act (also 1689) “was a step toward allowing 
Christians of different denominations to live 
together in the same nation and a rejection of 
the idea that the Church of England should 
have a monopoly on worship in the land.” The 
post-revolutionary financial revolution bol-
stered religious toleration because it “increased 
the political leverage of London’s financial com-
munity, which in turn helped to create some-
thing like a religious balance of power.” Hence 
Voltaire’s famous remark about the London 
Exchange: “There the Jew, the Mahometan, 
and the Christian deal with one another as if 
they were of the same religion and reserve the 
name of infidel for those who go bankrupt….” 
Finally, and not least of all, following the revo-
lution Britain “continued to follow, with some 
gaps and exceptions, an anti-hegemonic foreign 
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policy in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twen-
tieth centuries.” This, in turn, dramatically cir-
cumscribed the potential for evil from the likes 
of Louis XIV, the Jacobins, Napoleon, Kaiser 
Wilhelm II, Hitler, Stalin, Osama bin Laden, 
and the Iranian mullahs! Lest anyone miss the 
message, Barone concludes with the warning 
that William III’s “daring and determination 
and perseverance should be an inspiration to 
any who are inclined to weariness and flagging 
resolve in trying times.” 

Patrick dillon’s the last revolution 
makes only slightly less bold claims for 
the significance of the Glorious Revo-

lution. Whereas Barone sticks closely to high 
politics, however, Dillon ranges widely across 
the cultural, intellectual, and social histories of 
the period. Charles, James, and William still 
dominate the scene, but a host of other charac-
ters crowd onto the stage, from Isaac Newton 
to Roger Morrice, from John Evelyn to Roger 
and Dudley North, from John Locke to John 
Vanbrugh. The result is a work that vividly con-
veys the degree to which the political revolution 
of the late 17th century emerged from a society 
in the throes of extraordinary cultural, intellec-
tual, and economic change. Nevertheless, 1688 
remains for Dillon a “turning point” on the path 
to the modern world. “Revolutions in freedom, 
in knowledge, and in risk—this was the triple 
legacy of 1688, and they would operate together 
to create a society quite unlike any other the 
world had seen,” he writes. “The result of 1688, 
in other words, was to jam open the valve which 
controlled change…. It was the moment at 
which disturbing possibilities became a state of 
permanent change.” 

This is all heady stuff, perhaps too heady. It 
collapses a century of politics after 1688 into the 
Revolution itself. Eighteenth-century English 
politics remained the preserve of a remarkably 
narrow few, and the Whig oligarchy who ruled 
England from 1714 until the 1760s entrenched 
its power by a ruthless patronage system and by 
reducing the statutory frequency of elections 
from every three years to every seven. This evi-
dent fear of democracy points up another prob-

lem with Whig mythography, namely that what 
constituted the Glorious Revolution's meaning 
and legacy was subject to considerable debate al-
most from the moment James II fled to France. 
A full century after William and Mary’s acces-
sion to the throne, Richard Price and Edmund 
Burke argued publicly whether anything really 
revolutionary had actually happened between 
1688 and 1689. Even lessons which might have 
seemed self-evident were, in fact, contested. 
Consider, for instance, the principle of parlia-
mentary sovereignty. The devil there was in the 
details. Englishmen on both sides of the Atlan-
tic agreed that the king in Parliament had the 
right to oversee what they would soon call “the 
British Empire,” but they disagreed about what 
kinds of laws Parliament had the right to make. 
Indeed, many colonists, even into the 1760s, ar-
gued after the fashion of Sir Edward Coke that, 
strictly speaking, Parliament was a “high court” 
that did not make law at all, a position that Eng-
lishmen of the day regarded as patently absurd. 
Considering that roughly one-third of British 
Americans were loyalists during the American 
Revolution and considering that the dominant 
political rituals in 18th-century British Ameri-
ca were royalist (although the political practices 
were often rather republican), it is unclear that 
the American colonists were really defenders of 
the “authentic” Glorious Revolutionary settle-
ment. Put another way, the American Revolu-
tion looks less like a revolution and more like 
a civil war: it was an event and a process which 
had more in common with England during 
the 1640s than with England during the late 
1680s.

The parallels do not stop there, though, for 
there was a crucial confessional dimension to 
the American Revolution, as well. Even after the 
Glorious Revolution, England remained a con-
fessional state with a legally established church 
and with Test and Corporation Acts that legally 
discriminated against Roman Catholics and re-
ligious nonconformists. Nor was religious big-
otry alien to British North America: Massachu-
setts Congregationalists were for religious lib-
erty of a peculiar sort. They wanted the right to 
establish the church of their choice. Those who 

disagreed could settle elsewhere. Contempo-
raries certainly drew straight lines of causation 
between theology and politics. Although Penn-
sylvania’s Quakers tended to be loyalists, and 
the great Virginians were members of the An-
glican Church, it is generally true that the stout-
est opponents (on both sides of the Atlantic) of 
the British policies in North America tended 
to be dissenters and the most strident loyalists 
were those most committed to the Church of 
England. The American Revolution, then, was 
a civil war with both political and religious di-
mensions. 

Rather than perpetuating and strengthen-
ing representative government in Ireland, for 
instance, the Glorious Revolution’s aftermath 
was actually a disaster for Irish Catholics, who 
constituted nearly 90% of the island’s inhabit-
ants. The English state forcibly confiscated land 
owned by Ireland’s Catholics and the penal 
laws of the 18th century dramatically restrict-
ed their civil, religious, and political rights. 
After 1691, only Protestants could serve in the 
Irish Parliament. One might also ask whether 
post-revolutionary English foreign policy really 
aimed at being “anti-hegemonic.” The English 
were certainly hegemonic in North America 
after walloping the French during the Seven 
Years' War. 

These points may sound like the 
carpings of an academic historian 
standing athwart readable popular his-

tory and shouting, “It’s more complicated than 
that!” There can be no doubt that the Whig in-
terpretation of the Glorious Revolution’s legacy 
continues to have legs because it contains some 
powerful truths. By the same token, it risks 
glossing over the confessional and political con-
tinuities which were so marked across the 17th 
and 18th centuries. More importantly, Whig 
constitutional triumphalism papers over much 
that was inglorious about the Glorious Revo-
lution and its legacy, and obscures the crooked 
trail which history in fact followed.

Robert G. Ingram is an assistant professor of history 
at Ohio University.
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Book Review by Michael Knox Beran

He Was No Alexander Hamilton 
Fallen Founder: The Life of Aaron Burr, by Nancy Isenberg. 

Viking, 544 pages, $29.95 (cloth), $17 (paper)

“The truth about most popular 
history,” Nancy Isenberg writes 
in Fallen Founder, her new life of 

Aaron Burr, 

is that even when it is not patriotically in-
spired, it is made up of dangerous short-
cuts…. History is not a bedtime story…. 
We cannot make eighteenth-century men 
and women ‘familiar’ by endowing them 
and their families with the emotions we 
prefer to universalize; nor should we try 
to equate their politics with politics we 
understand. But this is what popular bi-
ographers do….

Popular historians, in other words, are what 
Sir Herbert Butterfield called Whiggish in their 
approach to history. They look to the past to 
understand how countries such as Great Brit-
ain and the United States have come to enjoy 
the liberties that characterize their present life. 
Like Butterfield, Isenberg—the Mary Frances 
Barnard Chair in 19th-Century American His-
tory at the University of Tulsa—rejects Whig 
history as insufficiently attentive to the pastness 
of the past. The difficulty is that she, in com-
mon with other anti-Whig historians, has repu-

diated Whiggery without escaping it. As much 
as any Whig, Isenberg is in thrall to the present, 
though in a different, and I think in a more per-
nicious way. 

In Fallen Founder she attempts to redeem 
Burr—who figures in most histories as an un-
scrupulous foil to the virtuous heroes of the 
early Republic—by portraying him as a more 
modern figure than his contemporaries. Burr, 
she argues, was “a feminist—every bit a femi-
nist, in the modern sense of the word.” He 
“identified easily,” she writes, “with women’s is-
sues,” and he was “progressive” on political and 
social questions.

Such anachronisms are enough to make even 
the most violent Whig blush. At times Isenberg 
appears to be better versed in the world of the 
21st century than in that of the 18th. She twice 
calls James Boswell “Samuel Boswell,” perhaps 
conflating the name of the biographer with that 
of his principal subject. Her cultural references 
reveal a historical sensibility that is painfully 
au courant. She wonders whether Burr did not 
suffer from an “eighteenth-century version of 
post-traumatic stress disorder.” His accounts 
of his amorous dalliances remind her of a strain 
of romantic comedy “taken up, at a later date, 
by Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers.” General 

William Eaton, one of Burr’s detractors, “prob-
ably suffered from impostor syndrome.” Burr’s 
legal tactics anticipated those “lawyers later 
would use in class action suits.” His style was 
that of “‘effortless effort,’ a trait that is more 
readily associated in modern times with such 
Hollywood legends as Humphrey Bogart and 
Clint Eastwood.” 

Despite these weaknesses, Isenberg has per-
formed a useful service. The evidence for many 
of the most important episodes in Burr’s career 
is meager, and she argues, plausibly enough, that 
where the evidence admits of doubt, historians 
have too often resolved it, not in favor of Burr, 
but in favor of his adversaries. 

In fallen founder isenberg gives burr 
the benefit of almost every doubt. In the 
presidential contest of 1800, Burr and 

Thomas Jefferson received an equal number of 
electoral votes; as a result it fell to the House 
of Representatives to choose the president. The 
evidence concerning Burr’s actions during the 
winter that followed is ambiguous. In Adams 
vs. Jefferson: The Tumultuous Election of 1800 
(2004), John Ferling concluded that once Burr 
“realized that he had a shot at becoming the 
president of the United States,” this knowledge 
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“turned Burr’s head.” Ferling points to a letter 
Burr wrote in late December 1800 to Samuel 
Smith, a Maryland Congressman, in which 
he said that he would accept the presidency if 
elected by the House (despite the fact that he 
had run as Jefferson’s number two). Offering a 
somewhat strained interpretation of this let-
ter, Isenberg argues that “no reliable evidence 
exists” to prove that Burr secretly sought the 
presidency for himself. She gives him the ben-
efit of the doubt.

After the House, voting by states, resolved 
the election in favor of Jefferson, the Republi-
can-Jeffersonian faction deserted Burr, even 
though he was, Isenberg maintains, guiltless of 
any act which could have justified the Jefferso-
nians’ malice. She concedes that Burr appeared, 
at times, to make common cause with the anti-
Jefferson Federalists; in February 1802, for ex-
ample, at a Federalist dinner in honor of George 
Washington, Burr raised a glass to “The union 
of all honest men”—a toast many interpreted as 
a slap at Jefferson. Isenberg again gives Burr the 
benefit of the doubt. The toast, she argues, was 
innocent. “Burr had actually rejected the Feder-
alists’ invitation to dine,” she writes, “dropping 
by at the conclusion of the meal—by chance, his 
friend said. Discovering the business at hand, he 
offered his toast as a courtesy, and then quickly 
retired.”

It is the same with Burr’s mysterious transac-
tions in the West, which gave rise to the charge 
of treason against him. No evidence proving 
treachery came to light at the time, and the prin-
cipal witness against Burr at his trial, General 
Wilkinson, was himself in the employ of the 
Spanish crown. But an 1804 letter from Antho-
ny Merry, the British envoy at Washington, to 
Lord Harrowby, the British foreign secretary—
later discovered in the British archives—raises 
questions about the nature of Burr’s Western 
projects. According to Merry, Burr proposed to 
“lend his assistance to His Majesty’s Govern-
ment in any Manner in which they may think 
fit to employ him, particularly in endeavoring to 
effect a Separation of the Western Part of the 
United States from that which lies between the 
Atlantick and the Mountains, in it’s whole Ex-
tent.” Isenberg, however, once more gives Burr 
the benefit of the doubt. He might have told 
Merry that he was willing to engage in treason 
against the United States; but in fact he had “no 
such intent.” 

