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The first time i heard george jones in concert was on 
March 16, 1982, at the Paradise Theater in Boston. He was to 
play two sets, and my three close friends and I opted for the 

first one, fearing that “No Show Jones” (a nickname richly earned) 
might ditch the later show. 

 Bobby Bare was the opening act, but country music lovers were 
there for one reason, to hear the greatest living country singer, a title 
that had already stuck to Jones by the 1960s. Frank Sinatra famously 
called him “the second best singer in America,” a supreme compliment-
cum-put down, which nevertheless sounded ever so slightly defensive. 

We heard him at one of the low points of his life, though it would 
be hard to say precisely which point was the lowest: when he escaped 
to the liquor store on his riding lawn mower after his wife had hid 
the keys to all his cars; when after his divorce from Tammy Wynette 
he became so addled by alcohol and amphetamines that he sang on-
stage in a Donald Duck voice; when his manager hooked him on co-
caine to get him off booze. And that’s not counting the three divorces, 
recurring business failures, and health scares.

Yet even during the worst times he could make beautiful music, 
and it was heaven that night to hear him sing about the hell he’d been 
through. There were better songwriters and guitar players than Jones, 
but no one could match his voice, which helped him achieve hit songs 
in six decades, from the 1950s to the 2000s. A supple baritone, it 
could descend playfully to Ernest Tubb bass notes and in an instant 
recover to hit a piercing, sustained, Appalachian wail of heartbreak, 
simple, no vibrato, pure pain. 

Sometimes it seemed less like he had chosen the songs and more 
like the songs had chosen him, his voice snapping his body around 
the stage as though in obedience to the muses, like Plato’s description 
of poetic inspiration in the Ion. Certainly Jones could never explain 
his great gift. Just learning to live with it took him half a century. But 
he did learn, more or less, and in the last 30 years of his life he shed 
the drugs and boozing and honored his divine talent by making some 
wonderful music. 

Roughly speaking, his career had two peaks, the first 
driven by sorrow and the second by joy, or at least by a certain 
equanimity. You could also say the first was fueled by liquor 

and the second by sobriety. The first culminated in I Am What I Am, 
his 1980 album that returned him to the top of the charts, and from 
which he selected many of the ballads he sang that night: “If Drinkin’ 
Don’t Kill Me (Her Memory Will),” “I’m Not Ready Yet,” and what 
had already become his signature song, “He Stopped Loving Her To-
day.” The second peaked with Cold Hard Truth, his 1999 CD that rep-
resented a coming to terms with his life and his “Choices,” one of the 
album’s hit singles.

Jones was a kind of figure we see little of in American culture any-
more—working-class, shy, a natural patriot (his father, a truck driver 
and pipe fitter, was named George Washington Jones), ex-Marine, no 
college, quick to anger, quick to feel remorse, and though I have no idea 
what his politics were, you can be sure he would nowadays be regarded 
as Incorrect. (For one thing, he persisted in calling women “girls.”) 

Like the best of traditional country music, which he incarnated, 
he retained a moral clarity that no amount of low living could efface. 
Cheatin’ songs were just that—about cheating, sinning, breaking 
promises and hearts. Drinkin’ songs didn’t hide the hangovers and 
regrets sure to come. “A man can be a drunk sometimes,” he sang on 
his 1976 album Alone Again, “but a drunk can’t be a man.”

There are no psychiatrists, life coaches, or other modern affec-
tations in traditional country, nor in George Jones’s world. His re-
demption came from the love of a good woman (his fourth wife and 
widow, Nancy) and a good God; that’s how he put it, at least. They 
finally helped him find the strength he needed to govern himself.

Oh, and that second show at the Paradise? The Boston Globe re-
ported that George skipped out, and was last seen heading out of 
town on a motorcycle with a blonde and a bottle of tequila. His dis-
appointed fans probably went home and put on his records. When 
he died two months ago, aged 81, he left all his admirers in the same 
position, grieving him through his own unforgettable music.
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C O R R E S P O N D E N C E

T.R. and American 
Democracy

Ronald Pestritto offers well-
deserved praise for Jean Yar-
brough’s prize-winning book, 
Theodore Roosevelt and the Ameri-
can Political Tradition (“A Bully’s 
Pulpit,” Winter 2012/13), but 
on one important point, he badly 
distorts Yarbrough’s argument 
and in the process presents a 
flawed vision of Progressivism. 
He reads Yarbrough as claim-
ing T.R.’s “deeply held principles” 
were shaped in large part by John 
Burgess of Columbia, who was in 
turn greatly influenced by Ger-
man political philosophy, partic-
ularly that of Georg W.F. Hegel. 
According to Pestritto, T.R. ad-
opted “the German approach,” 
which embraced the Hegelian 
notion that “rights did not natu-
rally belong to the individual, but 
were the gift of the state.” From 
Hegel to Burgess to Roosevelt to 
the early 20th-century Progres-
sives to Barack Obama—that is 
Pestritto’s tale of the triumph of 
pernicious foreign ideas imported 
into the United States.

That is not the story Yar-
brough tells. Yes, T.R. studied 
with Burgess, but Burgess exag-
gerated the influence he wielded 

over his politically powerful 
student. Even more importantly, 
Yarbrough notes that Burgess 
adopted “the language of Hegel, 
though not his meaning.” Far 
from romanticizing the “ethical 
state,” Burgess “used German 
state theory…to defend the clas-
sic liberal order that Roosevelt 
and his Progressive allies would 
attack.” “Burgess’s influence,” 
she concludes, “would not be de-
cisive as Roosevelt searched…for 
a theory to undergird his pro-
gressive politics.” Roosevelt obvi-
ously viewed himself as a “serious 
thinker,” but Yarbrough’s rich 
and detailed description of his 
writing and speeches casts doubt 
on both the consistency and the 
quality of his political thought. 
He tended to drift from one 
fashionable idea to another, em-
bracing some (such as the “Teu-
tonic germ theory” of the origins 
of liberal democracy) that can 
only be described as kooky. The 
one constant was his embrace of 
Social Darwinism—sometimes 
with a Lamarckian twist—com-
bined with racial theories. Yes, 
he did admire the German wel-
fare state, but this he attributed 
to Otto von Bismarck (a most 
appealing figure for this advo-
cate of American military might 
and imperialism) rather than to 
Hegel.

Pestritto strains to find a for-
eign source for Progressivism’s 
wrong turn despite the fact than a 
more convincing cause is Ameri-
can democracy. Tocqueville ar-
gued that 1) democracy lacks re-
spect for tradition and it scorns 
forms; 2) its love of equality 
inevitably leads to government 
centralization; 3) democrats be-
lieve in the perfectability of man, 
and thus in the inevitability of 
progress; and 4) democratic his-
torians insist that history is gov-
erned by irrational social forces, 
not by men capable of reflection 
and choice. (And he came to 
these conclusions without read-

ing Hegel.) If such ideas lie at the 
heart of Progressive thought, why 
should we attribute them to Ger-
man philosophers barely read by 
Americans rather than to the fea-
tures of democracy Tocqueville 
observed on this side of the At-
lantic? Tocqueville also feared 
that American capitalism would 
produce a particularly harsh oli-
garchy—a not unreasonable con-
cern shared by Progressives then 
and now.

Jean Yarbrough has done us 
a great service by providing a 
comprehensive, balanced, and 
unusually perceptive analysis of 
Theodore Roosevelt’s views on 
politics and history. We should 
not distort her book in order to 
blame the problems of American 
democracy on outside agitators.

R. Shep Melnick
Boston College

Chestnut Hill, MA

Ronald J. Pestritto replies:

In his complaint that I have 
twisted Jean Yarbrough’s account 
to suit my own view of the con-
nection between German political 
thought and American Progres-
sivism, R. Shep Melnick misstates 
what both Yarbrough and I have 
written, and he is simply wrong 
on the broader question of the 
Progressives and the Germans. 

As to the particular charge that 
I mischaracterize Yarbrough’s 
argument, Melnick needs to 
check the accuracy of his words. 
He quotes me as writing of the 
Hegelian notion that “rights did 
not naturally belong to the indi-
vidual, but were the gift of the 
state,” and uses these words he 
claims are mine to distinguish my 
view from Yarbrough’s. But the 
words he attributes to me are not 
mine—in fact, they come from 
Yarbrough. Melnick then uses 
these words, attributed to me but 
actually written by Yarbrough, to 
claim that “this is not the story 

Yarbrough tells.” That’s a pretty 
serious error for a man accusing 
others of distortion.

On the broader question of 
the German influence on the 
Progressives—and T.R. in par-
ticular—Melnick would have 
readers believe that Yarbrough 
downplays this connection, and 
that I “badly distort” her book in 
order to make it fit my own view. 
I think Melnick and I must have 
read different books, because the 
one that I read gives the Ger-
man influence pride of place in 
tracing the origins of T.R.’s pro-
gressivism. An entire section of 
Yarbrough’s chapter on T.R.’s 
education is titled “The Hegelian 
Moment in American Politics.” 
And Yarbrough spends pages 
explicating Hegel’s Philosophy of 
History and Philosophy of Right, 
which would strike me as a rather 
strange thing to do in a book on 
Theodore Roosevelt if the author 
didn’t think Hegel was pretty 
important to understanding him. 
In fact, I don’t think it’s an exag-
geration to say that much of Yar-
brough’s case that T.R. sharply 
departs from the political prin-
ciples of the American Founding 
hinges on her connection of T.R. 
to the Germans. 

It is true that John Burgess’s 
influence was, as Yarbrough ex-
plains, a mixed bag. I certainly 
never said any differently. What 
I did say was that “Yarbrough 
points to the influence of John 
Burgess on Roosevelt during his 
time at Columbia Law school, 
and to Professor Burgess’s antipa-
thy to unalienable rights.” Both of 
these statements are simple state-
ments of fact: Yarbrough does in-
deed point to Burgess’s influence 
at this time, and Burgess was in-
deed hostile to inalienable rights. 
The only other statement I make 
about Burgess is that her explo-
ration of him leads Yarbrough to 
look into the broader connection 
of German thought to Progressiv-
ism; again, this is beyond dispute.



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2013 
Page 7

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

k

The
Claremont

Review of Books
Publication
 Committee:

William J. Bennett 

Robert Curry 

Bruce and Cathy Elbert 

Gary and Carol Furlong 

Michael W. Gleba 

Lawrence Kadish

Charles W. Kadlec 

Kurt A. Keilhacker 

Thomas D. Klingenstein

Larry G. Mattson

Robert W. Nelson

Bruce C. Sanborn

George Schofhauser 

Dianne J. Sehler 

Paul E. Singer 

Patrick M. Sullivan 

Jacob Y. Terner 

What Melnick seems to dis-
like is the use of Burgess to make 
the case about the influence of 
Hegelianism. This is, however, 
exactly what Yarbrough does. 
She says, for example, that T.R.’s 

“classes with John W. Burgess 
would introduce him to Hegelian 
state theory, important elements 
of which would find their way 
into Roosevelt’s later progressiv-
ism.” And she pays serious atten-
tion to Burgess’s Hegelianism and 
makes sure to connect it to T.R.’s 
rejection of the founders’ princi-
ples, citing at one point Burgess’s 
dream for the state (where Bur-
gess explains that “this is what 
Hegel meant by his doctrine that 
morality—Sittlichkeit—is the 
end of the state”) and conclud-
ing that “it was surely no accident, 
that Roosevelt, in his speech at 
the University of Berlin in 1910, 
would hold out his ‘dream’ in al-
most identical language, though it 
was impossible to reconcile such a 
vision with the political thought 
of the Framers.” All of this, and 
much more, about Hegel and 
the Germans in a book about 
T.R.—again, awfully strange for 
an author whom Melnick would 
have you believe is victimized by 
my “strain[ing] to find a foreign 
source for Progressivism’s wrong 
turn.” In reality, Melnick’s beef 
seems to be with Yarbrough, not 
with me—or, I should say, with 
both Yarbrough and me. 

Finally, Melnick employs 
Tocqueville to suggest that the 
wrong turn in American democ-
racy was attributable to America 
itself as opposed to the importa-
tion of foreign ideas. This may 
or may not be true, and a good 
debate can be had about it. But 
in turning to Tocqueville, Mel-
nick is the one who is straining to 
use Yarbrough’s book to suit his 
own view. Her references to Toc-
queville are few and brief, while 
her treatment of the German 
influence on T.R.’s progressivism 
is frequent and sustained. And 
Tocqueville is only mentioned 
by Yarbrough to emphasize the 
problem of majority tyranny in 
democratic government. On this 

point, Tocqueville does not criti-
cize the American idea of democ-
racy, as Melnick suggests, but 
falls perfectly in line with The 
Federalist in his concern about the 
general tendency of democracy. 
As Yarbrough notes: “Roosevelt 
dismissed Tocqueville’s observa-
tion that the principal danger to 
republican government was ma-
jority tyranny. But the idea was 
not some exotic French import.… 
It was rather the animating argu-
ment of The Federalist.” 

For more discussion of Jean M. Yar-
brough’s Theodore Roosevelt and 
the American Political Tradi-
tion with Ronald J. Pestritto, Scott 
Yenor, Robert W. Patterson, and 
the author, visit our online feature, 
Upon Further Review, at www.
claremont.org/ufr.

ion simply ignored Buck’s natural 
rights argument. Taft, and all the 
justices save Pierce Butler, joined 
the opinion.

David Upham
University of Dallas

Irving, TX

Ryan P. Williams replies:

I defer to David Upham on 
when the Supreme Court aban-
doned the language of natural 
right and natural law, and recom-
mend to all CRB readers his ar-
ticle on Pierce v. Society of Sisters 
and the status of natural law in 
the Supreme Court in the early 
20th century.

In the sentence that Upham 
quotes from my review, my goal 
was to draw the broad distinc-
tions between Taft and some ma-
jor—and consequential—tenets 
of political Progressivism. The 
fact remains that Taft parted 
ways with his judicial brethren 
during the ’20s about the malle-
ability of the right to property in 
the hands of legislatures. On this 
question, Taft seemed very much 
alive to the concerns of the found-
ers about the fundamental nature 
of property rights and their link 
to the individual person and his 
pursuit of happiness.

As for the 1923 patent case 
(Crown Die & Tool Co. v. Nye Tool 
& Machine Works), Taft is calling 
the property right in the artificial 
monopoly granted by U.S. patent 
law a “so-called natural right”—
he is not referring to property as 
such. One would be hard-pressed 
to come up with even a Lockean 
argument for a monopoly on in-
tellectual property as a natural 
right. If you steal all of the food 
I have labored to procure in the 
state of nature I can kill you for 
it, because you’re endangering 
my self-preservation. It seems a 
stretch to infer from that fact my 
right to kill you for mimicking 
my novel fishing net design.

The poor fate of Carrie Buck is 
another matter. I have searched 
in vain for even an explanation 
(let alone an excuse) for why 

Taft and
Natural Rights

Ryan Williams identifies Wil-
liam Taft as a conservative who 
rejected progressives’ “deference 
to legislative experimentation over 
the inflexible protection of the nat-
ural right to property” (“Neglect-
ed Statesman,” Winter 2012/13). 
Chief Justice Taft and his Su-
preme Court colleagues, however, 
tacitly but firmly abandoned natu-
ral rights jurisprudence. In the de-
cades before 1921, the Court fre-
quently invoked natural law. But 
writing for a unanimous court in a 
1923 patent case, Taft mentioned 
the “so-called natural right.” After 
1923, no one on the Taft Court 
would ever again cite “nature” as 
source of law or right. In Buck v. 
Bell (1927), when Carrie Buck—
forced to undergo sterilization as 
part of a state eugenics program—
appealed to the Supreme Court 
to protect her “inherent right to 
go through life with full bodily 
integrity,” Taft assigned the writ-
ing of the opinion to Justice Oli-
ver Wendell Holmes, a prominent 
and acerbic critic of all such nat-
ural-rights claims. Holmes’s opin-



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2013 
Page 8

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Taft signed the majority opinion 
in the barbaric Buck v. Bell case. 
That he would assign the opinion 
to Holmes is even more discon-
certing. Any accounting of Taft’s 
judicial career must reckon with 
these facts.

of an unprecedented campaign of 
judicial usurpation and cultural 
intimidation (“Gay Rites,” Winter 
2012/13). “Public opinion does 
not change this fast in free societ-
ies,” he writes. “Either opinion is 
not changing as fast as it appears 
to be, or society is not as free.”

However, according to Gal-
lup, approval for gay marriage 
rose 26% over the course of 15 
years, while approval for interra-
cial marriage—the most obvious, 
although in some ways superficial, 
parallel—rose 17% over 19 years. 
So, support for gay marriage 
has increased quickly, yet not so 
quickly that it requires a conspir-
atorial explanation.

Maybe interracial marriage is 
a bad comparison. In 1995, 28% 
of Americans believed marijuana 
should be legal—just 1% more 
than the number who supported 
gay marriage the following year. 
In 2011, however, 50% of Ameri-
cans believed that marijuana 
should be legal, an increase of 
22%. Over almost the same pe-
riod, in other words, support for 
legal marijuana started and end-
ed in about the same place as sup-
port for gay marriage. Yet no one 
seriously suggests that we’ve been   
conned by the pot lobby.

Although these observations 
are not a scientific analysis, they 
are suggestive of a few conclu-
sions. First, the rise in support for 
gay marriage is a reasonably close 
fit with the historical pattern for 
change on controversial social is-
sues. It has increased more quick-
ly than support for interracial 
marriage or legal marijuana, but 
not so much that it raises suspi-
cions of coercion. Second, it takes 
a long time for changes to tradi-
tional norms to achieve substan-
tial support, but once support for 
such changes reaches a threshold 
of about 25%, it can increase very 
quickly. 

Social conservatives don’t have 
to like these conclusions, but they 
make better sense of the wave of 
support for gay marriage than 
the suggestion that we are being 
marched in quick time along the 
road to serfdom. Although op-

ponents of gay marriage have no 
choice but to obey their conscienc-
es, that does not require a flight 
from political and social reality.

Samuel Goldman
New York, NY

lusconi was found guilty in the 
court of first instance in 2012 
and the court of appeal in 2013 
is in fact the fourth occasion on 
which he has received a jail sen-
tence: on two of the three previ-
ous occasions he was saved not by 
actual acquittal but by the statute 
of limitations, as he may well be 
again now. Small wonder that 
once in government he set about 
shortening the statutory period 
for offences of which he was on 
trial as well as decriminalizing 
others—including, amazingly, 
false accounting.

So why does Ledeen wish to 
defend Berlusconi and paint my 
book as a witch hunt? A clue ap-
pears when he writes that I do 
not know “the first thing about 
modern Italian history,” and that 

“you would never know [from the 
book] that postwar Italy had a 
blocked political system, due to 
the presence of the Communist 
Party.” Well, you would actu-
ally, since this appears on page 
37, albeit briefly since this is not 
a history book. But the real point 
is that my view of postwar politi-
cal history is that the system was 
designed to block the Communist 
Party, not that the party blocked 
the system. 

The Communist Party did get 
one third of the votes at its peak 
in 1976, but a historian should 
surely not find this particularly 
surprising after three decades of 
exclusion from mainstream poli-
tics and of being used as a pretext 
by the state and by the party that 
did block the system (the Chris-
tian Democrats) for collusion 
with the mafia and political fund-
ing by the CIA. Nor was it alone 
in Europe: the more Stalinist 
French Communist Party regu-
larly also won more than 20% of 
the vote throughout the 1950s 
and 1960s. Mr. Ledeen claims 
the Italian Communist Party 

“seemed poised to take control 
of the government in the early 
1990s,” which would, shall we say, 
surprise most modern historians 
given that the party split in 1991.

But then comes another clue. 
Ledeen says that “when Berlus-

Modern Italy

It is disappointing when a 
scholar, one indeed who is so 
keen to emphasize his schol-
arly credentials, lets his political 
views get in the way of the facts. 
At least, that is the only way 
to explain some of the strange 
claims made in Michael Ledeen’s 
review of my book, Good Italy, 
Bad Italy (“Bribesville,” Winter 
2012/13).

Ledeen claims that “much of ” 
my book is a “frenzied hunt to 
slaughter former Prime Minis-
ter Silvio Berlusconi,” and that 
I blame Italy’s “current malaise 
almost entirely on Berlusconi.” 
This is bizarre both as a com-
ment on the book and on Italy’s 
malaise. Of the book’s 299 pages, 
only about 30-40 are actually de-
voted to Berlusconi and his works. 
That is hardly disproportionate 
given that Berlusconi has been 
prime minister for 8 of the past 
12 years and has deliberately cho-
sen to hog the limelight as a cam-
paigning technique. In any case, it 
is surely not unfair or “frenzied” 
to associate the governments of 
the day with the fact that during 
those 12 years Italy’s economic 
performance has been the worst 
of all 34 member countries of the 
Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, and 
even one of the worst in the whole 
world.

He goes on to make a com-
mon but misleading claim when 
he writes that, at the time I wrote 
the book, “Berlusconi had never 
been convicted of any crime,” us-
ing this claim to argue that it is 
therefore wrong to treat “virtu-
ally all the charges against him 
with deadly earnestness.” The 
tax fraud charge for which Ber-

Understanding 
Gay Marriage

As I’ve argued in the Ameri-
can Conservative, gay marriage is 
driving some social conservatives 
crazy. By “crazy”, I don’t mean op-
position to gay marriage as such. 
Rather, I mean stubborn, even 
willful refusal to understand why 
gay marriage has gained so much 
support, so quickly. 

A majority of Americans 
now  approve of gay marriage  for 
two fairly simple reasons. First, 
most Americans understand mar-
riage as symbolic affirmation of a 
dissolvable commitment between 
consenting adults for purposes 
of emotional gratification. Sec-
ond,  an increasing number of 
Americans have come to know gay 
people in their own lives as beloved 
relatives, trusted friends, respect-
ed colleagues, and honored au-
thorities. If you understand mar-
riage in the former sense, which 
has been socially dominant at least 
since the 1960s, there is no plausi-
ble argument for denying it to gay 
individuals one loves and respects. 
As Senator Rob Portman has dis-
covered, the rest is reasoning from 
the particular to the general.

There’s little hope, though, of 
convincing a majority of Ameri-
cans to give up easy divorce 
and  technologies of reproduc-
tive control—practices, which 
were embraced by heterosexu-
als long before anyone had heard 
of Adam and Steve, and which 
are the real threats to “traditional 
marriage.”In his review of Michael 
Klarman’s  From the Closet to the 
Altar  for the  Claremont Review of 
Books, Christopher Caldwell ar-
gues that the recent wave of sup-
port for gay marriage is the result 
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coni entered politics [in 1994] 
he “successfully mobilized the 
electorate, warning [my emphasis] 
that the left was still in the hands 
of the old Communists.” Actually, 
he claimed that this was the case, 
and still does. It has been a suc-
cessful reds-under-the-bed strat-
egy, but it was self-serving non-
sense in 1994 and it is nonsense 
now. The left-wing-led govern-
ments of the 1990s that succeed-
ed Berlusconi’s brief first admin-
istration in 1994 were responsible 
for most of the privatization and 
market-based liberalization that 
Italy has seen in modern times. 
Uncle Joe Stalin wouldn’t have 
been pleased.

Still, anyone who can write, 
with a straight face, that Berlus-
coni made “a historic contribu-
tion to the freedom of the press 
in Italy” by inserting his com-
mercial TV oligopoly alongside 
the public broadcasting system 
that had been divided between 
the main political parties cannot 
have much interest in examining 
facts. That historic contribution 
is doubtless why Freedom House, 
the Washington D.C.-based re-
search group, defines Italy as only 

“partly free” and ranked it at num-

ber 68 in its 2013 rankings, be-
tween Guyana and Benin. 

Oh well. It is, as Ledeen says, 
“not easy to see Italy plain.”

Bill Emmott
Dulverton, Somerset

England

Michael Ledeen replies:

Many thanks to Mr. Em-
mott for his forceful restate-
ment of his frenzied hunt on 
Silvio Berlusconi, who now faces 
prosecution for alleged sexual 
misconduct. Contrary to Em-
mott’s misguided assumption, I 
am no fan of Berlusconi, indeed 
I wrote him off as a failed leader 
in my book Machiavelli on Mod-
ern Leadership, and he has done 
nothing to change my mind. No 
doubt he will eventually be con-
victed for something of which he 
is actually guilty, within the re-
quired time limits. Mr. Emmott 
is not alone; the hunting pack is 
very large and in passionate pur-
suit. But they’d better hurry if 
they want to see their intended 
victim behind bars, since Italian 
courts are reluctant to send se-
nior citizens to prison.

My basic unhappiness with 
Good Italy, Bad Italy is Mr. Em-
mott’s failure to deal with the 
country’s blocked political system. 
Yes, he acknowledged it in pass-
ing, but it is not at all central to 
his analysis, and his lament here 
shows that I was right to call 
him out on it. He thinks that the 
Christian Democrats (DC) effec-
tively monopolized the political 
system by colluding with the ma-
fia and getting funding from the 
CIA. No mention that the Com-
munists, as most everyone in Sic-
ily (and all over the country), also 
colluded with the mafia, nor that 
the Communist Party (PCI) was 
funded and effectively controlled 
by the Soviet Union, as recent 
scholars like Victor Zaslavsky 
have documented. Soviet funding 
of the PCI lasted at least a decade 
longer than American funding of 
the DC and other parties, and So-
viet control over the PCI was far 
more efficient than our influence 
over the Christian Democrats. 

In any event, it was not the 
United States that kept the Com-
munists out of national power. 
Credit or blame for that state of 
affairs must be given to the Ital-
ian voters, who often held their 

noses and voted for the Christian 
Democrats, or against the Com-
munists. The distinguished Ital-
ian intellectual Alberto Ronchey 
used to call this situation “the K 
factor,” and there is a substantial 
literature about it.