After Burr was acquitted of treason, he 
went to Europe and proposed to renounce his 

American citizenship on grounds that he had 
been born a British subject, a repudiation of 
his country that marked him as a scoundrel in 
the eyes of many. According to Isenberg, how-
ever, Burr’s proposal “was just a ploy.” He sub-
sequently returned to America and married a 
rich widow, Eliza Jumel, who a year after the 
wedding brought suit for divorce, accusing her 
husband of squandering her money and engag-
ing in adultery. A servant, Mariah Johnson, 
gave evidence that she had caught Burr in the 
act; and Burr did not contest the divorce. It is 
nonetheless “clear,” Isenberg maintains, that the 
servant was bribed, and that her testimony is 
not “ultimately persuasive.” The idea that Burr 
“was bedding a twenty-six-year-old-woman,” she 
writes, “seems farfetched.” Surely Isenberg has 
here gone too far in her charity. That the aging 
roué should have given such ardent proofs, as he 
neared 80, of fidelity to his libertine philosophy 
almost does him credit. 

The difficulty with isenberg’s attempt 
to give Burr the benefit of every doubt, 
valuable though it may be as an aca-

demic exercise, is that the resulting portrait is 
not credible. Burr emerges, in Isenberg’s telling, 
as a benign naïf who, through no fault of his 
own, was persecuted at every turn by malignant 
rivals. He was generous to Hamilton, who pur-
sued him with a rabid fury. He never did Jef-
ferson any harm, yet Jefferson destroyed him, 
not, Isenberg maintains, because Burr was (in 
Jefferson’s words) a “crooked gun,” but because 
the Virginian wanted his pal, James Madison, 
to succeed him as president.

Historians and novelists might at times have 
gone too far in painting Burr as an American 
Lucifer, but Isenberg’s depiction of him as a be-
nevolent ingénu has still less plausibility. Such 
an interpretation obliges the reader to view 
Hamilton, Burr’s greatest detractor, not mere-
ly as an ogre, but as a stupid one, a bumbling 
and ineffectual hypocrite. When writing of 
the great men—Hamilton among them—who 
played a part in founding the Republic, Isenberg 
puts the word “great” in quotation marks. Here 
Isenberg’s sense of proportion fails her. Hamil-
ton established the credit of the United States. 
Though he was skeptical of the durability of the 
Constitution, he was one of its foremost champi-
ons. He said, with truth, that few men had done 
more than he to “prop” up what he called, in his 
despair, “the frail and worthless fabric.” Burr, 
by contrast, was a polished hustler, an elegant 

epicurean who dabbled in the philosophy of the 
Enlightenment and opposed the ratification of 
the Constitution. He cannot meet Hamilton on 
equal historical terms.

Isenberg retorts that Hamilton was a sin-
ner too. So he was, but that does not justify 
the quotation marks around the word “great.” 
Isenberg equates greatness with moral flawless-
ness. To the contrary, great men, from Alexan-
der to Napoleon, are more likely than ordinary 
men to succumb to até, the tragic infatuation 
which ends by destroying them. This is why 
the literature of human greatness is so com-
prehensively tragic; the flaws of the hero are in 
proportion to the largeness of his personality. 
Hamilton’s achievements were outsized, and 
so too were his errors; there was grandeur in 
his very failings.

Burr was a smaller man, and Isenberg’s revi-
sionism adds little to his stature. A man who, 
during the Revolutionary War, displayed cour-
age under fire, he never fulfilled his early prom-
ise. He concealed, under a pose of languor and 
nonchalance, a keen ambition and a projecting 
boldness. Trials that would have broken anoth-
er man he bore, not merely stoically, but gaily. 
When he stood in the dock in Richmond, ac-
cused of treachery to the Republic, he displayed 
an astonishing sangfroid. In his prison outside 
the city he lived in “great style”; the ladies show-
ered him with gifts. He was an iron-nerved ad-
venturer, a charming blackguard, one who was 
ever ready to seize the main chance, but never 
succeeded in doing so.

As he worked on his great History of the Unit-
ed States in the early 1880s, Henry Adams wrote 
a volume on Burr, and asked John T. Morse 
for permission to include it in the “American 
Statesman” series. “[John] Randolph is the type 
of a political charlatan who had something in 
him,” Adams wrote. “Burr is the type of a politi-
cal charlatan pure and simple, a very Jim Crow 
of melodramatic wind-bags. I have something 
to say of both varieties.” Morse turned Adams 
down, arguing that Burr was not a statesman. 
Adams took his point, and threw the parts of 
the volume not suitable for the History into the 
fire. Isenberg’s contentions to the contrary not-
withstanding, the judgment stands.

Michael Knox Beran is a contributing editor of 
City Journal and the author, most recently, of 
Forge of Empires 1861-1871: Three Revolution-
ary Statesmen and the World They Made (Free 
Press).
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LO CUS CLASSICUS
by John Patrick Diggins

The Education of Henry Adams

“Under the shadow of boston state 
House,” on “February 16, 1838, a 
child was born, and christened later 

by his uncle, the minister of the First Church af-
ter the tenets of Boston Unitarianism, as Henry 
Brooks Adams.”

The opening lines of The Education of Henry 
Adams are a familiar formulation, establishing 
the place and time of the author’s entry into 
the world and the religion of his upbringing. 
But the paragraph that follows shocks the 
reader: “Had he been born in Jerusalem under 
the shadow of the Temple and circumcised in 
the Synagogue by his uncle the high priest, un-
der the name of Israel Cohen, he would have 
scarcely been more distinctly branded, and not 
much more heavily handicapped in the races of 
the coming century, in running for such stakes 
as the century was to offer….”

To be told that one’s life is so heavily acciden-
tal, so out of one’s power from the beginning, is 
to be cast almost into the later 20th century and 
the pangs of postmodernism, where everything 
is seen as contingent and ironic, an insult to the 
intellect bent on comprehending events in the 
hope of controlling them. Adams is amused that 
the privileged post he enjoyed at the start had the 
effect of handicapping him in the race he in fact 
had to run. Life, he found, was little more than a 
crap shoot, for the rules upon which he had been 
weaned no longer applied. The value of his educa-
tion receded with the passage of time, as though 
progress negated knowledge. Adams continued:

although in 1838 their value was not very 
great compared with what they would 
have had in 1738, yet the mere accident of 
starting a twentieth-century career from a 
nest of associations so colonial—so trog-
lodytic—as the First Church, the Boston 
State House, Beacon Hill, John Hancock 
and John Adams, Mount Vernon Street 

and Quincy, all crowding on ten pounds of 
unconscious babyhood, was so queer as to 
offer a subject of curious speculation to the 
baby long after he had witnessed the solu-
tion. What could become of such a child of 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
when he should wake up to find himself 
required to play the game of the twentieth? 
Had he been consulted, would he have 
cared to play the game at all, holding such 
cards as he held, and suspecting that the 
game was to be one of which neither he nor 
any one else back to the beginning of time 
knew the rules or the risks or the stakes?

Knowing how privileged he had been, having 
been dealt perhaps the best hand possible in an 
America of merit and talent, still Adams admit-
ted he “never got to the point of playing the game 
at all; he lost himself in the study of it.”

Voyage of Discovery

The opening passages of the education 
presage the subjects that would preoc-
cupy Adams for the rest of his life: the 

intellectual as spectator as well as inquirer; the 
inadequacy of education and the passing of the 
neoclassical truths that influenced the founding 
of the Republic; the sense of life as chance, coin-
cidence, and as indeterminate and unpredictable 
as the shuffle of the deck; politics as the scheme 
of those who would control the deck as though 
fate could be defied by the wheelers and dealers 
of the world; the omnipresence of power acting 
upon people without their consent; history as 
the movement of events without rational causes 
or moral purposes.

The title The Education of Henry Adams is as 
ironic and playful as it is bitter. The more Adams 
learned, the less he understood. What began as 
a voyage of discovery ended in “The Abyss of Ig-

norance,” the title of one of the book’s chapters. 
Adams passed away in 1918 at age 80, a little 
over a decade after he wrote the Education.

The previous year President Woodrow Wil-
son persuaded America to enter the Great War 
because it would be “a war to end all wars.” 
To Adams, Wilson was doing the opposite of 
Thomas Jefferson, the president who “proclaimed 
too openly to the world that the sword was not 
one of its arguments.” Jefferson had dismantled 
the navy built by Adams’s great-grandfather, 
President John Adams, and adopted a policy of 
nonentanglement that led to what it had set out 
to avoid—war with Britain. Progress was the se-
ductress and politics its temptress. In his great 
History of Jefferson’s era, Henry Adams wrote 
that despite Jefferson’s dreams, America “could 
not much longer delude herself with hopes of 
evading laws of Nature and instincts of life; and 
that her new statesmanship which made peace a 
passion could lead to no better result than had 
been reached by the barbarous system which 
made war a duty.” Wilson, having “kept us out 
of war,” soon took us to war against war itself.

In its most recent edition, The Education of 
Henry Adams: A Centennial Version, edited by 
Edward Chalfant and Conrad Edick Wright 
and published by the Massachusetts Histori-
cal Society, the chapter on “The Abyss of Ig-
norance” has been retitled “A Kinetic Theory 
of Knowledge.” When asked how this new ver-
sion of the book would be different, Chalfant 
replied: “By getting the editors out and Adams 
back in.” The two editors write brief, perfunc-
tory introductions, mainly to make us aware 
of the disparities between the author’s persona 
of The Education and the historian’s actual life. 
But the editors and publisher busy themselves 
with tedious details of the book’s composition 
and revisions. They give us numerous pages list-
ing the changes made from manuscript to text, 
many of them dealing with the slightest dele-
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tions and additions, with spellings and the al-
tering of lower case to upper and vice versa. One 
can only image what Henry Adams would make 
of all this. The book is subtitled “A Centennial 
Version,” perhaps all right for advertising pur-
poses but not exactly accurate when one consid-
ers that only a hundred copies of the text were 
privately circulated in 1907, and the book itself 
was not published until Adams’s death in 1918. 
Specialists may be grateful that the editors have 
diligently corrected the “hundreds of defects 
that mar every presently available edition.” But 
why, one wonders, is their edition so reader un-
friendly? The book’s lines and print setting are 
so spaced out that the text becomes needlessly 
bulky, so swollen and conspicuous as to seem 
inappropriate to an author who published one 
novel anonymously, and another under a pen 
name. Some scholars in literature and intellec-
tual history esteem The Education as the best 
work ever written by an American. Fortunately, 
it remains available in editions of all sizes.

Uncertain Foundations

Many chapters of the education 
deal with politics. The author trans-
ports us to the nation’s capital in the 

pre-Civil War era, when Democrats and Whigs 
vied with each other over the pleasures of office, 
employing the rhetoric of classical republican-
ism not to restrain private interest for the sake of 
public virtue but simply to accuse the opposing 
party of corruption. Here one finds few traces of 
politics as the uplifting exercise in “civic human-
ism” and “participatory democracy” touted by 
many of today’s scholars. In fact, Adams found 
democratic politics to be little more than “the 
systematic organization of hatreds.”