Emmott’s is not a “history 
book,” to be sure, but the prob-
lems he discusses are largely 
the result of history. He angrily 
quotes me when I say that Ber-
lusconi ran against the threat of 
a Communist takeover in the 
early 1990s. Then he complains 
that Berlusconi surprisingly won 
on an anti-Communist platform. 
He thinks it would have been fine 
if the Left had taken over. He 
may be right (subsequent left-
ist governments came and went 
without the ruin of the country), 
but the Italian voters didn’t think 
so, which, after all, is the point. 
He can go argue with them; I 
don’t vote in Italian elections.

Lastly, I don’t understand why 
Mr. Emmott disagrees that the 
end of the state monopoly on tele-
vision broadcasting was a good 
thing. I suppose he prefers to have 
it all in the hands of the political 
parties. I certainly prefer the cur-
rent wide-open setup.



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2013 
Page 10

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Claremont review of books
Volume XIII , Number 2 , Spring 2013

The Higher Education Scandal
Essay by Harvey Mansfield

Bowdoin college in brunswick, 
Maine, is an institution of good repu-
tation and high quality, where I have 

some friends. It offers a liberal arts education 
typical of the best available in America today. 
It troubles me that Bowdoin, rather than, say, 
Harvard—a bigger and richer place where I 
work—should be made an example of. None-
theless, Peter Wood and Michael Toscano 
have done just that in a comprehensive new 
study, “What Does Bowdoin Teach?” the first 
of its kind and probably destined to be the 
best, which shows in the practices and prin-
ciples of one college what political correctness 
in our time has done to higher education in 
our country.

The authors are conservatives and their 
study was sponsored by the National Associa-
tion of Scholars, a conservative organization. 
(It is available as a free download at www.nas.
org.) It seems that liberals, even those critical 
of American education, are not inclined to 
investigate what their liberalism has done to 
it. Once upon a time, earlier in my life, liber-
als took pride in the high standards they set 
for the colleges that they had recently come 
to dominate and had made the headquarters 
of their liberalism. Now, they have made an 
unholy sacrifice of the devotion to excellence 
they once prized as a mark of distinction over 
fuddy-duddy, tradition-bound conservatism, 
and it is conservatives who stand for high 
standards in education. 

Today’s liberals do not use liberalism to 
achieve excellence, but abandon excellence 
to achieve liberalism. They have effectually 

eliminated conservatism from higher educa-
tion and intimidated—“marginalized”—the 
few conservatives remaining. These few are 
the only ones in academia who think some-
thing is missing when conservatives are gone. 
There was a liberal president of Harvard for 
a brief time recently who thought something 
was missing when conservatives are gone, and 
then, courtesy of the liberals, he was gone.

Openness

The bowdoin study was done with-
out the cooperation of Bowdoin, re-
lying on the public statements of its 

president and faculty, its official documents, 
and its student newspaper to show what the 
college is about. Perhaps too much is made of 
the statements of its president, Barry Mills, a 
good man as I happen to know. It pains me 
to see him criticized for affirming things he 
would have been ousted for denying, as the 
example of Harvard’s Larry Summers sug-
gests would happen. Bowdoin, like other 
such colleges, is ruled by a certain principle 
today, the principle of openness. It claims to 
be “inclusive,” open to all claims, yet it does 
not include conservatives. The study counts 
perhaps a half dozen conservatives among the 
182 faculty members. But according to Bow-
doin, this absence doesn’t matter. One can be 
open-minded about conservatism without be-
ing conservative, the college believes, perhaps 
by being objective like a scientist, perhaps 
simply by doing one’s best to understand it. 
Of course, it’s true that the best understand-

ing of conservatism doesn’t necessarily come 
from conservatives, nor from having conser-
vatives present on campus. You need Hindus 
on campus in order to understand Hinduism? 
Actually, that is a multicultural imperative 
that liberals might well apply to Hindus, but 
will never use to bring in conservatives. Con-
servatives as opposed to Hindus are the main 
rivals of—opponents to—liberals in America 
today, yet somehow it is considered openness 
not to include those with whom you mainly 
disagree. This study uses strong words at the 
end, but only after supplying evidence and ar-
gument on the way to its conclusions. It be-
gins with a question: is Bowdoin as open as it 
claims to be?

It’s easy to number the conservatives at 
Bowdoin and to wonder why so few, but how 
does their near-complete absence affect the 
education Bowdoin delivers? The Bowdoin 
course catalogue states that “Bowdoin stu-
dents must design an education.” They are 
to do this out of their own goals, the college’s 

“vision,” and its requirements. Yet the require-
ments are few and the vision is openness: the 
result is that Bowdoin students are mainly 
responsible individually for choosing the 
courses they take. Except for light require-
ments of distribution outside one’s major and 
of concentration within it, requirements that 
have been lessened whenever the college stops 
to think about them, the student is free to 
choose. By this principle, all courses are treat-
ed by the college as equal, none more impor-
tant, none necessary to or contributing more 
toward the “liberal arts.” A liberal arts educa-
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tion, the study says, has become an education 
in liberating oneself from the liberal arts. 

Flatness

Facilitating this change is a new 
attitude among the faculty, emphasiz-
ing less what students need to know 

for a liberal education and more what they 
might want absent that discipline. Hence the 
arrival of many “topical” courses, as the study 
calls them, courses that take a current topic, 
such as the environment (“sustainability”) 
or samesexuality (my neologism), or “global 
citizenship,” or multiculturalism, and show 
its relation to current research by professors 
of various specialties. One example, freakish 
but still exemplary, is a course on “Queer Gar-
dens,” which “examines the work of gay and 
lesbian gardeners and traces how marginal 
identities find expression in specific garden 
spaces.” It was abandoned because it got insuf-
ficient student enrollment—not because the 
faculty or the professor had second thoughts 
about this—call it odd—combination.

The equality of courses affects the courses 
offered; they are less and less survey courses 
aimed at teaching a subject-matter, and more 
and more a variety of courses aimed at show-
ing the relevance of a professor’s specialty. 
Courses that still have the appearance of 
following a tradition—summed up in Bow-
doin’s longtime favorite phrase, “the common 
good”—often bend it to the topical model. 
The phrase itself is bent so as to recommend 
“diversity” courses. In one official expression 
the phrase is traced to Richard Rorty rather 
than John Rawls, revealing a certain slippage 
within liberalism toward postmodernism that 
is characteristic of political correctness. 

The common good as practiced at Bow-
doin is no longer a liberally educated student 
body to which the professors variously con-
tribute but a collection of students who have 
individually validated the ill-considered hope 
of their professors to make them resemble 
professors like themselves. The college is 
now not so much a body of teachers teaching 
students as a research institution that makes 
small-time, overpraised researchers out of its 
undergraduates. The research model perhaps 
fits science students, but the topical courses 
allow non-science students to be researchers 
on the frontiers being explored—and defend-
ed—by political correctness. Political correct-
ness with its present-minded exactness, its 
not quite selfless objectivity, and its esoteric 
jargon is science for non-scientists. Political 
correctness, the study points out, brings nec-
essary unity to the otherwise incoherent no-
tion of diversity. For how else than by political 

fiat can one bring together, or be “inclusive” of, 
subjects defined not by essences but only by 
their mutually exclusive “otherness”?

Topical courses are featured in programs 
called “Studies,” such as Gender and Women’s 
Studies, Gay and Lesbian Studies (separate 
from the preceding), Environmental Stud-
ies, and Africana Studies, that were founded 
explicitly as political advocacy for their con-
stituents. But also Asian Studies and Latin 
American Studies, with apparently neutral 
names, are now concerned mainly with repu-
diating Western colonialism—long after its 
demise one would think. The various Studies, 
but also regular departments, have stimulated 
other developments in the curriculum—the 
cross-listing of courses given by one depart-
ment in another department and the new em-
phasis on interdisciplinary study. Both have 
the purpose of making specialty courses seem 
more general than they are, and both try to 
endow the idiosyncratic, parochial, even triv-
ial subject-matter of topical courses with the 
universality of science. The report sums up 

doin’s curriculum lacks the academic stan-
dards of excellence that conservatives mostly 
and mainly defend in academia with little 
or no help these days from liberals. It is con-
servatives who deplore and resist the brazen 
politicization of the classroom, the loss of the 
great books, indeed the disregard of greatness 
in general, the corruption of grade inflation, 
the cheap satisfactions of trendiness, the mess 
of sexual license, the distractions of ideology, 
the aggrandizement and servility of adminis-
trators, the pretense and dissembling of affir-
mative action, the unmanly advice of psychol-
ogists, the partisan nonsense of professional 
associations, and the unseemly subservience 
everywhere to student opinion. None of these 
was necessary or useful in order to welcome 
those non-WASPs previously excluded from 
our colleges.

What Bowdoin produces in its students, 
according to the study, is a certain “knowing-
ness,” a word that nicely captures an attitude I 
see a lot of at Harvard. Students have learned 
that to see means to see through, instead of 
to have a good look. There is one bright spot, 
though. In its diversity Bowdoin decided to al-
low a “chem-free” dormitory, meaning no alco-
hol (why not say that?). But it turned out that 
many minority students opted for this kind of 
safety, thus failing in their duty to mix with 
the partying majority, and, combining self-
ishness with self-righteousness, keeping their 
diversity to themselves instead of spreading 
it around so that the lazy majority could lap 
it up without effort. Minority students made 
themselves the wrong sort of minority (this 
is the bright spot), and Bowdoin stomped on 
them, abolishing the chem-free dorm.

“What Does Bowdoin Teach?” covering 
much more than can be treated here, con-
trasts the new Bowdoin with the old Bowdoin. 
The new came out of the Late ’60s and thinks 
itself greatly superior to the old bastion of 
white males with its policies of exclusiveness. 
From this study, one could conclude that the 
old Bowdoin set and met high standards for 
itself and for the white males, at least, and 
that its biggest mistake was to make way so 
willingly for the new Bowdoin with its liberal, 
politically correct policies of exclusiveness. 
What was gained when so much was lost? 
Bowdoin—representing the American col-
lege—is now open, though not to all, and its 
openness, now exposed by Peter Wood and 
Michael Toscano, discloses a new poverty of 
undernourished hearts and minds.

Harvey C. Mansfield is professor of govern-
ment at Harvard University, a senior fellow at 
the Hoover Institution, and a member of its task 
force on virtue and liberty.

the Bowdoin curriculum of equal courses as 
having a certain “flatness” and tending toward 

“entropy,” where faculty and students share the 
undemanding practice of self-expression, and 
the uninterest in teaching of the former joins 
with the uninterest in learning of the latter.

Knowingness

There is a good deal more in the 
Bowdoin study, but this much will 
serve to introduce and recommend it. 

Perhaps I have spoken too long of the curricu-
lum when the main interest of students is the 
extra-curricular. One could say, indeed, that 
the curriculum itself is directed toward the 
extra-curricular, toward the not particularly 
well-intentioned and certainly foolish hopes 
for a not very attractive utopia, as the study 
concludes, that is without wisdom and with-
out culture. I have focused on the curriculum 
in order to make it clear that what Bowdoin 
lacks is not so much the teaching of conser-
vatism by conservatives, as if conservatives 
could be satisfied, and the troubles of aca-
demia resolved, by giving conservatives their 
own brief act in the Diversity Circus. Bow-

A liberal arts education 
has become an education 

in liberating oneself
from the liberal arts. 
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Essay by William Voegeli

The Higher Education Hustle

The term “politically cor-
rect” entered the American 
vocabulary in 1991, following 

a widely discussed New York maga-
zine cover story on higher education, 
and has become applicable beyond 
the campus. The Associated Press, 
for example, announced this year the 
banishment of “illegal immigrant” 
from its stylebook. One linguist sug-
gested “unauthorized migrant” as a 
more respectful substitute. Jay Leno, 
who is not politically correct, pre-
ferred “undocumented Democrats.” 
Perhaps “ joggers without borders” 
will catch on.

Still, the university remains the 
natural habitat, redoubt, and head-
quarters for political correctness. 
The predicate for the phenomenon 
was the democratization of higher 
education in the 20th century. In 
1910, according to the Department 
of Education, 2.7% of Americans 
above the age of 25 had received a 
bachelor’s degree. (Only 13.5% had 
completed high school.) The jobs 
for which a college education was 
optional used to include president 
of the United States: eight of the 
first 24, from George Washington 
through William McKinley, never 
attended college. Beginning with 
Theodore Roosevelt in 1901, every president 
except Harry Truman has earned a bachelor’s 
degree. By 1960, 7.7% of American adults 
had completed college, a proportion that has 
increased steadily: 11% in 1970, 17% in 1980, 
21.3% in 1990, 25.6% in 2000, and 30.4% in 
2011.

Democratizing access to college culminat-
ed in democratizing the experience of college. 
It would not, for example, have occurred to 
the more self-confident colleges of yore to so-
licit undergraduates’ evaluations of their pro-
fessors. The idea that sophomores are quali-
fied to weigh in on their instructors’ “knowl-
edge of the subject matter” would, instead, 
have struck them as upending the premise of 
operating a college. Student evaluations have 
become ubiquitous since the 1970s, however, 
and are important factors in determining fac-
ulty promotion and compensation.

In Culture and Anarchy Matthew Arnold 
described culture as “a pursuit of our total 
perfection by means of getting to know, on all 
the matters which most concern us, the best 
which has been thought and said in the world.” 
But, democrats ask, who’s to say what’s the 
best? After the upheavals of the 1960s, Amer-
ica’s colleges came to doubt their authority to 
impose any particular canon or standards. 
Cornell University endured especially convul-
sive campus protests in 1969. A few years later, 
after it transformed itself in order to placate 
students and faculty who found the old cur-
riculum oppressive and irrelevant, two profes-
sors, Werner Dannhauser and L. Pearce Wil-
liams, posed a question in the student news-
paper to the school’s president:

If we prove to you that an Arts and Sci-
ences student can now receive a B.A. de-
gree at Cornell, and thus be presumed 

to have acquired a liberal education, 
without having been required to read 
a line of Plato, the Bible, Shakespeare, 
Marx or Einstein, would you consider 
this to be evidence that there is a crisis 
in education at Cornell?

By never answering them, the presi-
dent made clear that the “crisis” was 
then, and would be henceforth, business 
as usual. And if an institution as pres-
tigious as Cornell had abandoned such 
fundamentals, there was no chance Ge-
neric U. would pick up the torch. 

Secular Salvation

Nature abhors a vacuum, 
however, as today’s under-
graduates may or may not 

have heard. It was not feasible for col-
lege to be a four-year show about noth-
ing, where undergraduates sampled two 
or three dozen electives chosen from a 
thick course catalog while gliding to-
ward their commencement ceremonies. 
And the something the modern college 
has come to be about is where political 
correctness enters the discussion.

Colleges’ new mission, as the mis-
sionaries who control them understand 
it, is redemptive but not really political. 

That is, they work to impart disposi-
tions they believe should be, for any decent 
and reasonable person or nation, beyond 
politics. The core of that mission, for many 
years, was “diversity,” in the sense of prepar-
ing students for adulthood in a heteroge-
neous nation and interconnected world by 
making sure they understood and respected 
all kinds of people and ways of living. In 1985 
the Association of American Colleges (now 
the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities) declared:

All study is intended to break down the 
narrow certainties and provincial vision 
with which we are born…. To broaden 
the horizons of understanding for men 
and women, therefore, colleges must 
provide them with access to the diver-
sity of cultures and experiences that 
define American society and the con-
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temporary world. The fragility of the 
world in which we live and the volatile 
diversity of the populations of the Unit-
ed States adds urgency to the need for 
international and multicultural experi-
ence in the course of study. At this point 
in history, colleges are not being asked 
to produce village squires but citizens 
of a shrinking world and a changing 
America. Colleges must create a cur-
riculum in which the insights and un-
derstandings, the lives and aspirations 
of the distant and foreign, the different 
and the neglected, are more widely com-
prehended by their graduates.

The acquisition of such comprehension be-
came the justification for immersing students 
in the study of abuses committed throughout 
history by those—principally white, hetero-
sexual males—who felt at liberty to disdain 
the insights and understanding, and trample 
the lives and aspirations, of the different and 
neglected. This commitment to a secular sal-
vation has recently expanded to include “sus-
tainability.” Colleges now work to make sure 
that, whatever else its students do or don’t 
learn, they graduate with a profound aware-
ness of, revulsion for, and dedication to revers-
ing the appalling violations committed against 
a fragile planet.

This rationale has ordered and directed 
what, in the wake of the post-1960s abandon-
ment of higher education’s prior civilizational 
mission, would have been a hodge-podge of 
course offerings. In Texas, for example, state 
law requires students at public universities 
to complete at least two courses in American 
history. According to a recent study by the 
National Association of Scholars (NAS), in 
78% of the eligible courses offered by the Uni-
versity of Texas at Austin, the majority of the 
readings are devoted to race, class, and gender. 
The six “special topics” courses offered in the 
semester NAS examined give an idea of the 
mix:

History of Mexican Americans in the
U.S.

Introduction to American Studies
The Black Power Movement
Mexican-American Women, 1910—

Present
Race and Revolution
The United States and Africa

The Hoover Institution’s Peter Berkow-
itz writes of modern academia more gener-
ally that “in class after class, students are 
exposed to debate that is largely restricted to 
progressive alternatives. Meanwhile, conser-

vative opinions are either blithely ignored or 
contemptuously dismissed.” This asymmetry 
manages to do a disservice to the Right and 
the Left, since students thus educated are 
prepared to revile but not refute arguments 
that challenge their professors’ own narrow 
certainties. As John Stuart Mill wrote in On 
Liberty, “He who knows only his own side of 
the case, knows little of that.”

The modern college’s mission is not con-
fined to the classroom, wherein students’ 
minds have been known to wander. Broad-
ening horizons to enhance comprehension 
of the different and neglected is a 24/7 en-
deavor. In 2007 the Foundation for Indi-
vidual Rights in Education (FIRE) revealed 
that the University of Delaware’s Office of 
Residence Life had embarked on an indoc-
trination program using techniques first em-
ployed, more gently, during Mao’s Cultural 
Revolution. All 7,000 students living in uni-
versity dormitories were required, as part of 
a commitment to sustainability, to report in-
dividually to resident advisors on their prog-
ress in a sequence of goals specified by the 
Office, including:

• Each student will recognize that 
systemic oppression exists in our 
society. (sophomore year)

• Each student will recognize the 
benefits of dismantling systems of 
oppression. (sophomore year)

• Each student will be able to utilize 
their [sic] knowledge of sustainabil-
ity to change their daily habits and 
consumer mentality. (junior year)

• Demonstrate civic engagement to-
ward the development of a sustain-
able society. (senior year)

The resident advisors monitoring prog-
ress toward these goals were upperclass—um, 
persons—who had been prepared for their 
assignments by the school’s professional staff 
members. Their “Diversity Facilitation Train-
ing” equipped the change-agent dorm advi-
sors to absorb such distinctions as:

A RACIST: A racist is one who is both 
privileged and socialized on the basis of 
race by a white supremacist (racist) sys-
tem. The term applies to all white people 
(i.e., people of European descent) living 
in the United States, regardless of class, 
gender, religion, culture or sexuality. By 
this definition, people of color cannot 
be racists, because as peoples within the 
U.S. system, they do not have the power 
to back up their prejudices, hostilities, 
or acts of discrimination....

REVERSE RACISM: A term created 
and used by white people to deny their 
white privilege. Those in denial use 
the term reverse racism to refer to hos-
tile behavior by people of color toward 
whites, and to affirmative action policies, 
which allegedly give “preferential treat-
ment” to people of color over whites. In 
the U.S., there is no such thing as “re-
verse racism.”

The Office of Residence Life’s sustainabil-
ity curriculum won awards from the Commis-
sion for Social Justice Educators of the Ameri-
can College Personnel Association, but played 
poorly with a wider audience. Within days 
after FIRE publicized it, and posted on its 
own website 500 pages of the program’s cur-
ricular material, the University of Delaware’s 
president suspended the program. In 2008 
the university unveiled a successor program, 
making a point of stating, “Students will not 
face penalties, perceived or real, for failing to 
engage in residential activities and programs. 
Staff and students will be aware that no activ-
ity in the residence halls is mandatory.”

Market Forces

Such tactical retreats signal oc-
casional victories by opponents of 
political correctness. The widespread 

use of “political correctness” is itself the big-
gest victory, and the failure of higher educa-
tion’s denizens to gauge sensibilities beyond 
the quad give rise to others. Earlier this year, 
for example, the Johns Hopkins University 
Student Government Association declined 
to recognize Voice for Life, an anti-abortion 
group, as an official student activity. (Stu-
dents for Justice in Palestine received official 
recognition at the same meeting.) Hopkins 

“is a private university,” one member of the 
Association explained it, “and as such, we 
have the right to protect our students from 
things that are uncomfortable.” After a 
month of bad publicity, including a George 
F. Will column decrying Johns Hopkins’s fer-
vent but selective commitment to “inclusion,” 
the university granted official recognition to 
Voice for Life.

More broadly, however, conservatives’ ex-
ertions have done nothing to dislodge sys-
temic politically correct educational practic-
es. The most aggravating part of this failure 
is not that it is an educational or political de-
feat. Conservatives have enough practice to 
take those in stride. What’s harder to explain 
and accept is that market forces, which con-
servatives believe to be powerful and salutary, 
have done so little to mitigate political cor-
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rectness. For most American families, send-
ing even one child through college is, after 
buying a home, the biggest financial commit-
ment they’ll ever make. One would suppose 
that students and their parents would be 
indignant about receiving, in return for the 
investment of so much time and money, the 
shoddy, bizarre, and blatantly tendentious 
offerings of the oppressed victims grievance 
industry.

From another perspective, the consum-
ers of the services rendered by America’s 
colleges and universities are the employ-
ers and post-graduate schools who hire and 
enroll the recent recipients of bachelor’s de-
grees. They, presumably, know and are un-
happy about those services, the low quality 
of which Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa 
documented in Academically Adrift: Limited 
Learning on College Campuses (2011). Their 
study, which tracked more than 2,300 stu-
dents at a variety of four-year colleges, found 
that 45% “did not demonstrate any signifi-
cant improvement in learning” during the 
first two years of college, and 36% did not do 
so over four years. “How much are students 
actually learning in contemporary higher 
education?” they ask. Not all that much, it 
appears. For many undergraduates, “drift-
ing through college without a clear sense of 
purpose is readily apparent.” The employ-
ers of recent graduates whose competencies 
include dismantling systems of oppression, 
but not writing coherent paragraphs, are un-
likely to be our higher educational system’s 
biggest fans.

And yet, none of these deficiencies seems 
to matter. Ever increasing numbers of Ameri-
cans go to college. According to the Depart-
ment of Education, the proportion of all 
Americans between the ages of 18 and 24 en-
rolled in post-secondary education (including 
two- and four-year colleges as well as trade 
schools) increased from 35% in 2000 to 41% 
in 2010. The growth in the ranks of “non-
traditional” students, those 25 and over, was 
even faster.

What’s more, while colleges are teaching 
students less and less they are charging them 
more and more. Adjusted for inflation, the 
cost of tuition plus room and board at a 4-year 
public college or university was 46% higher in 
2010 than in 2000, and 84% higher than in 
1990. Those costs at private institutions have 
grown more slowly—2010 levels were 18% 
higher than in 2000 and 49% higher than in 
1990—but from a much higher starting point. 
A private school still costs twice as much as a 
public one.

As has been well documented and wide-
ly decried, rising college costs have caused 

growing, and often shocking, student debt. 
Authors Andrew Hacker and Claudia Drei-
fus reported in The Atlantic in 2011 that the 
$1 trillion owed on student loans exceeds the 
total balances due on all Americans’ credit 
cards. Two-thirds of undergraduates borrow 
to pay for their education, and the average 
amount they owed two years ago was $27,650. 
When, however, “personal circumstances go 
wrong, as can happen in a recession, interest, 
late payment penalties, and other charges 
can bring the tab up to $100,000.” On the 
theory that mortgage lenders can repossess 
homes, which retain some market value, but 
college lenders cannot recoup any part of 
their bad debts by repossessing diplomas, 
student loans are not dischargeable in bank-
ruptcy. To fall far behind in repaying them 
means, as one official tells Hacker and Drei-
fus, “You will be hounded for life.” Lenders 
will “garnish your wages. They will intercept 
your tax refunds,” and can revoke profes-
sional licenses and garnish Social Security 
checks.

Many young people who start college con-
clude they aren’t cut out for it, academically 
or socially; or can’t sustain the financial ob-
ligations; or find the advent of adult respon-
sibilities, such as rearing children, makes 
studying impossible. They quit, and then 
end up with the worst of both worlds: debt 
but no diploma. A Department of Educa-
tion study tracked a representative sample of 
students who in 2003 began working toward 
either a technical certificate or a two-year or 
four-year college degree. After six academic 
years, 49% had earned some kind of creden-
tial, 15% were still pursuing one, and 36% 
had left post-secondary schooling without 
any degree or certificate. Debts incurred by 
the third group, as well as by those in the sec-
ond group who will never finish school, are 
no more dischargeable than degree recipients’ 
liabilities. One professor recently wrote, “I 
used to say that in academia one at least did 
very little harm. Now I feel like a pimp for 
loan sharks.”