During the Civil War he assisted his father, 
America’s Minister to the Court of St. James, 
who did all he could to keep Great Britain neu-
tral and to prevent America’s old antagonist 
from recognizing the Confederacy. To Adams 
the maneuvers of Lord Palmerston and Wil-
liam Gladstone seemed part of a Kafkaesque 
nightmare in which nothing made sense and 
he could hardly tell America’s enemies from its 
friends. He returned to America after the war, 
and provides insightful chapters on the Grant 
Administration and its corruptions, the scan-
dals associated with the building of the trans-
continental railroad and the cornering of the 
gold market. 

At this point in his Education, Adams breaks 
away, jumping from 1871 to 1892. This 20-year 
gap in the narrative veils Adams’s marriage to 
the talented photographer Miriam Hooper, 
nicknamed “Clover” (who made the priceless 
observation regarding Henry James that he 
“chews more than he bites off”). Her 1885 sui-

cide is often attributed to the severe depression 
she suffered after her father’s sudden death.

Adams doesn’t pick up the thread of poli-
tics again until the end of the 19th century, 
when America enters world history. His close 
friendship with John Hay, Secretary of State 
in the McKinley and Roosevelt administra-
tions, provided the opportunity to reflect on 
American imperialism, the Open Door policy 
in China, and the Spanish-American war. He 
esteemed Hay as an enlightened diplomat try-
ing to establish a Pax Americana, with much 
the same reasoning about power employed by 
the American founders; and Adams delighted 
that Theodore Roosevelt reacted decisively 
while Europe hesitated, intervening to bring 
the Russo-Japanese war to an end and winning 
the Nobel Peace Prize.

The Education can be read as an intellectual 

thing more than an hypothesis, an exercise in 
imagination rather than verification. In his 
1910 “Letter to American Teachers of His-
tory,” he reminded his brother historians that 
“Darwin might perhaps have said that he was 
never a Darwinian.” Talking to paleontolo-
gists, Adams noted that some species endured 
without evolving according to the law of natu-
ral selection. Pointing to the shark circling in 
the water since the beginning of time, and to 
the ugly horseshoe crab as the shell that could 
never make land, he could only wonder—are 
these ancestors?

The Reality of Power

In my student years long ago and far 
away, Adams’s chapter on “The Dynamo and 
the Virgin” taught us to remind students that 

modern science rests on uncertain foundations. 
In fact, The Education muses on several scientific 
issues: the second law of thermodynamics, i.e., 
the idea of entropy; the geological explorations 
of his close friend Clarence King; Karl Pearson 
and the discovery of radium and atomic energy 
and the nightmare that one day we shall see “ex-
plosives never known to mankind” reaching the 
level of “cosmic violence.” 

Adams’s interests in science and politics both 
grew from a deeper interest in power as his-
tory’s most fundamental and inescapable real-
ity. Those who think that Adams lusted after 
power should ponder his chapter “The Height 
of Knowledge,” in which he warns that “power 
is poison.” Men don’t use power; it uses them. In 
a chapter he devoted to his friend Hay, Adams 
concludes that statesmanship and friendship 
don’t mix, reminding his readers that Lucius 
Seneca learned from his friend Nero Claudius 
“that a friend in power was a friend lost.” 

For Adams, power was not alien to freedom, 
for humankind both absorbed power and exer-
cised it. “Man’s function as a force of nature was 
to assimilate other forces as he assimilated food. 
He called it the love of power.” Adams studied 
power because his ancestors had believed that 
they could tame it with the “machinery of gov-
ernment.” Constitutions, however, deal only 
with power as a political phenomenon involving 
the legislature, the executive, and the judiciary. 
A century later young Adams had to confront 
new forms of power involving international rela-
tions, the rise of big business, and new forms of 
energy and armaments based on developments 
in science and technology. Long before Michel 
Foucault criticized Marxists for assuming that 
power expresses the rule of wealth, Adams lec-
tured his brother Brooks: “Please give up that 
profoundly unscientific jabber of the newspa-
pers about MONEY in capital letters. What I 
see is POWER in capitals also. You may abolish 

Books discussed in this essay:

The Education of Henry Adams: 
A Centennial Version, by Henry Adams, 
edited by Edward Chalfant and Conrad 
Edick Wright. Massachusetts Historical 

Society, 542 pages, $34.95

History of the United States During the 
Administrations of Thomas Jefferson 

(1801-1809), by Henry Adams, edited 
by Earl N. Harbert. Library of America, 

1308 pages, $45

History of the United States During the 
Administrations of James Madison 

(1809-1817), by Henry Adams, edited 
by Earl N. Harbert. Library of America, 

1436 pages, $45

history of the mid- and late-19th century as 
recorded by one of its most sensitive minds—a 
mind that deliberately stood apart from and 
even against the Pragmatism of Adams’s friend 
William James. The chapter on “Darwinism,” 
for example, might make a good contribu-
tion to today’s debate between creationists 
and evolutionists. Adams tried to follow St. 
Thomas Aquinas’s arguments for the rational 
validity of religion. But the idea that God cre-
ated the world—because anything that has a 
beginning must have a cause—seemed uncon-
vincing to a historian who wondered whether 
historical events have necessary causes. Ad-
ams wondered whether there was something 
impious in Aquinas’s project. In his notes in 
a book on Scholastic philosophy, he asked, “Is 
not this the doctrine of Spinoza?” Adams also 
wondered whether Darwin’s theory was any-
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money and all its machinery, the power will still 
be there.”

Adams’s preoccupation with power led him 
to reflect on the status of women. He dealt 
with the subject in an essay on “The Primitive 
Rights of Women,” in Tahiti: Memoirs of Arii 
Taimai; in his novels Democracy and Esther, in 
which his indomitable heroines frustrate men’s 
will; and in Mont-Saint-Michel and Chartres, in 
which the Virgin Mary is a force of nature, an 
anarchist rebel defying the harsh rule of the Ro-
man Catholic Church and extending mercy and 
forgiveness to the poor and suffering. Yet Mary 
was capricious. “She had,” Adams notes, “many 
of the failings and prejudices of her humanity. 
In spite of her own origin, she disliked Jews, and 
rarely neglected a chance to maltreat them.” In 
The Education, Adams deals with women in the 
chapter “Via Inertia.” Nature may have confined 
the woman to “the cradle and the family,” but 
she had a rebellious instinct for power. “The idea 
that she was weak revolted all history; it was a 
paleontological falsehood that even an Eocene 
female monkey would have laughed at.” Perhaps 
Adams recalled his great-grandfather John’s re-
ply to his great-grandmother Abigail’s “remem-
ber the ladies” letter of 1776: “We have only the 
Name of Masters, and rather than give up this, 
which would completely subject Us to the Des-
potism of the Petticoat, I hope General Wash-
ington, and all our brave Heroes would fight.”

Unintended Consequences

The education is troubling to many 
readers, despite, or perhaps because 
of, its brilliance. Writers on the Left 

dismiss Adams as a white male elitist of the 
Brahmin starch collar class, and they can hardly 
acknowledge that the American historian who 
died 90 years ago had sharper insights about 
power than do today’s Marxists and poststruc-
turalists. Scholars on the Right may find Adams 
too alienated from the timeless truths that they 
feel America needs in our culture of relativism. 
Some Jewish writers are understandably upset 
with Adams’s outbursts of anti-Semitism during 
the Dreyfus affair and afterwards. But certain 
New York Jewish intellectuals—notably Irving 
Howe, Alfred Kazin, and Lionel Trilling—were 
willing to overlook Adams’s momentary bigotry 
to ponder the enduring value of his writings, 
both fictional and historical. 

Many readers of The Education claim that 
Adams was a poseur, always complaining about 
his “failure” and “ignorance” while living a very 
full life. They point out his many long stays in 
Europe meeting some of the leading lights of 
art and literature; the success of the students he 
taught at Harvard; seeing Tahiti with painter 
John LaFarge and discovering the sensual inno-

cence of the natives; and enjoying his newly built 
mansion in the nation’s capital.

Adams’s calling himself a “failure” may be 
puzzling. He was, however, speaking of himself 
not as a social being or even as a husband but as 
a man devoted to the life of the mind, a scholar 
who had set out to answer a question which 
had, he realized after a dozen years of research, 
no answer.

The question animated Adams’s masterpiece, 
The History of the United States During the Ad-
ministrations of Thomas Jefferson and James Mad-
ison, written in the 20 years omitted from the 
Education. First published in nine volumes from 
1889-1891, it is now available in a two-volume 
set from the Library of America. Adams con-
ceived and carried out this work at a time when 
the study of history purported to be a scientific 
enterprise that could lead to cumulative knowl-
edge and causal understanding based on a ratio-

The irony of unintended consequences was one 
of Henry Adams’s profound insights. 

Teaching History

The last chapters of adams’s history 
deal with the tumultuous era of 1812-
1815 and its aftermath, addressed by 

Leo Tolstoy in War and Peace. Both the Ameri-
can historian and the Russian novelist concluded 
that history, whether based on scholarly research 
or on artistic intuition, must be seen as an ir-
rational spectacle, moved by forces that shape 
events and yet remain beyond the reach of sci-
ence. Today such skepticism seems to have little 
place in American academic or public life. The 
radical Left has seldom been troubled by such 
a tragic vision, for the cunning of reason prom-
ised to fulfill Marx’s prophecy that history cul-
minates in a higher synthesis. If the Left affirms 
history’s possibilities, some on the Right deny its 
perplexities. Many American conservatives can-
not be bothered with something so metaphysical 
as the inscrutability of history. They believe fer-
vently in President George W. Bush’s simplistic 
dictum that “history…has a visible direction, set 
by liberty and the Author of Liberty.”

My favorite sections in The Education concern 
Adams’s reflections on teaching history, which 
he took so seriously that he lamented deeply his 
incapacity to impart any generalizations worthy 
of being called lessons, much less laws. “A par-
ent gives life, but as parent, gives no more,” re-
flected Adams. “A murderer takes life, but his 
deed stops there. A teacher affects eternity; he 
can never tell where his influence stops.” Adams 
was impressed with the energy and ambition of 
his students, who survived Harvard’s “boring” 
lecture system to do research on their own. 

The boys worked like rabbits, and dug 
holes all over the field of archaic society; 
no difficulty stopped them; unknown lan-
guages yielded before their attack…they 
learned, after a fashion, to chase an idea, 
like a hare, through as dense a thicket of 
obscure facts…. 

Were the courses Adams taught useless then? 
His pupils, it turned out, had more faith in edu-
cation than he did, and one told him: “The de-
gree of Harvard College is worth money to me in 
Chicago.” This answer settled Adams’s doubts, 
satisfying him that “his teaching did them more 
good than harm.”

John Patrick Diggins is distinguished professor of 
history at the City University of New York Gradu-
ate Center and author most recently of Ronald 
Reagan: Fate, Freedom, and the Making of His-
tory (W.W. Norton & Co.).

nal sequence of events. “One sought only a spool 
on which to wind the thread of history without 
breaking it,” he wrote in The Education. He nei-
ther found the spool nor unwound the thread. 
He set out to explain the causes of the War of 
1812, but the explanation eluded him inasmuch 
as events seemed to happen without rhyme or 
reason. Or perhaps that was the explanation. 