The Credentials Business

How do all the other tenured, 
morally self-congratulatory educa-
tors live with the knowledge that 

many of their students, after having had their 
narrow certainties and provincial visions bro-
ken down, face years of indentured servitude? 
We can begin to understand by thinking of 
the 2,774 U.S. institutions that (as of 2010) 
grant bachelor’s degrees as being in the cre-
dentials business rather than the education 
business. The Daily Beast’s Megan McArdle, 
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summarizing an interview with economist 
Bryan Caplan, points out that it’s “actually 
fairly easy to get a Princeton education for 
free, as long as you don’t want the degree: just 
walk in off the street and sit in on the classes. 
It’s unlikely that a professor will kick you out, 
or even notice.” No one does this, of course, 
since no matter how much you might have 
learned auditing courses, your degree-less self 
will fare no better in the job market than will 
the next autodidact.

Many students do the opposite, however: 
earning, or in any case receiving, college de-
grees after learning as little as possible. After 
all, writes McArdle, college students “cheer 
when class is cancelled. This makes no sense 
if the goal is accumulation of human capital. 
In no other business are customers excited to 
get less than they were promised.”

Large public universities, where millions 
of Americans enroll, are especially conducive 
to the avoidance of intellectual exertion and 
achievement. As John Merrow, a journalist 
specializing in education, discovered in 2005 
after investigating academic life at the Uni-
versity of Arizona, “learning seems to be op-
tional.” Many undergraduates, in the words 
of one administrator he interviewed, are 

“‘maze smart’—they have figured out what 
they have to do to get through: buy the book, 
find out what’s going to be on the exam and 
stay invisible.” Another spoke of the “mutual 
nonaggression pact,” in which the professor 
gives the students high grades for mediocre 
work, and the students give the professor 
generous evaluations for indifferent teaching. 
As Arizona’s dean of students acknowledged, 
“We have a lot of students whose motivation 
for coming here is to get a good job. They 
think, ‘How do I get the grades?’ instead of 
trying to learn.”

Such prosaic concerns were less pressing in 
the long decades before higher education’s de-
mocratization. A disproportionate number of 
the small group of Americans who attended 
college were young men with three last names 
followed by Roman numerals, and the assur-
ance of living off their family’s accumulated 
wealth. The era of expansion that started with 
the G.I. Bill rested on the conviction, end-
lessly repeated publicly and privately, that 
a college degree was the way to get ahead in 
America. Left unsaid was that it was the way 
to get ahead…of those who had not gone to 
college. College was indeed a good investment 
of time and money in 1960, when only one out 
of every 13 American adults had a bachelor’s 
degree.

Now that the day is at hand when one out 
of every three will have a B.A., the calculus 
is different. Going to college is becoming one 

of those good ideas that turns into a bad idea 
when too many other people have the same 
idea—like leaving town early before a three-
day weekend to avoid the traffic jam, thereby 
helping cause and becoming part of the traffic 
jam you left to avoid. Credentials “are a zero-
sum game,” McArdle writes, and as a result, 

“getting more people into college simply means 
more competition for a limited number of 
well-paying jobs.”

If you don’t believe her ask Landon Crider, 
who makes $10 an hour as a “runner,” schlep-
ping documents back and forth between the 
courthouse and the office of his employer, an 
Atlanta law firm. The firm, according to the 
New York Times, “hires only people with a 
bachelor’s degree,” even if they’ll be discharg-
ing the simplest duties, in the belief that they 
are “ just more career-oriented,” as the man-
aging partner explained. College graduates 
have made “a real commitment to their fu-
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tures,” he says, and are “not just looking for 
a paycheck.” Crider, 24, prefers his work for 
the firm to washing rental cars, the job he had 
immediately after graduating from Geor-
gia State University. The firm’s receptionist 
makes $37,000—more than Crider—but ran 
up $100,000 in student loans while getting 
a degree in fashion and retail management 
from the Art Institute of Atlanta. “I will 
probably never see the end of that bill,” she 
says.

Just as monetary inflation is the result of 
too many dollars chasing too few goods, “de-
gree inflation” occurs when too many cre-
dentials chase too few jobs. As the bachelor’s 
degree, per se, becomes an ever more rickety 
ladder to the middle class, the emphasis has 
shifted to getting into a good college—which 
is always understood to mean a highly selec-
tive one. Anxious parents, who sign up their 
children for College Board prep courses and 
frantic rounds of application-strengthening 

One would suppose 
that students and 

their parents would be 
indignant about the 
shoddy, bizarre, and 
blatantly tendentious 

offerings of the oppressed 
victims grievance 

industry.
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Well, the Journal reporter wondered, what 
about all the, you know, school stuff? Several 
recruiters expressed doubt that “course con-
tent makes much difference.” One from Mi-
crosoft said, in effect, we don’t hire Wharton 
and Stanford graduates to avail ourselves of 
the insights and skills they acquired in the 
classroom. “In fact, we usually have to unlearn 
them of some of the things they pick up in 
those programs.” Indeed, the article reports, 

“few recruiters say the M.B.A. education it-
self is the primary reason for hiring M.B.A.s. 
‘We’re buying more of what they already have 
than what they learned,’” according to a con-
sulting firm’s recruiter.

Thus, according to another dean, “We’re 
not exactly an employment agency, but it 
comes pretty close.” Matter-of-factly rather 
than regretfully, a consultant says a corpora-
tion receiving 500 résumés every week neces-
sarily relies on the business schools to sort 
that avalanche. “Between applicants eager to 
pursue an M.B.A. and top schools’ high ad-
mission standards, she says, ‘all you have left 
is the cream of the crop.’” Anyone bright and 
motivated enough to get into a highly selec-
tive business school, and then possessing the 
discipline needed to color inside the lines long 
enough to get through it, is bright and mo-
tivated enough to be a serious candidate for 

employment. (McArdle recalls attending an 
orientation session when she began her MBA 
program at the University of Chicago, where 
an official told the students, “We could put 
you on a cruise ship for the next two years 
and it wouldn’t matter.”) The crucial service 
the business schools render to their custom-
ers, both students and the organizations that 
hire them, takes place in the admissions of-
fice, not the classroom. The business schools’ 
customers don’t believe that anything partic-
ularly important has been taught or learned, 
but that degrees have been awarded to stu-
dents carefully, successfully screened for the 
qualities big corporations and banks need 
most acutely. 

To generalize from the most selective busi-
ness schools to America’s entire credentials-
industrial complex is to concur with Nicholas 
Lemann that “our universities have evolved 
into a national personnel department.” In 
The Big Test: The Secret History of the Ameri-
can Meritocracy (1999), he chronicles and de-
plores the unintended consequence of democ-
ratizing higher education since World War 
II: America has become more, not less, rigidly 
hierarchical. “The reason for the crush at the 
gates of selective universities is that people 
believe admission can confer lifelong prestige, 
comfort, and safety.”

extracurricular activities, are exultant upon 
learning they’ve been given the opportunity to 
pay a famous college $200,000 over the next 
four years. Surely, if market forces mean any-
thing at all, those customers ought to be vigi-
lant against an academic experience for their 
children that’s suffused with the intellectually 
ephemeral and politically belabored. 

National Personnel Department

To understand why demand for a 
rigorous education that presents a va-
riety of perspectives fairly is so faint, 

consider a 1995 Wall Street Journal article 
about Masters of Business Administration 
programs at the nation’s most highly regarded 
business schools. It described how course-
work was becoming a peripheral concern as 
students devoted most of their time to “doz-
ens of corporate presentations, career-club 
meetings, résumé-writing seminars and re-
cruiter-sponsored parties.” “We practice what 
we teach,” one dean explained, which meant 
viewing “students and recruiters alike as ‘cus-
tomers’ who must be served.” The students 
want good jobs, the recruiters want hard-
working, hyper-smart employees, and it turns 
out neither desire necessarily has much to do 
with the classes offered.



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2013 
Page 17

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Inclusivity and Exclusivity

Higher education has dual roles 
in modern America: acting as the 
nation’s self-appointed moral con-

science; while sorting adolescents, on the ba-
sis of youthful promise measured (or mismea-
sured) by aptitude tests and admissions offices, 
into the economic and social strata they are 
likely to occupy for the rest of their lives. The 
two mesh awkwardly. Lemann believes the 
most selective institutions, in particular, are 
afflicted with “a somewhat oxymoronic liberal 
elitism—a fierce, competitive protectiveness 
toward their privileged position combined 
with discomfort over their role as a generator 
of wondrous economic advancement for their 
graduates.”

The new report “What Does Bowdoin 
Teach?,” produced by the National Associa-
tion of Scholars, found much to criticize at 
the Maine liberal arts college, including a 
pervasive commitment to “inclusivity.” The 
week the report was released in April, Bow-
doin’s student newspaper ran a story head-
lined, “College Boasts New Record With 
14.5 Percent Acceptance Rate.” The figure is 
an improvement upon 2012’s results, when 
a mere 83.9% of Bowdoin applicants, as op-
posed to the current 85.5%, were sent rejec-

This belief does not need to be well found-
ed to be powerful. An unemployed engineer 
recently decided to send his daughter to New 
York University (her first choice) even though 
it would entail: a) accepting a financial aid 
package that leaves the family obligated to pay 
NYU 32,000 saved or borrowed dollars each 
year; and b) rejecting a full scholarship from 
Rutgers. It was, almost certainly, a huge, un-
necessary mistake. According to a National 
Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) study 
by Stacy Berg Dale and Alan Krueger, “Stu-
dents who attended more selective colleges do 
not earn more than other students who were 
accepted and rejected by comparable schools 
but attended less selective colleges.” The tra-
jectory of the engineer’s daughter’s life is, by 
virtue of the abilities and ambition that won 
her acceptance at NYU in the first place, like-
ly to be little different from what it would have 
been had she gone to Rutgers—and saved her 
family and herself more than $100,000. We 
can safely assume, however, that no one in 
the NYU admissions or financial aid offices 
informed this girl or her parents about the 
NBER’s strong argument against attending 
a school you can’t afford. As Upton Sinclair 
said, “It is difficult to get a man to understand 
something, when his salary depends upon his 
not understanding it.”
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tion letters. The increase did not result from 
admitting fewer students than in the past, 
but from receiving “an all-time high of 7,052 
applicants,” 5% more than in the previous 
year. The dean of admissions ascribes the 
increase to the fact that Bowdoin is “getting 
better and better known as a really fantastic 
place.”

Colleges operate on the same principle 
Tom Sawyer employed to get Aunt Polly’s 
fence painted: “to make a man or a boy covet 
a thing, it is only necessary to make the thing 
difficult to attain.” The way to go from being 
categorized by U.S. News and World Report 
as “selective” (e.g., Illinois College) to “more 
selective” (e.g. Colby College) to “most selec-
tive” (e.g. Bowdoin, Amherst, and Williams) 
is to receive more applications for the same 
number of freshman class openings. The in-
centive, then, is for colleges to generate more 
applications from kids they do want to admit 
by encouraging more applications from kids 
they don’t want to admit. Rejecting a larger 
number of applicants for the same number 
of openings reduces a college’s acceptance 
rate, which many teenagers, parents, and high 
school guidance counselors, along with U.S. 
News and World Report, take as evidence that 
a particular school must be a really fantastic 
place.
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For all their brochures and seminars laud-
ing inclusivity, then, the core principle of the 
most selective colleges and universities is ex-
clusivity. Those who attend an “Ivy League 
or equivalent school,” writes literary critic 
William Deresiewicz, who received degrees 
from Columbia and has taught at Yale, spend 
four years being flattered as “the best and the 
brightest,” the clear implication being that ev-
eryone else is “something else: less good, less 
bright.”

There is nothing wrong with taking 
pride in one’s intellect or knowledge. 
There is something wrong with the 
smugness and self-congratulation that 
elite schools connive at from the mo-
ment the fat envelopes come in the mail. 
From orientation to graduation, the 
message is implicit in every tone of voice 
and tilt of the head, every old-school 
tradition, every article in the student 
paper, every speech from the dean. The 
message is: You have arrived. Welcome 
to the club. And the corollary is equally 
clear: You deserve everything your pres-
ence here is going to enable you to get. 
When people say that students at elite 
schools have a strong sense of entitle-
ment, they mean that those students 
think they deserve more than other 
people because their SAT scores are 
higher.

Any of the two dozen or so institutions 
that reject over 80% of their applicants could 
demonstrate a matchless commitment to in-
clusivity by reducing admissions to a simple, 
two-step process. First, administer to all who 
apply a test designed to identify those highly 
likely to complete the course of study. Second, 
forswear all criteria other than random selec-
tion to determine which applicants, among 
those who passed the test, will receive ac-
ceptance letters. The resulting student body 
would be maximally diverse and inclusive.

No school does this, or ever will. A pres-
tigious college assembling a freshman class 
is determining its institutional character not 
just for the next four years but the next 40. 
The “purpose of Yale College,” writes Dere-
siewicz, “is to manufacture Yale alumni. Of 
course, for the system to work, those alumni 
need money.” Elite colleges that want to re-
main elite and aspire to become even more 
elite are “strongly invested in fostering insti-
tutional loyalty” among their alumni. And for 
that loyalty to have practical rather than just 
sentimental value, it’s important that many 
students pursue lucrative careers in “law, 
medicine, or business, and elite universities 

are not going to do anything to discourage the 
large percentage of their graduates who take 
their degrees to Wall Street.”

Hunters and Gatherers

Such colleges’ admissions officers, 
then, are not solely or even particularly 
concerned with identifying the 18-year-

olds most likely to write impressive term pa-
pers about endangered species or the exploita-
tion of indigenous peoples. Rather, the officers’ 
burden is to divine which adolescents will be 
most beneficial to the college over the coming 
decades. The goal is to assemble an entering 
class that, over time, yields the ideal mix of 
hunters and gatherers, who will give the col-
lege, respectively, cash and cachet. Hunters 
possess or acquire wealth. Gatherers—lib-
eral-arts majors who pursue liberal-arts lives 
as educators, artists, or activists—do noble, 
fascinating, or quirky things supplying grist 
for inspirational convocation addresses and 

of “naming opportunities” for professorships 
or buildings. According to the U.S. News and 
World Report profile, 45.9% of Bowdoin un-
dergraduates receive need-based financial aid. 
(To the college’s great credit, it gives none of 
that aid in the form of loans, and all of it as 
grants, scholarships, or student employment.) 
This means two things. First, 54.1% of Bow-
doin students are not receiving need-based 
financial aid. Take away the subset receiving 
merit-based scholarships, and the rest are 

“full-pays,” students whose families wrote a 
check for $56,128 to cover tuition, room, and 
board in the 2012-13 academic year. Parents 
able to write four such checks are often able 
to write others. Unless, improbably, Bowdoin 
is markedly more diffident and disorganized 
than comparable institutions, it has develop-
ment officers whose job is to figure out who 
those parents are, how much they can donate, 
and how best to seek and secure those dona-
tions. The appeals usually begin before, some-
times long before, the full-pay student has 
graduated. Other development officers will 
labor to weave together and strengthen the 
bonds of affection connecting the college to 
such families, and then to the graduates who 
go forth. The effort and ingenuity devoted to 
such cultivation will be carefully calibrated to 
the “giving capacity” of the various “prospects.” 
They call it development for a reason.

Second, the grants and scholarships 
awarded to the other 45.9%—with an aver-
age value of $35,975, according to U.S. News 
and World—need to be understood as calcu-
lated, strategic investments, rather than sim-
ply benefactions. Colleges today use finan-
cial aid as a form of price discrimination, a 
means of tailoring what they charge various 
customers. One reason it’s feasible is that col-
lege admissions are not exchangeable goods. If 
Bowdoin gives me a $35,975 discount on its 
$56,128 sticker price, I can’t turn around and 
sell you the $20,153 ticket that’s going get me 
into freshman orientation for $55,128, mak-
ing a $34,975 profit while saving you $1,000. 
Rather, you’ll have to work out your own deal 
with the college.

From the college’s perspective, determin-
ing how much financial aid to offer each ap-
plicant requires answering, or making the 
best possible guesses about, some important 
questions: first, how much help does a par-
ticular applicant need to come to our college? 
The answer will depend not only on the fam-
ily’s resources, which can be gauged from the 
standard financial aid application, but also 
our assessment of how ardently the applicant 
wants to come to our college, rather than 
some other. To confer a $35,975 discount 
on an applicant who would have come to our 

terrific cover stories in the alumni magazine. 
Their careers impress prospective students 
and their parents, and reassure even the most 
bored or dyspeptic alumni that, by virtue of 
sharing a college bond with such characters, 
they too must be reasonably noble, fascinat-
ing, and quirky. The 43 Bowdoin alumni serv-
ing on its board of trustees present a state-of-
the-art hunter-gatherer admixture: managing 
partners and top executives of law and invest-
ment firms, with a sprinkling of teachers and 
founders of non-profit organizations.

Colleges become whom they hire and ad-
mit, so it’s crucial to get those decisions right. 
Bowdoin, for example, did not amass a $900 
million endowment by holding bake sales. (Ac-
cording to a calculation made last year, Bow-
doin's endowment, relative to its enrollment, 
was the 21st largest in the nation, meaning it 
has more endowment dollars per student than 
such universities as Duke, Northwestern, Co-
lumbia, and Cornell.) Colleges covet students 
who are, or someday will be, able to make “lead 
gifts” in capital campaigns, or avail themselves 

Going to college is 
becoming one of those 
good ideas that turns 

into a bad idea when too 
many other people have 

the same idea.
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college even if we had offered only $25,975 
means we have $10,000 less to offer than we 
otherwise would. For the lack of it, we could 
lose another applicant who decides to go 
elsewhere.

Second, when we’re deciding which dis-
counts to offer which applicants, we need 
to ask: how much do we want each of them? 
Rutgers, for example, wanted the girl who 
ended up going to NYU enough to enroll her, 
in effect, for free. How much we want each 
plausible applicant, in turn, depends on the 
admissions office’s judgments about the pros-
pect that each applicant will help constitute 
an incoming class that makes the campus 
a stimulating, congenial, impressive place 
for the next four years; then will help make 
alumni gatherings further affirmations of the 
college’s value; and, finally, will increase the 

likelihood that appeals from the development 
office will be increasingly and on occassion 
even spectacularly fruitful.

Parlor Liberals

There’s so little market pressure 
against the advance of political correct-
ness in higher education, then, because 

colleges and their customers are mutually in-
vested in defending the institution’s reputa-
tion and burnishing its prestige. The students, 
parents, and alumni disturbed by slanted 
course offerings and kangaroo court practices, 
such as those whereby Duke University dis-
tinguished itself seven years ago when mem-
bers of its lacrosse team were falsely accused 
of rape, find it easier—safer—to let all that 
pass than to make a fuss. It would diminish 

the value of Most Selective U.’s acceptance 
letters and diplomas if it were to wind up be-
ing regarded as only marginally saner than a 
combination playpen and reeducation camp 
like Antioch College. Employers, we have 
seen, don’t hire Most Selective graduates to 
get the benefit of what the students learned in 
class but of what the admissions office learned 
about the students during the application pro-
cess. As long as Most Selective’s faculty and 
administration do nothing so outlandish and 
thoroughgoing as to compromise its ability to 
attract, vet, and retain bright and ambitious 
kids, all concerned will be motivated to make 
a small rather than a big deal about political 
correctness.

The bad news, for conservatives, is that 
these mutually reinforcing interests mean the 
efforts to put politically correct educators and 
colleges on the defensive are unlikely to make 
more headway in coming years than they have 
over the past 20. Groups like NAS, FIRE, the 
American Council of Trustees and Alumni, 
and the Intercollegiate Studies Institute have 
labored mightily to name and shame the agit-
prop courses and thuggish speech codes. The 
skirmishes they’ve won caused college presi-
dents and public relations directors sleepless 
nights and embarrassing retreats, but have not 
catalyzed more fundamental reforms at any 
of the institutions disposed to be, in former 
U.S. Assistant Secretary of Education Ches-
ter Finn’s phrase, islands of repression in a sea 
of freedom. In short, the quality and determi-
nation of the anti-P.C. campaign have been 
exemplary, but it’s hard to see what conserva-
tives could do better or different than they’ve 
already done, or how either more of the same 
or anything new will turn the tide.

The less bad news is that political correct-
ness will turn out to be more fatuous than 
dangerous if, as appears to be the case, few of 
its producers and consumers take it all that 
seriously. New York Times columnist Ross 
Douthat’s chronicle of his undergraduate od-
yssey, Privilege: Harvard and the Education of 
the Ruling Class (2005), makes the distinction 
between “street liberals” and “parlor liberals.” 
For the former, “Protests and activism aren’t 
just hobbies…or a chance to go slumming 
with the working class—they’re a way of life. 
Call them fools, if you will, but not hypo-
crites.” Parlor liberals, by contrast,

sit comfortably on the left of the Ameri-
can political spectrum, believing in gun 
control and gay rights, in affirmative 
action and abortion, in a multilateral 
foreign policy and a significant social 
safety net, and they will likely vote 
Democratic until they die. Yet there 
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college safety mandates; modern risk
management and prevention prac-
tices; and the explosion in college
safety and wellness issues (suicide, 
active shooter violence, sexual assault,
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core vision of the first edition. The

second edition also addresses the disturbing rise of a new
nemesis of the facilitator university  —  “Compliance U.”
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“Ronald Collins’ wonderful new
book not only explores the life and in-
tellectual contribution of a remarkable
lawyer, Floyd Abrams, but also, in so
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that underlie all of First Amendment 
jurisprudence. As Collins makes abun-
dantly clear, Floyd Abrams has long
advocated for a nuanced version of the
First Amendment, and his advocacy

has largely, if not completely, carried the day.”
— Paul M. Smith, Partner, Jenner & Block, Chair of the 
Appellate and Supreme Court Practice and Co-Chair of the
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is still something conservative about 
them. They are creatures of their class, 
not would-be traitors to it, and they are 
deeply uncomfortable with radicalism 
in any form…. Parlor liberals are ulti-
mately well disposed to the world and to 
their privileged place in it, believing that 
what injustices there are can be righted 
without too much political upheaval 
and unrest, and perhaps even without 
raising taxes.

The hyper-ambitious kids who wind up 
as undergraduates at the Most Selectives 
wouldn’t have made it through the daunting 
obstacle course to admission if they weren’t 
very, very good at following instructions. 
Most of them will dutifully parrot all the pi-
eties about breaking down narrow, provincial 
certainties before going on to their comfort-
able Mandarin careers and lives, from which 
they will look back on their extravagant mo-
ments of youthful political posturing with 
rueful irony. Even many who were in the 
subset of insufferable overachievers—the 
kids who thrust their hands in the air one 
nanosecond after every question the professor 
asks—will qualify and ultimately abandon 
their street liberalism. Douthat notes that 
Lemann himself, as an undergraduate in the 
1970s, wrote hand-wringing Harvard Crimson 
editorials about the Khmer Rouge, deploring 
their methods while doubting whether Amer-
ican liberals possessed the moral authority to 
condemn Indochina’s “staunch nationalists, 
socialists, remakers of their own society.” Le-
mann proposes several large-scale reforms 
of our meritocracy in The Big Test, but none 
of them involves driving urban dwellers into 
America’s countryside for spiritual purifica-
tion and beheadings.

Parlor liberals like their liberalism, then, 
but they like their parlors, too. The Most Se-
lectives’ graduates will have learned from ob-
serving their deans and professors that smart 
people can always devise justifications for 
having both. This facility makes it impossible 
to figure out where, in the politically correct 
university, extremism leaves off and careerism 
begins.

Skin in the Game

Although professors and deans 
have been busy polishing sermons 
against systemic exploitation, for ex-

ample, it cannot have escaped their notice that 
since the 1970s America has had an enor-
mous over-supply of Ph.D.s, especially in the 
humanities. Rebecca Schuman, the recent re-
cipient of a doctorate in German literature, re-

lates that about 150 scholars with that creden-
tial will apply for each of the ten tenure-track 
teaching jobs that open up in any given year. 
All those not hired end up with “adjunct po-
sitions: benefit-free, office-free academic ser-
vitude in which you will earn $18,000 a year 
for the rest of your life.” Some are even less 
fortunate, like the woman who owed $80,000 
in student loans by the time she finished her 
Ph.D. at Columbia. Upon finding no academ-
ic or other work allowing both rent and loan 
payments, the aspiring professor took the op-
tion she considered least bad by going to work 
for an escort service. Many, then, will come to 
agree with Schuman—graduate school “will 
ruin your life.”

Such lives have not been ruined in vain. 
It has been clear for decades that no college 
classroom in America would lack for a pro-
fessor if most graduate programs were shut 
down. They remain open because the reserve 
army of underemployed scholars has become 
indispensible to furnishing the academic 
parlor. It is prestigious for an institution to 
have graduate programs, and an admission 
of defeat for it to close them. Many profes-
sors like teaching graduate students, more 
mature and committed to an academic field 
than undergraduates. And, most important, 
the ready availability of adjuncts allows col-
leges of all kinds to sell credit hours cheaply 
and flexibly, adding or dropping courses at 
the last moment as enrollment dictates. Af-
ter all, students enrolled in adjuncts’ courses 
pay the same tuition as students taught by 
full professors.

There has been talk of reducing student 
loan obligations for graduates (or dropouts) 
with lower incomes. Any such reform would 
shift some of the burden for disastrous educa-
tional and career choices, now borne entirely 
by the former student, to lenders and taxpay-
ers, assuming—as we can with an extremely 
high degree of confidence—that government 
will subsidize the program. It would be fairer, 
though, if educational institutions also had 
some skin in the game. As it stands, Georgia 
State University and the Art Institute of At-
lanta have every incentive to sell as many bach-
elor’s degrees as the market will bear. If they, 
too, paid a price when their graduates wound 
up trying to pay off student loans on a runner 
or receptionist’s salary, they might well revise 
their course offerings and admissions policies. 
Similarly, universities might at long last eu-
thanize redundant graduate programs if they 
faced financial penalties when their students 
came to find that a doctoral dissertation on, 
say, Peruvian folk-dancing and the subversion 
of heteronormativity, leads only to a career as 
an adjunct—or an escort. 