He was, after all, trying to explain why his 
great-grandfather, the subject of the popular 
HBO miniseries, failed as the second president. 
The answer was that Jefferson won the election 
of 1800 by attacking Adams for enlarging the 
power of the national government and, once in 
office, proceeded to do the same thing. He kept 
intact much of the Federalist economic pro-
gram and eagerly purchased the Louisiana ter-
ritory, which meant that America would not be 
a simple, small, virtuous republic—Jefferson's 
dream—but an expansive commercial empire—
Hamilton's vision and Jefferson's nightmare. 
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Book Review by Joseph Tartakovsky

Golden Juggler 
In a Cardboard Belt!: Essays Personal, Literary, and Savage, 

by Joseph Epstein. Houghton Mifflin, 432 pages, $26

Joseph epstein has chosen the samuel 
Johnson route to literary renown, in which 
familiarity breeds affection, and in four de-

cades of brilliant writing he has become his own 
Boswell. If you have delighted in any of his 19 
books, a quarter of which are autobiographical, 
it’s hard not to feel that you know the fellow. 
Faithful Epstein readers can tell you his opinions 
on life, literature, and man; what he eats, wears, 
and listens to; how many times a day he shaves; 
that he takes in a quick paragraph at red lights; 
how thin his hair and how thick his paunch; 
even a thing or two about his bathroom reading 
habits about which I’ll speak no further.

Epstein, retired in recent years as editor of 
the American Scholar and as lecturer in litera-
ture at Northwestern University, has published 
books on divorce, ambition, envy, snobbery, 
friendship, and Tocqueville, and two collections 
of short stories. But he is best loved for his es-
says; this is his tenth collection of them. Until In 
a Cardboard Belt! every collection was in theme 
either entirely literary or entirely personal. This 

book breaks that tradition. In it are essays on 
his father’s passing, movies, travel, dining, edit-
ing, writer’s block, and the strangely gratifying 
unhappiness of academics; there are moving ap-
preciations of W.H. Auden, Marcel Proust, and 
John Keats, and fierce depreciations of Edmund 
Wilson, Mortimer Adler, and poetry prizes. 
The result is an unusually broad portrait of a 
thinking man doing his stuff.

Epstein is one of the handful of writers 
in America today whom one can pleasurably 
read both for substance and style. His writing 
sparkles with observation and humor: “I’ve had 
enough of [dinner] specials generally, and I have 
never met anyone who, when presented with 
more than four specials by a waiter, can recall the 
first two.” “One of the problems with the world, 
I begin to discover, is that there are too many 
people in it just like me.” He can be pithy—
“Charm is the desire to delight, light-handedly 
executed”; “Writing cannot be taught, but it can 
be learned”—and even profound: “Jews need 
Chinese restaurants.” His opinions are sharp, 

but never bitter; learned, but never pedantic. He 
can enjoy being whimsical, but you won’t catch 
him meandering. The J. Epstein style remains 
thick orderly paragraphs in seamless succession, 
an elegant discursiveness and easy authority, 
and a polished conservative sensibility.

In his personal essays, as ever, epstein 
reveals himself to readers to an astonishing 
degree. In “Talking to Oneself ” he opens 

to us his journal, in which entries dating back 
nearly 40 years describe his gambling habits and 
insomnia, or show him brooding on whether 
posterity will publish his journal posthumously 
(“I have tried to drop as many names as possible 
in it, for a namey journal can be greatly amus-
ing”). He has reached 70, and age has always 
been an Epstein preoccupation:

Seventy poses the problem of how to live 
out one’s days…. I like the notion of the 
French philosopher Alain that, no matter 
what age one is, one should look forward to 
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living for another decade but no more…. A 
year or so ago, my dentist told me that I 
would have to spend a few thousand dol-
lars to replace some dental work, and I 
told him that I would get back to him on 
this once I had the results of a forthcom-
ing physical. If I had been found to have 
cancer, I thought, at least I could let the 
dentistry, even the flossing, go. Turning 
seventy, such is the cast of one’s thoughts.

Two themes run through the 32 essays col-
lected here. The first is a sustained reflection 
on the coarsening of culture. Vulgarity has 
spread, the national culture of his youth has 
fragmented into subcultures, and celebrity is in-
creasingly awarded to the undeserving. But the 
worst trend, whose baleful sweep he claims we 
have yet to measure, is the “triumph of youth 
culture.” Epstein remembers “when the goal was 
to be adult as soon as possible, while today—the 
late 1960s is the watershed moment here—the 
goal has become to stay as young as possible for 
as long as possible.” Longevity and prosperity 
mean that today “no one is required to depart 
adolescence until heavy dementia sets in.” Yet 
Epstein possesses too much self-knowledge to 
be a curmudgeon:

If the game is to be played decently at sev-
enty, one must hark back as little as pos-
sible to the (inevitably golden) days of one’s 
youth, no matter how truly golden they 
seem…. Start talking about thenadays and 
one soon finds one’s intellectual motor has 
shifted into full crank, with everything 
about nowadays dreary, third rate, and de-
cline and fallish. A big mistake. The rea-
son old people think that the world is go-
ing to hell, Santayana says, is because they 
believe that, without them in it, which will 
soon enough be the case, how good really 
can it be?

If the tone of his personal essays is comic, 
his literary essays are earnest. Literature, for 
Epstein, is serious business, and relentless clar-
ity in intellectual matters is the book’s second 
theme. He believes the critic’s task is to eluci-
date and clarify, to champion the good and ex-
pose the false, to entice and illuminate rather 
than to dazzle and impress. He absolutely re-
fuses to foist an obscure sentence on his small 
but loyal public. One of his favorite quotes, 
appearing in half of his books, is T.S. Eliot’s 
remark on Henry James: “He had a mind so 
fine no idea could violate it.” Epstein distrusts 
“ideas,” if they entail replacing facts with con-
cepts, and honest inquiry with bogus, cock-
sure systems. “His own mind operated above 
the level of ideas,” Epstein says in praise of the 

French writer Paul Valéry. “You will find few 
words in Valéry that end in ism, and those that 
he does use he brings in only to mock. ‘It is im-
possible [wrote Valéry] to think seriously with 
such words as Classicism, Romanticism, Hu-
manism, Realism, and the other –isms. You 
can’t get drunk or quench your thirst with the 
labels on bottles.’”

Nowhere do abstraction and pom-
posity combine to more hateful effect 
than in the prose of our academics and 

intellectuals. Epstein calls them “little demons 
of ignorant subtlety,” whiny, demoralized loud-
mouths distinguished by their false learning, 
surly politics, and mediocre minds—especially 
those so assiduously ruining the study of serious 
literature:

Now it almost seems as if the annual 
MLA meetings exist primarily for jour-
nalists to write comic pieces featuring the 
zany subjects of the papers given at each 
year’s conference. At these meetings, in 
and out of the room the women come and 
go, speaking of fellatio, which, deep read-
ers that they are, they can doubtless find 
in Jane Austen.

He writes of critic George Steiner: “Nearly 
every sentence he indites contains the title of 
a book, the name of the author, an –ism or an 
–ology, foreign phrases, and plenty of quotation 
marks to go around…. One finds little evidence 
in Steiner’s writing that he knows either man or 
life, only ‘ideas.’” Yale professor Harold Bloom 
also “likes to roll around in his rich pollution of 
–isms.” Bloom, says Epstein, in the book’s most 
devastating and amusing attack,

is that most comic of unconscious comic 
figures: the academic Dionysian, calling 
for higher fires, more dancing girls, music, 
and wine, all from an endowed chair. His 
literary taste runs to the hot-blooded, long-
winded, and apocalyptic: Blake, Whit-
man, Nietzsche, D.H. Lawrence, Nor-
man Mailer are among the writers who 
light our aging professor’s fire. Apart from 
Shakespeare, Bloom’s great culture heroes 
are Emerson and Freud, who, in combina-
tion, yield a gasbag with a dirty mind.

Epstein’s heroes, by contrast, exemplify the 
subtle, exquisite, sober, refined. In “Books Won’t 
Furnish a Room,” he recounts his decision to 
reduce his library from 2,000 volumes to 400. 
Five writers alone are preserved in their entire-
ty: Henry James, Gibbon, Santayana, Proust, 
and Max Beerbohm. “Some people are born to 
lift heavy weights,” wrote Beerbohm. “Some are 

born to juggle with golden balls.” “The golden 
jugglers,” writes Epstein,

are the ones with wit, the ability to pierce 
pretension, and the calm detachment to 
mock large ideas and salvationist schemes. 
They eschew anger and love small perfec-
tions. They go in for handsome gestures…
have wide sympathies, and understand 
that a complex point of view is worth more 
than any number of opinions.

Epstein predicts that Yiddish writer Isaac Ba-
shevis Singer will be the only modern writer 
still read in fifty years with the same interest, 
for his art was devoted to the study of “human 
nature, a subject on which, despite the best ef-
forts of science and social science, we remain 
in the same centuries-long state of high igno-
rance.” For Singer “every human being was an 
exception who proved no rule. That ought to 
be the credo of every artist.” In “Is Reading Re-
ally At Risk?” Epstein furnishes as fine a state-
ment of his faith in the power of literature as 
one will find:

Ours is an age of abstractions. ‘Create a 
concept,’ Ortega y Gasset said, ‘and real-
ity leaves the room.’ Careful reading of 
great imaginative writing brings reality 
back into the room, by reminding us how 
much more varied, complicated, and rich 
it is than any social or political concept 
devised by human beings can hope to cap-
ture. Read Balzac and the belief in, say, 
reining in corporate greed through politi-
cal reform becomes a joke; read Dickens 
and you’ll know that no social class has 
any monopoly on noble behavior; read 
Henry James and you’ll find the midlife 
crisis and other pop psychological con-
structs don’t even qualify as stupid; read 
Dreiser and you’ll be aware that the plea-
sures of power are rarely trumped by the 
advertised desire to do good.

At 70, Epstein’s awe for the mystery of life is 
greater than ever; never has he been so confident 
that to its permanent questions we supply only 
impermanent answers. What remains then but 
to become an ironist, a comedian, an amused 
observer? Full of years and experience, content 
yet still curious, he feels “it is natural to begin to 
view the world from the sidelines, a glass of wine 
in hand, watching younger people do the dances 
of ambition, competition, lust, and the rest of it.” 
But this book proves that America’s finest essay-
ist isn’t ready to hit the showers just yet.

Joseph Tartakovsky is an associate editor of the 
Claremont Review of Books.
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Book Review by Cheryl Miller

The Master 
The Best of Wodehouse: An Anthology, with an introduction by John Mortimer.

Everyman’s Library, 840 pages, $30

What’s in a name? for p.g. wode-
house, it was the making of a career. 
Christened Pelham Grenville—but 

better known to his friends as “Plum,” “Plum-
mie,” or “Podge”—Wodehouse never cared for 
his first and middle names. “At the font I remem-
ber protesting vigorously when the clergyman 
uttered them, but he stuck to his point,” he re-
called in his memoir, Over Seventy. Wodehouse’s 
attitude changed, though, when he started out 
as a freelance writer in America. He might have 
been a star in the pulps, but he was a nobody to 
the editors of the “slick-paper magazines” like the 
Saturday Evening Post. Undaunted, Wodehouse 
pressed on, submitting piles of his work to top 
editors and publishers—only to receive piles of 
rejection letters in return. Then one day he had 
an epiphany. He noted that on each submission 
he had written “By P.G. Wodehouse.” This, he 
commented wryly, in an era when a writer who 
“went about without three names was practically 
going around naked.” So he signed his next round 
of manuscripts with his full name. It worked: his 
novel Something Fresh was promptly bought by 
the Saturday Evening Post. (When the magazine 
in later years raised his fee to $10,000, he “felt 
safe in going back to ‘P.G. Wodehouse.’”)

Perhaps three was just Wodehouse’s lucky 
number, but the expanded name was also a 
savvy marketing ploy. “Pelham Grenville” es-
tablished Wodehouse as the quintessential 
Englishman—perfect for an American audi-
ence hungry for tales of Albion. His surname, 
too, suggested something about the nature of 
his stories: derived from an Old English word, 
“Wodehouse” (pronounced “WOOD-house”) 
means to be “out of one’s mind, insane, lunatic.” 
Wodehouse cheerfully owned up to this insinu-
ation. “To be a humorist,” he wrote, “one must 
see the world out of focus. You must, in other 
words, be slightly cock-eyed.”

Readers can enjoy a glimpse of this slightly 
cock-eyed vision in the new anthology of his 
works, The Best of Wodehouse. Included are a 
novel (The Code of the Woosters), a slew of short 
stories, mostly from the Jeeves and Blandings 
Castle series, and congenial excerpts from Over 
Seventy. Much of the fun of making lists is ar-
guing over them, and for devoted fans, The Best 
of Wodehouse offers a golden opportunity to de-
bate which stories, exactly, deserve that title and 
to champion their own forgotten favorite. As for 
those coming late to “The Master,” well, as Ber-
tie would say, “better l. than n.” 

Like his fictional bertie, wodehouse 
had a distinguished family history. He 
was related to a sister of Anne Boleyn, 

and Cardinal Newman was a distant uncle on 
his mother’s side. His grandfather had fought 
at Waterloo. The family’s fortunes, though, had 
taken a bad turn, and his parents now lived in 
Hong Kong, where his father was a civil magis-
trate. Shortly after he was born, in 1881, Wode-
house and his two older brothers were sent back 
to England to be raised by a nanny. Between the 
ages of 3 and 15, he saw his parents for barely 
six months. The boys were passed off from rela-
tive to relative, including a series of aunts—no 
doubt the models for Bertie’s formidable “gaggle 
of aunts” in the Jeeves stories. “It is no use tell-
ing me that there are bad aunts and good aunts,” 
Bertie says in The Code of the Woosters. “At the 
core, they are all alike. Sooner or later, out pops 
the cloven hoof.”

He began at Dulwich College in 1894, where 
he would happily spend “six years of unbroken 
bliss.” He studied classics, and became a vora-
cious reader, devouring everything from Ae-
schylus and Thucydides (“Thicksides” in the 
school’s slang) to Pope’s Iliad and Shakespeare. 
It was, he would later write, “the best form of 
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education I could have had as a writer.” He also 
excelled in languages and sport. He was an ex-
cellent cricketer, a first-rate rugby player, and he 
could write in Greek and Latin as effortlessly as 
he could in English. As one of the top boys at 
the school, he fully expected to follow his older 
brother Armine to Oxford, but upon graduating 
was told that the family could not afford to send 
him to university, scholarship or not. It was the 
great disappointment of Wodehouse’s life. 

Instead, in 1900, his father found him a 
place at the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank in 
London. The work did not suit him. He was “a 
plain dumb brick” of an employee, he explained. 
“I proved to be the most inefficient clerk whose 
trouser seat ever polished the surface of a high 
stool.” But unhappy as the experience was, it 
helped him find his calling. Wodehouse was 
a born writer—he wrote his first poem at age 
5—but he would later say that he would “defi-
nitely not” have become a writer had he gone to 
Oxford, or had he not been so determined to 
escape banking.

In his spare time, he began working free-
lance, hoping to write his way to freedom. By 
1901, and while still working at the bank, he 
found a regular gig with the Globe, and began 
contributing short stories, jokes, and poems to 
other newspapers and “the baser weeklies.” But 
his career really took off when he ventured to 
New York in 1904. This first visit would prove 
so pleasant—and so lucrative—that he would 
make two more trips early in his career, one 
in 1909 and the other in 1914. New York, he 
wrote, was like “being in heaven, without going 
to all the bother and expense of dying.”

He thrived there, creating the legendary cast 
of characters for which he is primarily remem-
bered today. In 1906, he wrote his first adult 
novel, Love Among Chickens, featuring Stanley 
Featherstonehaugh (pronounced “Fanshaw”) 
Ukridge, an irrepressible ne’er-do-well and 
proto-Bertie. Soon to follow was the monocle-
wearing dandy, Rupert Psmith (“the p is silent, 
as in phthisis, psychic, and ptarmigan”), in the 
schoolboy novel Mike (1909). Nineteen-fifteen 
(annus mirabilis!) would mark the first appear-
ances of Lord Emsworth of Blandings Castle, 
missing only his prize pig, the “Empress of 
Blandings,” in Something Fresh, and of Bertie 
and Jeeves in the short story “Extricating Young 
Gussie.”

Meanwhile, Wodehouse had gotten married 
to an English widow, Ethel Wayman, and ad-
opted her daughter, Leonora. In 1914 he became 
the drama critic for Vanity Fair and the next 
year began working on Broadway. (He would 
frequently review his own shows.) After the war, 
he and Ethel moved back to England, though he 
returned to America for a spell in Hollywood in 
the 1930s, where he was, to his delight, under-

worked and grossly overpaid. “The actual work 
is negligible,” he told a friend. “Add incessant 
sunshine, and it’s really rather jolly.”

But the clouds were already gather-
ing for what would be the worst storm 
of his life: his internment in Nazi prison 

camps in 1940-41. In 1934, Wodehouse and 
his wife had moved to France for tax reasons, 
and not realizing the seriousness of the situ-
ation, had stayed on through the beginning of 
the war. In July 1940 Germans marched into 
his town. Ethel was left alone, but Wodehouse, 
now approaching 60, was sent first to a camp in 
Belgium and then, for ten months between Sep-
tember 1940 and June 1941, to a camp in Great-
er Germany, now Poland (“If this is Upper Sile-
sia, what must Lower Silesia be like?”). In May 
the camp commander asked Wodehouse to do a 
series of broadcasts for his American audience. 
Wodehouse naïvely saw it as an opportunity to 
reassure American readers of his well-being—
they had been petitioning for his release—and 
to demonstrate British stoicism in the face of 
trial. But mostly the humorist simply leapt at 
the chance to do what he had always done; in-
deed he had already rehearsed comic accounts 
of camp life to fellow inmates, to their laughter 
and applause. But the German offer was in fact 
a stage-managed manipulation, part of a much 
larger campaign to ensure U.S. neutrality. He 
was released from prison and brought to Berlin, 
where he spent the remainder of the war.

The broadcasts were classic Wodehouse: 
good-natured, gently satirical, and completely 
out of keeping with the times. For instance, he 
explained how one can become an internee:

[T]here are several methods. My own was 
to buy a villa in Le Touquet on the coast 
of France and stay there till the Germans 
came along. This is probably the best and 
simplest system. You buy the villa and the 
Germans do the rest.

The talks were wholly innocuous, but the Brit-
ish public, still reeling from the Blitz, was not 
in a forgiving mood. Despite appeals by George 
Orwell and Malcolm Muggeridge, Wodehouse 
was publicly denounced, and the BBC declared 
that it would no longer broadcast his stories and 
lyrics. Disgraced and fearful of prosecution, 
Wodehouse fled to America in 1947, settling 
in Remsenburg, Long Island, where he would 
spend the rest of his life. Shortly after the war 
he was exonerated by British governmental in-
quiries. In 1975, at age 93, he was knighted.

As Robert McCrum puts it in his masterly 
biography, Wodehouse: A Life (2004), the main 
storyline of his life was “work, work and more 
work.” Wodehouse modestly called himself “a 

mere writing machine,” and even produced a 
novel, Full Moon, in the Nazi prison camp. “I 
used to sit on my typewriter case,” he told a 
friend in a letter, “with the machine balanced on 
a suitcase and work away with two German sol-
diers standing behind me with rifles, breathing 
down the back of my neck. They seemed fasci-
nated by the glimpse into the life literary.” By 
the end of his nearly 75-year career, he had writ-
ten 96 books, over 300 short stories, countless 
newspaper articles, and collaborated on 16 plays 
and 28 musicals. He died peacefully in his sleep, 
at age 93, ever-present pipe in hand, working to 
complete, on deadline, a final Blandings Castle 
novel. 

“No man but a blockhead ever 
wrote, except for money,” Samuel 
Johnson proclaimed. Wodehouse 

demurred a bit, but he was largely in agree-
ment. “Poets, as a class, are business men,” 
he wrote, “Shakespeare describes the poet’s 
eye as rolling in a fine frenzy from heaven to 
earth, from earth to heaven, and giving to airy 
nothing a local habitation and a name, but in 
practice you will find that one corner of that 
eye is generally glued on the royalty returns.” 
For a man who hated banking, he was certainly 
shrewd about making money. “Never sell once 
what you can sell twice” is a time-honored jour-
nalistic principle—to which Wodehouse was 
an enthusiastic adherent. Indeed, he bragged, 
he could beat that: he once sold a work no less 
than four times—first, to a British magazine 
for serialization, then to a British publisher, 
then to an American magazine, and finally to 
an American publisher.

In Over Seventy (published in the U.S. un-
der the title America, I Like You), Wodehouse 
promised “the simple story of my love affair with 
the United States of America.” To him, Ameri-
ca was the “land of romance,” and it’s clear that 
an important part of that romance was money. 
He extended his second stay in New York, in 
1909, after the sale of two short stories to Col-
lier’s and Cosmopolitan for the then hefty sum 
of $500. When Something Fresh later sold for 
$3,500, Wodehouse recalled, “I was stunned. I 
had always known in a vague sort of way that 
there was money like $3,500 in the world, but 
I had never expected to touch it.” His Ameri-
can connection helped him with English pub-
lications, too; he now had a beat. Wodehouse 
boasted that when an editor wanted some as-
pect of American life explained, he would say, 
“Ask Wodehouse. Wodehouse will know.” His 
income “rose like a rocketing pheasant.”

It took him a while to realize that he could 
sell England to America in the same way that he 
was selling America to England. After his initial 
success in 1909, Wodehouse found to his dis-
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may that his “output was not everybody’s dish.” 
His attempts at writing American stories, he 
wrote in Over Seventy, threatened to leave him 
“looking like a famine victim.” So he put his 
faith in another journalistic principle: “Write 
what you know.” As he explained in a letter to a 
friend: “I started writing about Bertie Wooster 
and comic earls because I was in America and 
couldn’t write American stories and the only 
English characters the American public would 
read about were exaggerated dudes. It’s as sim-
ple as that.”

But Wodehouse’s choice of subject was as 
canny as his decision to spell out his initials. 
With the Jeeves stories and the Blandings Cas-
tle saga, Wodehouse fashioned a literary vision 
of England that played to old-fashioned Amer-
ican Anglophilia—and also to its other face, 
what professed Anglophile Ian Buruma calls 
that “slight resentment one might feel towards 
a very grand parent.” Many of his countrymen 
picked up on this, and were, to put it in Wode-
house’s words, if not actually disgruntled, then 
very far from being gruntled about it. When 
Wodehouse was recommended in 1967 for a 
Companion of Honour, the British ambassa-
dor in Washington protested that it “would 
also give currency to a Bertie Wooster image 
of the British character which we are doing our 
best to eradicate.”

Wodehouse may have “made fun of the Eng-
lish,” but it was a very gentle, good-natured kind 
of fun. Indeed to a socialist like George Orwell, 
“Wodehouse’s real sin” was “to present the Eng-
lish upper classes as much nicer people than 
they are.” Bertie Wooster and his fellow upper-
crusters may be fools, but they are good-hearted 
fools. “Mentally negligible” though he is, Bertie 
is also loyal, chivalrous, steadfast, and kind. He 
lands in most of his scrapes because of his de-
votion to the “Code of the Woosters”: among 
other virtues, always to lend a hand to a friend 
in need. 