More generally, it would be good if people 
who wanted to demonstrate to prospective 
employers that they are smart and motivated 
had a cheaper, less protracted way to send 
that signal than by earning a bachelor’s de-
gree. The credentials-industrial complex is 
understandably delighted to have this huge 
captive market. By holding hostage the cre-
dential job-seekers need, colleges can sell all 
sorts of courses for which there would other-
wise be no demand or justification. Colleges 
keep raising tuition, according to economist 
Richard Vedder, mostly because they can.

There is now great promise that online 
education will supplant or transform much 
of what colleges offer. Conservatives are en-
thused about the prospect the internet will lay 
siege to higher education as it has to the me-
dia, that other fortress of liberal sanctimony. 
(The market capitalization of the New York 
Times Company has declined from $7 billion 
in 2002 to about $1 billion today.) Professors 
furiously oppose competing against other, 
more famous professors at distant institu-
tions, or seeing the 120-credit hour bachelor’s 
degree program broken up into customized 
packages, the way the iPod made it possible to 
buy particular songs without paying for entire 
albums. We can expect their efforts to thwart 
web-based education will succeed as impres-
sively as the typewriter industry’s heroic stand 
against the personal computer, or John Hen-
ry’s against the steam-powered hammer.

But online instruction is likely to prevail 
only secondarily because it is technologically 
possible, and primarily because drastically re-
shaping higher education is economically and 
socially necessary. “The chief aim of school,” 
Lemann writes, “should be not to sort out but 
to teach as many people as possible as well as 
possible, equipping them for both work and 
citizenship.” That aim is betrayed, not ad-
vanced, by fitting millions of different people 
and aspirations into the one-size-fits-all bach-
elor’s program. Its reconfiguration will force 
many current professors, in fashion and retail 
management as well as departments of victi-
mology, to find honest work, but also relieve 
young people from the burden of acquiring 
expensive credentials for careers that have 
only the most tenuous connection to anything 
taught in today’s college classroom. American 
higher education, established and expanded 
for admirable reasons, has itself now become a 
system of oppression that needs and deserves 
to be dismantled.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books and the author of Never 
Enough: America’s Limitless Welfare State 
(Encounter Books).



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2013 
Page 22

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

M.A.
POLITICS

PH.D. 
POLITICS

FOR MORE INFORMATION OR TO APPLY

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

THE FACULTY

Larry P. Arnn

Mickey Craig

Robert Eden

John W. Grant

Will Morrisey

Ronald J. Pestritto

Kevin Portteus

Paul Rahe

Kevin Slack

Thomas G. West

GRADUATE SCHOOL 
OF STATESMANSHIP

Hillsdale College

A FIRST PRINCIPLES APPROACH 

TO GR ADUATE EDUCATION IN 

POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY AND 

AMERICAN POLITICS

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

HC_GradSchool_ClaremontAd_4-13.indd   1 4/4/13   4:32 PM



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2013 
Page 23

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Tested by Zion 
The Bush Administration and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

EL L I O T T AB R A M S

$29.99: Hardback: 978-1-107-03119-7: 347 pp.

“Elliott Abrams played a major role in the development of  Mid-East policy during the Bush administration. 
He has written an excellent account that will be an invaluable source for future historians and for all who 
want to understand one of  the most important chapters of  that era.” 

— Richard B. Cheney, Former Vice President of  the United States

Power and Willpower in the American Future 
Why the United States Is Not Destined to Decline

RO B E RT J.  LI E B E R

$90.00: Hardback: 978-1-107-01068-0: 190 pp.
$24.99: Paperback: 978-0-521-28127-0

“Robert Lieber’s clear, concise, and provocative analysis will become the starting point for the debate about 
the most important global issue of  the next ten years: the future of  American power in the world.” 

— Michael Mandelbaum, Christian A. Herter Professor of  American Foreign Policy, 
The Johns Hopkins School of  Advanced International Studies; co-author of  That Used To Be Us: 
How America Fell Behind in the World It Invented and How We Can Come Back

Proconsuls 
Delegated Political-Military Leadership from Rome to America Today

CA R N E S LO R D

$99.00: Hardback: 978-1-107-00961-5: 255 pp.
$29.99: Paperback: 978-0-521-25469-4

“Many observers have noted with unease the rise of  America’s combatant commanders as figures who 
often seem to overshadow their civilian masters in Washington; until now, no one has studied them in the 
depth, or with the historical perspective of  Carnes Lord. An important contribution to the literature on 
civil-military relations, and, one hopes, to the rethinking of  America’s national security architecture.” 

— Eliot A. Cohen, Robert E. Osgood Professor of  Strategic Studies, 
Johns Hopkins School of  Advanced International Studies

Slavery, Abortion, and the Politics of 
Constitutional Meaning 

JU S T I N BU C K L E Y DY E R

$90.00: Hardback: 978-1-107-03194-4: 208 pp.
$29.99: Paperback: 978-1-107-68074-6

One particularly contentious dispute in American constitutional politics concerns the relevance of  
American slavery to the ongoing abortion debates. In Slavery, Abortion, and the Politics of  Constitutional 
Meaning, Justin Buckley Dyer unpacks this controversy, dispelling many long held myths along the way. 
Dyer takes the reader on a trip through two centuries of  American history, law, and political philosophy 
to show how slavery and abortion are historically, philosophically, and legally intertwined in the United 
States. No serious participant in the abortion debates can afford to ignore this fascinating, provocative, and 
wide-ranging study.

Outstanding Titles from Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org/us
@CambUP_PoliSci 

Prices subject to change.



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2013 
Page 24

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

If someone had predicted a year ago 
that Oxford University Press would pub-
lish a book with the subtitle Why the Ma-

terialist Neo-Darwinian Conception of Nature 
is Almost Certainly False, I might have won-
dered what alternate universe he was inhabit-
ing. But Oxford did publish it, and the after-
shocks among the intellectual elite have yet 
to abate.

The book’s author, philosopher Thomas 
Nagel, is a professor at New York Univer-
sity and the recipient of numerous awards 
and honors, including an honorary doctorate 
from Oxford University; fellowships from the 
National Science Foundation and the Na-
tional Endowment for the Humanities; and 
elections to such august bodies as the Ameri-
can Academy of Arts and Sciences and the 
American Philosophical Society. It is a tes-
tament to Professor Nagel’s stature that his 
critique of Darwinian theory was allowed to 
be published at all. But his stature has not im-
munized him from a flood of abuse and even 
suggestions of creeping senility.

It’s not often that a book by a professional 
philosopher attracts the notice—let alone 
the ire—of the cultural powers-that-be. One 

can think of Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the 
American Mind in the 1980s, but other exam-
ples are hard to come by. At any rate, Mind 
and Cosmos is well on its way to becoming a 
book that can’t be ignored by the thinking 
public. Thus far, it has been denounced in 
the Nation and the Huffington Post, dubbed 
the “most despised science book of 2012” by 
the London Guardian, defended in the New 
Republic (where Nagel’s critics were blasted as 
“Darwinist dittoheads” and a “mob of materi-
alists”), subjected to a feature story in the New 
York Times, and put on the cover of the Weekly 
Standard, which depicted Nagel being burned 
alive, surrounded by a cabal of demonic-look-
ing men in hoods. 

The author has attracted special displea-
sure from the powers-that-be for using Mind 
and Cosmos to praise intelligent design propo-
nents such as biochemist Michael Behe and 
philosopher of science Stephen Meyer. As 
the New York Times explained, many of Na-
gel’s fellow academics view him unfavorably 

“not just for the specifics of his arguments but 
also for what they see as a dangerous sympa-
thy for intelligent design.” Now there is a re-
vealing comment: academics, typically blasé 

about everything from justifications of infan-
ticide to pedophilia, have concluded that it is 

“dangerous” to give a hearing to scholars who 
think nature displays evidence of intelligent 
design. 

Unfortunately for nagel, he is a 
serial offender when it comes to lis-
tening to the purveyors of such dis-

reputable ideas. In 2009, he even chose Sig-
nature in the Cell: DNA and the Evidence for 
Intelligent Design as a book of the year for the 
Times Literary Supplement. Written by Ste-
phen Meyer, Signature in the Cell made the 
case for purpose in nature from the existence 
of the digital information embedded in our 
DNA. After being denounced by one scien-
tist, Nagel dryly recommended that he should 

“hold his nose and have a look at the book” be-
fore dismissing it.

Nagel now insists in Mind and Cosmos 
that “the defenders of intelligent design de-
serve our gratitude for challenging a scientific 
worldview that owes some of the passion dis-
played by its adherents precisely to the fact 
that it is thought to liberate us from religion.” 
He adds that he thinks this anti-religious, 

Book Review by John G. West

Dissent of Man
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materialist worldview “is ripe for displace-
ment”—although he himself remains an un-
repentant atheist.

Nagel rejects the positive argument for 
intelligent design because he thinks it neces-
sitates theism, which he dismisses. His pre-
ferred alternative is teleology that is an irre-
ducible part of nature, “a cosmic predisposi-
tion to the formation of life, consciousness, 
and the value that is inseparable from them.” 
Nagel confesses that he is “not confident that 
this Aristotelian idea of teleology without in-
tention makes sense, but I do not at the mo-
ment see why it doesn’t.”

For all of the discussion and debate 
provoked by his book, he ultimately of-
fers a rather simple, if profound, objec-

tion to Darwinism: “Evolutionary natural-
ism provides an account of our capacities that 
undermines their reliability, and in doing 
so undermines itself.” In other words, if our 
mind and morals are simply the accidental 
products of a blind material process like nat-
ural selection acting on random genetic mis-
takes, what confidence can we have in them 
as routes to truth? 

This objection is not new. Indeed, it reach-
es back to Charles Darwin himself. Darwin 
published a lengthy tome, The Descent of 
Man, purporting to prove that his theory of 
unguided evolution could explain basically 
everything, including man’s mind and mor-
als. Yet in his private writings, he expressed 
a lingering reservation over the impact of his 
theory on the trustworthiness of reason. In a 
letter written in 1881, he disclosed that “with 
me the horrid doubt always arises whether 
the convictions of man’s mind, which has 
been developed from the mind of the lower 
animals, are of any value or at all trustworthy. 
Would any one trust in the convictions of a 
monkey’s mind, if there are any convictions 
in such a mind?”

In the decades that followed, many echoed 
Darwin’s question, but it may have been Sir 
Arthur Balfour who first helped formulate it 
into a coherent argument in The Foundations 
of Belief (1895) and Theism and Humanism 
(1915). Best known as the British prime min-
ister who issued the Balfour Declaration sup-
porting the establishment of a Jewish home-
land in Palestine, Balfour in Theism and Hu-
manism wanted to show, post-Darwin,

that if we would maintain the value of 
our highest beliefs and emotions, we 
must find for them a congruous origin. 
Beauty must be more than accident. The 
source of morality must be moral. The 
source of knowledge must be rational.

With regard to the human mind, Balfour 
argued that efforts like Darwinism to explain 
mind in terms of blind material causes was 
self-refuting: “all creeds which refuse to see 
an intelligent purpose behind the unthinking 
powers of material nature are intrinsically in-
coherent. In the order of causation they base 
reason upon unreason. In the order of logic 
they involve conclusions which discredit their 
own premises.” Balfour offered a similar cri-
tique of Darwinian and other materialistic ac-
counts of human morality, which he thought 
destroyed morality by depicting it as the prod-
uct of processes that are essentially non-moral. 

Balfour’s argument was later tak-
en up by Oxford don, literary scholar, 
and Christian apologist C.S. Lewis, 

who named Theism and Humanism as one of 
the books that influenced his philosophy of 
life the most. Lewis’s debt to Balfour is promi-
nently on display in his book Miracles: A Pre-
liminary Study. 

According to Lewis, modern materialists 
argue that “[t]he type of mental behavior we 
now call rational thinking or inference must…
have been ‘evolved’ by natural selection, by the 
gradual weeding out of types less fitted to sur-
vive.” He flatly denied that such a Darwinian 
process could have produced human rational-
ity: “[N]atural selection could operate only by 

eliminating responses that were biologically 
hurtful and multiplying those which tended to 
survival. But it is not conceivable that any im-
provement of responses could ever turn them 
into acts of insight, or even remotely tend to do 
so.” Why not? Because “[t]he relation between 
response and stimulus is utterly different from 
that between knowledge and the truth known.” 
Natural selection could improve our respons-
es to stimuli from the standpoint of physical 
survival but could not turn them into reasoned 
responses. Following Balfour (and anticipat-
ing Nagel), Lewis held that attributing the de-
velopment of human reason to a non-rational 
process like natural selection ends up under-
mining our confidence in reason itself. 

Even as Lewis in Miracles rejected a Dar-
winian explanation for the human mind be-
cause it undermined the validity of reason, 
he rejected a Darwinian account of morality 
because it would undermine the authority of 
morality by attributing it to an essentially 
amoral process of survival of the fittest. 