Money wasn’t the only thing that 
drew Wodehouse to America. On 
a trip back to London, he wistfully 

wrote a friend, “All I want to do is get back and 
hear the American language again.” Wode-
house loved American slang, which kept find-
ing its way into his supposedly “quintessen-
tially English” characters’ speech. “Rannyga-
zoo,” “hornswoggle,” “put on the dog,” “to give 
someone the elbow,” and “bum’s rush” are just 
a few of Bertie’s Americanisms. Wodehouse 

had fun too with the various dialects and ac-
cents of New York’s immigrant inhabitants. In 
the Psmith stories, Wodehouse has his English 
dandy crossing verbal swords with an assort-
ment of real “Noo Yawkers,” including the cat-
loving hooligan Bat Jarvis (modeled on real-life 
gangster Monk Eastman). 

Wodehouse’s love of the American vernacu-
lar made him an outstanding lyricist, and along 
with Jerome Kern, Cole Porter, and George 
Gershwin (all Wodehouse collaborators), he 
helped to invent a quintessential American art 
form, the musical comedy. Mark Steyn makes 
a convincing case in his musical history, Broad-
way Babies Say Goodnight (1997), that had 
Wodehouse died in 1918, he would be remem-
bered not as a novelist, but as “the first great 
lyricist of the American musical.” Wodehouse 
was a virtuoso at writing songs. Most musical 
teams (Rodgers and Hammerstein, Gilbert 
and Sullivan) would write the lyrics first and 
then fit the music to the words, but Kern, Wo-
dehouse’s most frequent collaborator, preferred 
to write the music first. Always accommodat-
ing, Wodehouse happily took up the challenge. 
“Musical comedy was my dish,” he enthused. 
“I would rather have written Oklahoma! than 
Hamlet.” 

Wodehouse credited his forays in the theater 
with giving him a better grasp of his comic writ-
ing. He even called his short stories and novels 
“a sort of musical comedy without music.” Of 
particular help to him were the insights his 
theater work gave him about structure. Simple 
outlines for his novels could run up to 30,000 
words or more. It’s no wonder, given the fantas-
tical complexity of his plots—those marvelous 
Rube Goldberg contraptions layering sub-plot 
upon sub-plot until they collide in a spectacu-
lar finish, perfectly predictable and utterly de-
lightful. Yet coexisting with this complexity is 
the extraordinary economy of Wodehouse’s ef-
fects. Every plot element that is introduced—be 
it Gussie Fink-Nottle’s weakness for drink or 
Roderick Spode’s black shorts—has a purpose. 
Perhaps no writer has more scrupulously fol-
lowed the rule of Chekhov’s gun: “If in the first 
act you have hung a pistol on the wall, then in 
the following one it should be fired.” The mo-
ment a prized silver cow creamer or a police-
man’s helmet enters the story, no sooner are 
they likely to be stolen. If an unsuitable young 
woman turns up, Bertie (to his inexpressible 
horror) will no doubt find himself affianced in 
a chapter or two. 

No review would be complete without a few 
examples of Wodehouse’s felicitous similes and 
hyperboles. He could, as Evelyn Waugh put it, 
“produce on average three uniquely brilliant and 
original similes to every page.” From The Inimita-
ble Jeeves, there’s the famous “when Aunt is calling 
to Aunt like mastodons bellowing across prime-
val swamps.” Or from “Lord Emsworth and the 
Girlfriend,” on the lord’s disquiet at the upcom-
ing bank holiday: “He drank coffee with the air 
of a man who regretted that it was not hemlock.” 
Or my favorite, from Summer Lightning (1929), 
on Emsworth’s lovelorn niece, Millicent Threep-
wood: “She looked like something that might 
have occurred to Ibsen in one of his less frivolous 
moments.” Argue away, Wodehousians!

What can’t be argued with is his 
immense and enduring popular-
ity. Wodehouse is adored the world 

over. Fans have set up Drones Clubs (named after 
Bertie’s rowdy Mayfair purlieu) in New York and 
London. Delhi University’s Wodehouse Society 
was once famous for its “Practical Joke Week,” 
until the club went one Bertie-esque prank too 
far (suspending the women’s basketball team’s un-
dergarments from a flagpole) and was disbanded. 
Wodehouse is even making a comeback in Rus-
sia, where he was once banned by Stalin, with the 
local Society now numbering more than 3,000 
members. Characters like Bertie, Jeeves, Psmith, 
and Lord Emsworth have entered the pantheon 
of literature’s immortals. The Oxford English Dic-
tionary, Robert McCrum reports, contains more 
than 1,600 Wodehouse quotations and coinages 
(among the latter: “angel-face,” “zippiness,” and 
“squiggle-eyed”). By the turn of the millennium 
Wodehouse had sold some 100 million books in 
more than 20 languages.

“British Baronets, like British pig men, are 
resilient. They rise on stepping stones of their 
dead selves to higher things and are quick to dis-
cern the silver lining in the clouds,” Wodehouse 
wrote in Pigs Have Wings. The same might be 
said of certain British writers, too. Despite his 
childhood disappointments and the disgrace of 
his war years, Wodehouse never quit looking 
for the silver lining in the clouds. “I had bet-
ter spend my last days strewing sweetness and 
light whenever possible,” he told his publisher. 
“I don’t want St. Peter looking at me sharply as I 
arrive at the pearly gate.”

Cheryl Miller is a 2007 Phillips Foundation Journal-
ism Fellow and editor of Doublethink magazine.
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Essay by Larry P. Arnn

Thoughts and Adventures

The official biography of winston s. 
Churchill is said by the Guinness Book of 
World Records to be the longest biography 

ever written. Commenced in 1962, and orginally 
published in England by William Heinemann, it 
is more than 25,000 pages—almost 10 million 
words—long. Hillsdale College Press has under-
taken the republication of the entire biography. 
Eventually all eight volumes of the narrative will 
be back in print. In addition, the 16 existing vol-
umes of documents (up to the year 1941) will be 
republished. The college and Sir Martin Gilbert, 
the official biographer, have agreed to complete 
the publication of the documents to the end of 
Churchill’s life in several more volumes. 

So far narrative volumes 1 and 2 and docu-
ment volumes (now called The Churchill Docu-
ments) 1 through 5 have appeared. These cover 
the period from Churchill’s birth in November 
1874 until August 1914, when the First World 
War began. The first two narrative volumes were 
written by Churchill’s son Randolph, who was 
given the job by his father, and who served as bi-
ographer from 1962 until his death in 1968. Gil-
bert wrote volumes 3 through 8 and is the editor 
of the document volumes beginning with August 
1914. More must be said about the qualities of 
Sir Martin and his decisive contribution to the 
whole work, but this is better said on a later occa-
sion, in a review of the volumes that he wrote. 

For now, reflecting on the first two volumes 
and their five volumes of companion documents, 
one is already compelled to wonder, not how 
can one read it all—that seems impossible—but 
whatever can fill such a life to such a size? The 
answer is simple enough: it is a book of adven-
ture—supreme and instructive adventure. 

The Armored Train

Consider just one story, which hap-
pened at a pivotal moment in the years 
covered by Volumes 1 and 2, and tells us 

much about the man who is the subject of this 
vast tome. Once upon a time there was a train….

This was an armored train, which left the sta-
tion in Estcourt in Natal, South Africa to recon-
noiter northwards towards Chieveley, and met its 
fate early on November 15, 1899. The Boer War 
was raging, and Boer troops were reportedly in 
the area. Captain J.A.L. Haldane, who knew 
young Churchill from soldiering in India, was in 
command of the train. He invited Churchill, at 
that moment a war correspondent, to come along. 

The armored train was not the best idea, and this 
journey would not go well. Or from another point 
of view, it would go as Providence decreed.

The Boers got between this armored train 
and its way home, piled some rocks on the track, 
and opened fire from a position that would drive 
the train toward the rocks. The locomotive was 

Churchill was 15 days from his 25th birth-
day. He had been a commissioned officer for 
four years and 10 months, and he was already 
familiar with gunfire. He had been, with a few 
interruptions, a war correspondent for nearly as 
long as he had been a soldier. The prominence 
and makeup of his articles in the press had 
brought criticism upon him, in one case a letter 
from the Prince of Wales to Churchill, and in 
another a letter to the Army and Navy Gazette 
from “a General Officer.” The heir to the throne 
and senior commanders in one’s service are not 
minor critics. The “General Officer” said that 
young Churchill was “careering over the world, 
elbowing out men frequently much abler and 
more experienced” than himself. His articles, 
continued the general, criticize “general officers 
highly placed in authority,” and they influence 
public opinion in ways that are out of propor-
tion to Churchill’s rank.

These are not unfair points. Churchill did a lot 
of military service in a hurry, and sometimes he 
would go to the scene of the action even though 
the commander had forbidden him to be there. 
He got himself into some dangerous situations 
by these methods. What’s more, his articles were 
popular, written without editing or prior com-
ment from higher military authorities, and had 
very much to do with the public impressions of 
the war. And they made him a lot of money. Lit-
tle wonder that colleagues got cross. 

Undaunted by the criticism, Churchill re-
plied to the General Officer that it is unseemly 
for a ranking officer to “bandy words with sub-
alterns in the columns of the public press.” He 
concluded: 

I do not wish to further excite the anger 
of a gallant officer nor to show disrespect 
to his high military rank, but it is neces-
sary in conclusion, whether it be painful 
or not, to observe that to make personal 
attacks on individuals, however insignifi-
cant they may be, in the publicity of print, 
and from out of the darkness of anonym-
ity, is conduct equally unworthy of a brave 
soldier and an honourable man.

“The darkness of anonymity”: not a bad phrase 
for a young man aged 24 in a situation of such 
pressure. Moreover, he came near to calling the 
General Officer a dishonorable coward. The 
young Churchill, like the later one, was not easy 
to cow. Also he liked to argue. 

The Churchill biography, by Randolph 
S. Churchill, as published to date by 
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in the middle of the train. It got up steam to run 
for it. Three of the cars it was pushing hit the 
rocks with a terrible crash, were derailed, and 
blocked the track. To go forward was impos-
sible. Behind were only Boers, who opened fire 
from about 1000 yards with artillery and rifles. 
It was loud and accurate fire, and it would kill 
four men and wound at least 30 others.
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Churchill had resigned his commission in 
March 1899 in order to write his second book, 
The River War, and to run unsuccessfully for 
Parliament. He was given a most lucrative con-
tract to go to South Africa as war correspon-
dent to cover the Boer War. Criticism in the 
past notwithstanding, he considered applying 
for a commission upon his departure and even 
drafted the application, just in case a good op-
portunity for soldiering should come up while 
he was down there writing articles. Later he de-
cided to look for opportunities once he reached 
Africa. They would come soon enough.

Under Heaven: Circumstance and Genius

So there he was, a war correspondent 
on a trapped armored train under deadly 
attack in a war zone. Never mind his ci-

vilian status; Churchill volunteered in a heart-
beat. “Knowing how thoroughly I could rely 
on him,” Haldane said, he put him to work. 
Amidst heavy fire, with many wounded and 
several killed in the train, the locomotive itself 
damaged and threatening to explode, Churchill 
began to walk about in plain sight, surveying the 
damage. Others, shielding themselves as they 
could, gaped in wonder.

He formed a plan to use the engine to push 
the derailed cars off the track. This was delicate 
work. He enlisted help. To the wounded engi-
neer of the train, about to abandon his post, he 
said: “buck up a bit, I will stick to you.” Also, he 
continued, you will be decorated; later Churchill 
himself would move the decoration as Home 
Secretary. For more than an hour, he walked, 
looked, and labored, calm and calculating. The 
heat and smoke and noise were oppressive. Met-
al rained down. Men returned fire, bled, and 
died. Finally part of the train came free.

Brave men on a battlefield are often animated, 
dashing about with excitement. A few—George 
Washington, for example—have instead a spe-
cial kind of deliberateness. Young Churchill 
proved himself a member of that serene, lethal 
company on more than one occasion, but espe-
cially here beside the armored train.

The engine got away with the wounded 
and Churchill on it. The rest of the force was 
left behind to be killed, wounded, or captured. 
Having made safety, Churchill abandoned the 
train and went back on foot to help those left 
behind. Horsemen with rifles rode him down. 
He reached for a pistol, but he had laid it down 
while freeing the engine. He surrendered. 

By his own report, this made a sore trial for 
Churchill. He had exposed himself to artillery 
and rifle fire for an extended period, but now he 
had to give up at the prospect of a single bullet. 
Courage has its deficiency, but also its excess. To 
run away spooked is the deficiency; to throw one’s 
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life down for nothing is the excess. To choose 
which is right in the heat of fire, when there are 
not even seconds during which to choose, is a 
feat that requires courage but consists in pru-
dence, the choosing virtue. The careful reader 
of this biography will discover that Churchill 
spent time with one of the great translators of 
the classics. Then and at other times he learned 
and eventually wrote very much about the clas-
sic themes of the relation between courage and 
prudence, between the moral and the intellectu-
al virtues, between the circumstances that beset 
us and the ends that beckon us. For example, 
he would describe the capacity possessed by the 
greatest military commander:

Circumstances alone decide whether a 
correct conventional maneuver is right or 
wrong…. And it is the true comprehen-
sion at any given moment of the dynamic 
sum of all these constantly shifting forces 
that constitutes military genius…. Noth-
ing but genius, the daemon in man, can 
answer the riddles of war, and genius, 
though it may be armed, cannot be ac-
quired, either by reading or experience.

On the one hand, “circumstances alone” must de-
cide. On the other hand, the riddles of war must 
be answered. Are they answered by the “circum-
stances alone”? In that case, why must a man be a 
genius to provide the answer? In a beautiful state-
ment years later Churchill would say that Greece 
could not be abandoned to Hitler, even by a pow-
erless and jeopardized Britain. He explained:

By solemn guarantee given before the war, 
Great Britain had promised them her help. 
They declared they would fight for their 
native soil even if neither of their neigh-
bors made common cause with them, and 
even if we left them to their fate. But we 
could not do that. There are rules against 
that kind of thing; and to break those rules 
would be fatal to the honor of the British 
Empire, without which we could neither 
hope nor deserve to win this hard war.

Where, one wonders, can one find these “rules” 
that command you to risk your life and the life 
of your nation? Apparently, they can be known. 
Apparently, they are beyond the power of cir-
cumstances, and in some cases, at least, they too 
must decide “alone.” 

These two quotations make an interesting 
contrast. In one case, Churchill the historian is 
writing about events that happened 200 years 
before his lifetime. In that case, Churchill di-
rects us to the details, to their commanding na-
ture, to the necessity they represent. When we 
are studying history, or when we are evaluating 
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He made his choice, but the record he leaves in 
pursuit of action is a fabric woven seamlessly of 
thought and action together. He invites us both 
in precept and example to contemplate their re-
lation and to learn the dance of their distinctness 
and inseparability. 

What did the people who saw the action of 
the armored train think? Haldane: “indomitable 
perseverance.” Captain Wiley: “as brave a man 
as could be found.” Colonel Long: “…thinks Mr. 
[Churchill] and the engine-driver will get the VC 
[Victoria Cross, highest military decoration for 
valor].” Private Walls: “he walked about in it all 
as coolly as if nothing was going on…. His pres-
ence and way of going on were as much good as 
50 men would have been.” General Joubert (Boer 
commander), urging the Boer government not to 
release Churchill from captivity: “I urge you that 
he must be guarded and watched as dangerous 
for our war; otherwise he can still do us a lot of 
harm.”

What was Churchill thinking? The record 
tells us four things. 

First, Churchill was thinking about danger. 
Courage requires a sense of danger. On several 
occasions he exposed himself to harm to gain 
the notice of others, and that was apparently 
part of his motive in this action of the armored 
train. To his mother he wrote, “Bullets…are not 
worth considering. Besides I am so conceited 
I do not believe the Gods would create so po-
tent a being as myself for so prosaic an ending.” 
Also: “Nothing in life is so exhilarating as to be 
shot at without result.” From the prison to his 
American friend Bourke Cochran, Churchill 
wrote, however: “I think more experience of war 
would make me religious. The powerlessness of 
the atom is terribly brought home to me, and 
from the highest human court of appeals we 
feel a great desire to apply to yet a higher au-
thority. Philosophy cannot convince the bullet.” 
Churchill was afraid. His fear reminded him 
of something outside the circumstances; some-
thing above them. He did what he did despite 
the fear, in mind of the thing above it.

Second, Churchill was thinking about poli-
tics. Speaking with Haldane right after they 
were both captured, and as they walked wearily 
over damp ground, Churchill thanked him for 
giving him the chance. He realized that Hal-
dane would not get so much glory from the epi-
sode as would he. Churchill had been able to act 
“in full view of the Durban Light Infantry and 
the railway personnel.” This would open “the 
door for him to enter the House of Commons.” 
He would, he committed, thank Haldane in the 
newspaper. He took for granted that Haldane 
had wanted as much as he to get out there in the 
open and be shot at with people watching. 

Churchill the warrior is preparing to be 
Churchill the statesman, and already he shows 

the actions of others, especially in politics, these 
details are distant from us. We know our own 
circumstances very well. We act in accord with 
them all the time. We forget that others must 
do the same. For this reason we lose proportion. 
Great achievements diminish in our eyes; we fall 
into the easy and satisfying habit of thinking we 
could do better. We expect utopian solutions. 

In the other case, Churchill is acting as a 
statesman in desperate circumstances. The life 
of the nation is threatened. Death, wounds, 
and servitude await the population, man, wom-
an, and child, and they know it. London is in 
flames. Churchill has called upon them never to 
surrender. Here circumstances are in the most 
urgent condition. If these circumstances are to 
decide “alone,” then what can they possibly de-
cide? The British cannot save the Greeks; they 
will fall anyway. The British forces are needed 
desperately at home. So why send them? Be-
cause, it seems, there are ultimate things beyond 
any narrow calculation of advantage, plightings 
of soul that simply must not be violated. These 
things are more precious than victory; than life 
itself. Would these things demand that every-
thing be sent to the Greeks, not just a force, but 
the whole force? Apparently not. But something 
must be done to satisfy honor and keep faith, 
lest the British concede the very principles that 
render them worthy of victory. 

In his speculative writings, then, Churchill 
points in some cases to the most immediate 
practical necessities. In pursuing urgent tasks, 
Churchill points in some cases to the heavens. 
He does not provide a formula for explaining 
when to do which. But he does provide his own 
example of how thought informs action, and 
how action rises to contemplation. 

A Cross of Thought and Action

One reason for the length of the 
official biography is found in Churchill’s 
habit of writing. He writes as much as 

he acts; he writes about every action. His books 
number sixteen, filling thirty-three volumes. His 
speeches, written almost exclusively by him, take 
up more than 8,000 large and crowded pages in 
a series that only purports to be exhaustive. His 
articles are almost numberless, and his memos 
and letters stream out in eloquent profusion. His 
writings have a dual character. They are like the 
actions he takes in being themselves acts of ambi-
tion, meant to advance himself and his causes as 
much as any decision he makes or vote he casts, 
as much as any charge he launches or retreat he 
endures. At the same time they are explanations 
and reflections, commentaries on the way of pol-
itics, as politics reflects the way of life. He wrote 
famously, and also wisely, that "a man’s Life must 
be nailed to a cross either of Thought or Action.” 
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signs of understanding the difference between 
these realms. Much of this understanding was 
obtained through the observation of battle. The 
best of his early books, The River War, was pub-
lished while he was in South Africa, nine days 
before he was taken prisoner. It concerns the in-
vasion of the Sudan by a British force to avenge 
the death of General Gordon and retake Khar-
toum. The invasion is led by General Kitchener, 
a man with whom Churchill had many differ-
ences both then and later. Kitchener refused to 
permit Churchill to join the force, and, of course, 
Churchill joined anyway. The battle was the oc-
casion of the last British cavalry charge and, of 
course, Churchill was in the charge.

One would think that Churchill would exult 
in the victories of the Sudan campaign, especially 
the climactic Battle of Omdurman. He fought 
bravely there. The British won an overwhelming 
victory—as overwhelming as the American victo-
ries in the first and second Gulf wars. Churchill’s 
story of it in The River War is like most of his 
writing, meant to make his reputation and ad-
vance his political career. The people of Britain, 
at that time an imperial people, were indignant 
over the killing of Gordon. Whereas Churchill 
admired the Boers openly and highly (except for 
their attitude to the black people of the region), 
he despised the Mahdi who ruled the Sudan and 
his regime. Still, his description of the Battle of 
Omdurman is no mere exercise in glory. 

On the plains of Omdurman Churchill no-
ticed the horror of modern war, a theme that 
he would return to over the course of his life. 
In coming to understand its profound costs he 
saw war first as a political more than a military 
event, a line of thought that would be sharpened 
by the terrors of the First World War. Here, in 
describing the breaking of the Dervish charge at 
Omdurman, he introduces it: 

The ‘White Flags’ were nearly over the 
crest. In another minute they would be-
come visible to the batteries. Did they rea-
lise what would come to meet them? They 
were in a dense mass, 2,800 yards from 
the 32nd Field Battery and the gunboats. 
The ranges were known. It was a matter 
of machinery. The more distant slaughter 
passed unnoticed, as the mind was fasci-
nated by the approaching horror. In a few 
seconds swift destruction would rush on 
these brave men.

Notice the phrase “it was a matter of machin-
ery.” Churchill continues that “it was a terrible 
sight, for as yet they had not hurt us at all, and 
it seemed an unfair advantage to strike thus 
cruelly when they could not reply.” Unfair, he 
says.

Then he describes the British:

The infantry fired steadily and stolidly, 
without hurry or excitement, for the en-
emy were far away and the officers careful. 
Besides, the soldiers were interested in the 
work and took great pains. But presently the 
mere physical act became tedious. The tiny 
figures seen over the slide of the backsight 
seemed a little larger, but also fewer at each 
successive volley. The rifles grew hot—so 
hot that they had to be changed for those 
of the reserve companies. The Maxim guns 
exhausted all the water in their jackets, 
and several had to be refreshed from the 
water-bottles of the Cameron Highlanders 
before they could go on with their deadly 
work. The empty cartridge-cases, tinkling 
to the ground, formed a small but grow-
ing heap beside each man. And all the time 
out on the plain on the other side bullets 
were shearing through flesh, smashing and 
splintering bone; blood spouted from terri-
ble wounds; valiant men were struggling on 
through a hell of whistling metal, explod-
ing shells, and spurting dust—suffering, 
despairing, dying. 

This juxtaposition between the mechanized mod-
ern army and the valiant but impotent cavalry 
portends a generation of writing that Churchill 
will do about the character of modern war, the 
immense destructiveness it implies, and the moral 
problem it presents. He did not understand this 
moral problem then, or in the future, in only the 
common way in which most of us view it: a very 
large number of people can die. Churchill hated 
that aspect of it, but that is not perhaps the worst. 
Worse than that is the severance of the moral vir-
tues, particularly courage, from the achievement 
of victory. Now it would be “a matter of machin-
ery.” Worse also is the way modern organized 
societies, when impelled upon each other, could 
be required to devote their every resource, even 
the “last dying kick,” to war. What then becomes 
of liberal society, of limited government, of the 
protection of private rights as the first purpose 
of politics? It seemed possible to Churchill that 
liberal society contains within itself the seed of 
its destruction, that the prosperity it generated 
would contrive and fund its own annihilation. 
Having this problem, liberal society is still also 
the best available. How can it be rescued?

Churchill came to think it the task of gener-
alship, but more than that, of statesmanship, to 
avoid these evils. Under modern conditions es-
pecially the wrong kind of victory would be the 
same as defeat. He spent much of his life pursu-
ing the right kind. This helps to make sense of 
the name that Churchill wanted to give to the 
Second World War: “The Unnecessary War,” 
a name that seems to besmirch the conflict in 
which he won his greatest glory. The key lessons 

to be drawn from the war were how, by pre-
scient combination, by strong preparedness, by 
recognition of the danger of aggressive tyranny, 
to avoid such a thing in the future. Lest we think 
this a perfect solution, remember that Churchill 
tells us that the kind of genius necessary “cannot 
be acquired, either by reading or experience.” 
He goes on to say that it is “much rarer than the 
largest and purest diamonds.”

This means that someone possessing rare abil-
ity in politics could meet, in principle, a need of 
supreme urgency. Which leads to the third thing 
on Churchill’s mind as he fought his battle, suf-
fered his capture, and planned his escape in 
South Africa in those fateful days: time. He was 
in a hurry. Upon capture, he began immediately 
a series of urgent appeals to the Boer government 
for his release. He was, he said, a war correspon-
dent. Sweltering “in durance vile,” as he put it in 
a letter to a friend, was not part of his plan. In 
these letters he artfully downplayed his part in 
the escape. He compared himself to the railroad 
employees seeking to retire to safety with all the 
scary guns around. One of his letters, revealing 
about many things, complains that he is almost 
25 years old and is nearly out of time. He did not 
seem to think that he would live to 90, which 
however he did, nor that his greatest deeds would 
be done past age 65, which however they were. 

Finally, Churchill was thinking about victory. 
He wanted to win. This had two aspects. One 
was grand and aggressive: by the time he reached 
his prison in Pretoria, the Boer capital, he had 
figured out the lay of the city and where the of-
ficers and the enlisted men were kept. Upon 
reaching the prison, he proposed to the Brit-
ish POW command that the officers overcome 
their guards and march to the nearby stadium. 
There they could liberate the British enlisted 
men, take the capital, seize the president, and 
end the war. The commanders refused despite 
much insisting, so Churchill confined himself to 
the more prosaic matter of his own personal es-
cape. This he effected soon enough to become a 
hero and, as intended, a Member of Parliament. 
He still regretted missing the chance to win the 
whole war with a single blow. 

A Photograph

They say a picture is worth a thou-
sand words. One of the best photo-
graphs of Winston Churchill was taken 

three days after his capture. It is not published 
in the biography, a rare instance of a worthy 
thing not being included there, but the CRB has 
kindly broken precedent and included it here. 
The photograph does not mean so much with-
out knowing the events surrounding it. Taken 
together with its circumstances, one can see in it  
something essential about Churchill.
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Notice that most of the men look bedraggled 
and down, as well they might, having fought a 
battle, watched their friends wounded and killed, 
suffered capture, stood and marched in the rain, 
traveled by train under guard, and arrived in the 
capital of the enemy three days after the battle 
to be displayed before the townspeople. Notice 
around them are gathered the burghers of Pre-
toria, to gawk at the vanquished who have com-
mitted the indignity of surrender.

Two of the party seem different. One stands 
with his hands on his hips, his chin out. He is 
defiant. He looks a fighter. Likely the guards 
will watch him closely.

The other, Churchill, is aloof, off to the right, 
erect yet relaxed. He looks at the camera, and 
though we cannot know if he saw it, he did know 
he was being observed by a throng. He looks un-
concerned; not quite contemptuous. He seems 
at ease and untroubled. But you cannot quite 
mistake that he seems not only watched, but 
watching. 

It is the contrast between the face and the 
posture, on the one hand, and the actions he was 
taking throughout this time, that makes one 
think. Churchill is embarked at that moment on 
both the planning and the execution of several 
contradictory courses of action. He will inspire 
an attack on the whole capital; he will argue that 
he is a non-combatant; he will write his friends 
of the valor of others while he meditates his own 
election to Parliament as a hero; he will plan his 

own escape; he will write for the press; he will 
talk with his captors, befriend them, and find 
out information. All this is moving in his mind 
and very soon in his actions, and yet he shows 
neither distress nor impatience in his demeanor. 
As on the battlefield before their shells, so in the 
capital before his captors, he seems—in the one 
photograph we have of him in that episode of his 
life—cool, self-contained, almost indifferent. 

Half a lifetime later, a certain former Ger-
man corporal, in the fatal decision of his life, 
turned his back on this man and attacked to 
the east. He might have benefited from see-
ing this photograph and knowing its story. He 
might have thought longer before he exposed 
his entire nation to this calm captive, this vigor-
ous author and proud warrior. Churchill’s let-
ters and articles from South Africa revealed the 
seed of an eloquence that would stir a nation to 
stand and fight. Churchill’s negotiations with 
the Boers portended the skill that would finally 
outmaneuver the appeasers in 1940. Churchill’s 
self-restraint and self-effacement before his cap-
tors, as he plotted their undoing, were stirrings 
of a capacity to stoop and to woo that would en-
tice Franklin Roosevelt. The man in this photo-
graph was a man who could live amidst the fires 
of 1940 and sleep well every night, get up every 
morning ready to fight, and think it, even at the 
moment, the best time he had ever had. 

Here then, with six volumes and Churchill’s 
greatest achievements still to come, we may reach 

an initial conclusion. The young Churchill is a 
character of unusual type. He can fight with the 
pen and the sword alike. He can say just what he 
means, in light of the circumstances, even when 
he is in a hurry, and even under duress. He takes 
risks that astound the bravest among the onlook-
ers. Then, within minutes, he surrenders before a 
different risk. He writes out carefully his reasons 
for just about every action he takes. 

This is a man of action. He explains that 
the quality of the actions can only be measured 
amidst the circumstances in which they take 
place. In one sense, this behemoth of a biog-
raphy exists to explain these circumstances. It 
exists to explain, for example, that photograph, 
or rather what it means that the man in the pho-
tograph looks just the way he does. Perhaps you 
will think him a charlatan, a show-off, an oppor-
tunist. Here is the material with which to prove 
your case. Together with his great biographer, 
he has helped to supply it. 

Then again you may think him a hero, bold, 
assertive, yet humble, a genius who saved the 
world. Perhaps you will see him as one of the 
“ambassadors of Providence sent to reveal to 
their fellow men their unknown selves.” Here 
then is a story of how such a life operates. It is 
beautiful to see. It is an adventure. 

Larry P. Arnn is president of Hillsdale College. This 
essay is part of the Taube American Values Series, 
made possible by the Taube Family Foundation.
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McCain Mutiny

What a kerfuffle! half a dozen talk-radio hosts, whose 
major talent is that, like hairdressers, they can talk all day 
long to one client after another as they snip, decided not 

long ago that John McCain did not hew sufficiently close to their gospel, 
the depth of which is Oprah-like. If a great institution of the Left could 
weigh in as she did in the choice of a nominee, why not her fraternal 
twins on the Right? It didn’t matter that Mitt Romney, suddenly their 
Reagan, became a conservative in a flash of lightning sometime last year, 
or that Mike Huckabee was in many ways as conservative as Vladimir 
Lenin—the task was to stop the devil McCain. Though chastised by 
events, the talkers are still at it, even if only at a smolder.

Though undoubtedly powerful, the medium in which they work, giv-
ing patronizing instructions to quickly dismissed callers, encourages 
haste, conformity, oversimplification, and argument by domination (the 
host, with the button in his control, is always dominant). As a mere 
print person, whose words are not electrified and shot through walls, 
automobiles, pine trees, and brains, I realize that what I write in the 
bloody ink of a dying industry is more or less irrelevant. But nonetheless 
this ink will stay even as what they have said is already gone, and from 
my antiquated perspective, something is very wrong.

Ostracism following tests of ideological purity and “right thinking” is 
a specialty of the Left. Not that it doesn’t exist on the Right, blooming 
with great malice as it does on the radio. But especially in light of their 
prospects now, conservatives have no room for it. For by their neglectful 
forfeit they have lost the battles of culture and education, and to remain 
other than an occult force they must express their beliefs through poli-
tics, from which, after November, they may be for a time excluded. 

Why? To begin with, American columns should have cut through 
Baghdad three days after they began to roll, and exited three weeks lat-
er, leaving Saddam dead and the pliant Iraqi strongman who betrayed 
him—candidates would not have been hard to find—to keep the coun-
try harmless to the West or suffer the same quick take-down. Rather 
than being broken on the wheel of irreconcilable Muslim factions, the 
supple and intact American power would have shattered the Arabs' ela-
tion following September 11th, and by threatening their rule been able 
to discipline the various police states of the region into eliminating their 
terrorists. Far more efficient that way, without six and more murderous 
and unavailing years in which neither a single democracy has appeared, 
nor will one. (The surge is merely coincident with a change in Sunni 
strategy. Instead of watching the U.S. and Iran arm the Shia for a ma-
jor sectarian war that our small force in Iraq cannot prevent, the Sunni 
choose to avail themselves of American arms while simultaneously re-
moving the lunatic jihadists nipping at their heels.) 

The Democrats’ advantage in 2008 is that the costs of the war in Iraq 
have been highly disproportionate to its effects, not least in the decline 
of the American military, when it could have been otherwise. Conserva-
tism has been dehorsed, because though conservatives rightly seek vic-
tory, it has not appeared except in the minds of those severely afflicted 
by cognitive dissonance.

This and the economy threaten to throw the conservative 
enterprise back to where it was before Reagan and even before 
Buckley. Along comes John McCain, who has an 80% positive 

rating from the American Conservative Union but who as a truly inde-
pendent soul does not fit, at the margins, some of the transient notions 
of what makes a conservative. Partly due to his independence and flex-
ibility, he is the only Republican candidate who has a chance of winning, 
and thus preserving the core principles of conservatism, in relation to 
which he is unimpeachable. They are national security (in particular the 
strength of the military after Iraq and vis-à-vis China and a resurgent 
Russia), constitutionalism (as in individual vs. collective rights), and the 
economy (free markets vs. government industrial policy).

One can agree or disagree with his peripheral positions, but political 
orthodoxy is political death. If the chat hosts would rather have Ba-
rack Obama or Hillary Clinton, they will get Barack Obama or Hillary 
Clinton—how delightful to go to jail for building your house on land 
once visited by an exotic moth—and they will wake up to a great regret, 
as if in their drunkenness they had taken Shrek to bed.

But guess what? Even if as the country veers left living conservatives 
gnash their teeth while dead ones spin in their graves, a small class of 
conservatives will benefit. And who might they be? They might be those 
in whose milieu the display of faith is more important than either sensible 
judgment or the national interest; those who, as in cultures in which puri-
ty is the prime value, elevate political martyrdom, and yet who themselves 
are never martyred; those whose influence and coffers swell on discon-
tent, and who find attacking a president easier and more sensational than 
the dreary business of defending one. They rose during the Clinton years. 
Perhaps they are nostalgic. It isn’t worth it, however, for the rest of us. 

So rather than sabotaging their own party ostensibly for its impurity 
but equally for the sake of their self-indulgent and marginal pique, each 
of them might be a tad less self-righteous, look to the long run, discipline 
himself, suck it up, and be a man. And that would apply equally as well 
to the gorgeous Laura Ingraham and the relentlessly crocodilian Ann 
Coulter.

A version of this essay appeared in the Wall Street Journal.
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