After all, if human behaviors and beliefs 
are ultimately the products of natural selec-
tion, then all such products must be equally 
preferable. The same Darwinian process that 
produces the maternal instinct also produces 
infanticide. The same Darwinian process that 
generates love also brings forth sadism. The 
same Darwinian process that inspires courage 
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also spawns cowardice. Hence, the logical re-
sult of a Darwinian account of morality is not 
so much immorality as relativism. According 
to Lewis, the person who offers such an ac-
count of morality should honestly admit that 

“there is no such thing as wrong and right…no 
moral judgment can be ‘true’ or ‘correct’ and, 
consequently…no one system of morality can 
be better or worse than another.”

Others who have offered arguments similar 
to Nagel’s on the incompatibility of Darwin-
ian materialism with our cognitive faculties 
include contemporary Christian philosopher 
Alvin Plantinga of Notre Dame University. 
Plantinga’s most recent foray into the area can 
be found in his book Where the Conflict Really 
Lies: Science, Religion, and Naturalism (2011). 

If the fundamental thesis isn’t ex-
actly new, why has it proved to be such 
a shock to the cultural establishment? 

One reason is undoubtedly that Nagel is an 
atheist, which preempts the usual invective 
against religious fundamentalists. More gen-
erally, our cultural elites are so parochial and 
inbred that many of them really cannot con-
ceive that any thinking person could doubt 
Darwinism. When confronted with such 
an oddity—from among their own class no 
less—they are astounded. 

One can hardly blame them. Darwinian 
theory forms the modern secularist’s creation 
myth, a myth aided and abetted by a trium-
phalist rewrite of Western intellectual history. 
Western society, you see, was stuck back in the 
Dark Ages of flat-earthers, witch trials, and 
the Inquisition until Darwin embarked from 
the HMS Beagle like Moses from Mount Si-
nai to deliver his revelation that nature is the 
product of a blind, impersonal process. Every-
one (or at least, all thinking persons) then sup-
posedly became Darwinians. 

Nowadays, many Darwinists extend the 
myth to include leading thinkers long be-
fore Darwin. An especially brazen attempt 
is Rebecca Stott’s Darwin’s Ghosts: The Secret 
History of Evolution. Stott’s book purports 
to tell “the story of the collective discovery 
of evolution” starting with Aristotle, medi-
eval Islamic writer Al-Jahiz, and Leonardo 
da Vinci. If it really accomplished that feat, 
the book would be extraordinary, given that 
each of those writers believed in the fixity of 
species and a natural world imbued with pur-
pose. Though the author herself, a professor 
of English at East Anglia University, obvi-
ously wants to draw a line from Aristotle, et 
al., to Darwin, she (unlike her book jacket) 
is frank enough to concede that the thinkers 
she discusses for the first hundred pages of 

her book were not in fact evolutionists, Dar-
winian or otherwise. 

Stott highlights what she sees as the op-
pressive forces of religion squelching hetero-
dox ideas among the valiant, free-thinking 
proto-evolutionists. For anyone familiar 
with 19th-century broadsides like Andrew 
Dickson White’s The Warfare of Science with 
Theology, this approach is far from fresh. But 
writing the book was obviously therapeutic 
for Stott, who makes clear at the start that 
she was traumatized by growing up in a “Cre-
ationist household.”

In reality, the history of the idea of 
evolution both before and after Darwin 
has been considerably messier and more 

interesting than her triumphalist narrative.
To many of his contemporaries, Darwin 

made a convincing case for the development of 
current animals from earlier life forms, partly 
because others had paved the way for him (a 
point to Stott), and partly because he mar-
shaled an impressive amount of data and ar-
gumentation. Nevertheless, his truly radical 
claim—that complex life developed through 
an unguided process of natural selection 
acting on random variations—was a much 
tougher sell. As historian Peter Bowler has 
explained, for a long time after Darwin many 
scientists still believed “that evolution was 
an essentially purposeful process.... The hu-
man mind and moral values were seen as the 
intended outcome of a process that was built 
into the very fabric of nature and that could 
thus be interpreted as the Creator’s plan.” 

One of the most interesting of Darwin’s 
contemporaries to advocate purposeful evo-
lution is featured, albeit misleadingly, in the 
final chapter of Stott’s book. His name is Al-
fred Russel Wallace, and this year marks the 
centennial of his death. Forgotten by popular 
culture, Wallace is generally recognized by 
scholars as the co-discoverer with Darwin of 
evolution by natural selection. As Stott points 
out, Wallace came up with roughly the same 
idea as Darwin while suffering from a malari-
al fever in 1858 on the island of Ternate, now 
part of Indonesia. 

A magnanimous man, Wallace never felt 
slighted by being relegated to Darwin’s shad-
ow, and he went on to pioneer an important 
new sub-field of biology, biogeography. There, 
most standard accounts of Wallace end, ex-
cept for occasional swipes about his interest 
in spiritualism (an interest shared with many 
prominent Victorian-era scientists and intel-
lectuals). What is usually suppressed is the 
most fascinating development of all: Wallace’s 
embrace of intelligent design.

In 1869, Wallace published an article in 
the Quarterly Review arguing that man’s men-
tal and moral faculties went far beyond what 
was needed for survival and therefore could 
not be accounted for by unguided natural se-
lection. Instead, they required the operation 
of a “Higher Intelligence” in the history of life, 
a.k.a., an intelligent designer. 

Darwin was aghast. “I differ grievously 
from you, and I am very sorry for it,” he wrote 
Wallace. But Wallace was not to be dissuaded. 
By the end of his life, he was propounding what 
historian Michael Flannery has aptly termed a 
theory of “intelligent evolution,” the idea that 
the history of life required guidance from top 
to bottom by a cosmic mind. Not a Christian, 
Wallace insisted that his theory was based on 
science rather than faith. He explicated his 
account of intelligent evolution in two books 
near the end of his life: Man’s Place in the Uni-
verse (1903) and The World of Life (1910). An-
ticipating contemporary proponents of intel-
ligent design, Wallace found evidence of pur-
pose in the functional complexity of the cell, 
the exquisite design of biological structures, 
and the rare constellation of physical factors 
that allows life to exist on the earth in the first 
place. “[E]verywhere, not here and there, but 
everywhere, and in the very smallest opera-
tions of nature to which human observation 
has penetrated, there is Purpose and a con-
tinual Guidance and Control,” he concluded.

This was outright heresy for Darwinists. 
Yet none of it is even alluded to in Stott’s 
chapter, which makes one wonder how much 
of his writings she has actually read. It is tell-
ing that her book, whose theme is the sup-
posed suppression of evolutionary argument 
throughout history, should itself suppress the 
heretical arguments of modern evolutionary 
theory’s co-founder.

At least thomas nagel’s views are 
not being suppressed. Whether they 
are enough to reopen a serious cul-

tural conversation about the nature of nature, 
or will be quickly forgotten like the teleologi-
cal arguments of Alfred Russel Wallace and 
Arthur Balfour, only time will tell. But in 
writing Mind and Cosmos, Nagel has issued a 
powerful invitation to both his colleagues and 
his readers to expand their horizons: “I would 
like to extend the boundaries of what is not 
regarded as unthinkable, in light of how little 
we really understand about the world.”

John G. West is a senior fellow at the Discovery 
Institute and editor, most recently, of The Magi-
cian’s Twin: C.S. Lewis on Science, Scientism 
and Society (DI Press).
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Book Review by Steven F. Hayward

The Road to Freedom
Masters of the Universe: Hayek, Friedman, and the Birth of Neoliberal Politics, by Daniel Stedman Jones.

Princeton University Press, 424 pages, $35

The Great Persuasion: Reinventing Free Markets since the Depression, by Angus Burgin.
Harvard University Press, 320 pages, $29.95

Ever since the collapse of the 
housing bubble became a full-blown 
banking crisis in the fall of 2008, the 

Left has been reveling in Schadenfreude at this 
“market failure.” It matters not that most of 
the causes of the crisis should be laid at the 
feet of government failure rather than market 
failure. The aftermath of the crisis found the 
defenders of free markets in disarray, as they 
lost control of “the narrative” to their critics. 

It is hard to blame the Left for the new 
spring in its step. For almost 30 years liberals 
were in retreat before market ideas that spread 
far beyond the successes of the Reagan and 
Thatcher administrations—to the vast priva-
tizations and market liberalizations in the 
former Soviet empire and in the developing 
world. Libertarians owned the most success-
ful branch of conservatism during this period, 
with monetarism, sensible anti-trust policy, 
de-regulated markets, and their critique of 
central macroeconomic planning accepted 
almost everywhere in speech if not always in 
deed. By the 1980s, Keynesianism seemed 

as vanquished as Lamarckian biology. With 
free marketeers’ near-monopoly on the Nobel 
Prize in economics (Milton Friedman, Fried-
rich Hayek, James Buchanan, and many more), 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, the rout of 
Hillarycare, and the willing embrace of mar-
ket logic by the Clinton and Blair governments, 
the Right by the mid-1990s reveled in a trium-
phalism (remember the End of History?) that 
became complacency—the first step to hubris.

Perhaps it was so much success after so 
many decades of being the pessimistic opposi-
tion that lulled the Right into overestimating 
its position going forward. At any rate, a num-
ber of early warning signs were missed. The 
welfare reform of 1996 did not breed similar 
reforms of other welfare state programs. The 
disaster of California’s misnamed “electricity 
restructuring” cast public suspicion on “de-
regulation.” And the passage of the onerous, 
counter-productive Sarbanes-Oxley law after 
the bursting of the internet bubble and the 
Enron accounting scandal should have been 
a warning that we were backsliding into the 

kind of policies that clotted our economic 
arteries from the 1930s to the 1970s. From 
there it was a straight line to the massive in-
terventionism of Dodd-Frank after the hous-
ing-banking collapse.

Around the time of sarbanes-oxley, 
Milton Friedman tried to warn us:

After World War II, opinion was so-
cialist while practice was free market; 
currently, opinion is free market while 
practice is heavily socialist. We have 
largely won the battle of ideas (though 
no such battle is ever won permanently); 
we have succeeded in stalling the prog-
ress of socialism, but we have not suc-
ceeded in reversing its course. We are 
still far from bringing practice into con-
formity with opinion.

I’m not sure Friedman was right even a de-
cade ago that we had won the “battle of ideas,” 
but his admonition that practice wasn’t really 
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following our self-congratulatory narrative 
was correct. As long as Friedman was on the 
scene a certain confidence seemed reason-
able; he was unquestionably the most formi-
dable champion of the cause of free markets 
in our time. (Just check out any of the numer-
ous YouTube videos of him in action back in 
the 1970s and 1980s and you’ll get an instant 
sense of the overpowering confidence of resur-
gent free market thinking in that era.)

It may not be a coincidence that the onset 
of the housing crash, beginning the year fol-
lowing Friedman’s passing in 2006, saw his 
heirs seemingly unable to gain public atten-
tion for their admittedly more complicated ac-
count of the real causes of the crisis. (For one 
thing, there is just enough truth to the Left’s 

“market failure” narrative—such as reckless 
risk-taking by banks—to render a pure mar-
ket-friendly counter-narrative problematic.)

The crisis created a huge opening 
for liberals to do what they do best—
roll out a revisionist narrative that the 

free-marketeers were wrong all along. We 
shouldn’t have been surprised to see the corpse 
of John Maynard Keynes exhumed, and the 
pop culture zombie fad of the moment may 
explain the seeming acceptance of the zombie-
like economy that revived Keynesianism has 
delivered. But the Left is not content with an 
excuse to spend more money; it wants to go in 
for the kill.

The previous generation of books about the 
revival of free market thinking, such as Daniel 
Yergin and Joseph Stanislaw’s The Command-
ing Heights: The Battle for the World Economy 
(1998), or Richard Cockett’s superior but less 
well known Thinking the Unthinkable: Think 
Tanks and the Economic Counter-Revolution, 
1931–1983 (1995), generally followed the “he-
roic” narrative of the role and consequences of 
the free market counter-revolution. While re-
spectful in significant ways, Daniel Stedman 
Jones’s Masters of the Universe and, to a lesser 
extent, Angus Burgin’s The Great Persuasion 
discard the heroism and cast subtle and not 
so subtle aspersions on free market thought. 
Stedman Jones, a barrister in London who 
was educated at Oxford and the University of 
Pennsylvania, aims to take Friedman, Hayek, 
and their peers down several notches, while 
Burgin, a history professor at Johns Hopkins 
University, situates them within a subtle his-
toricist frame that downgrades their achieve-
ment more than he probably intends.

The Great Persuasion is the more thorough 
and readable of the two, and goes a long way 
toward explaining why Hayek is the more im-
portant figure in the long run than Friedman, 
despite Friedman’s greater fame and policy 
influence. Like other accounts of the postwar 

rise of “neoliberalism” (as it came to be called) 
Burgin’s centers on the founding and crucial 
role of the Mont Pelerin Society (MPS), which 
Hayek was instrumental in founding in 1947. 

The strength of burgin’s recount-
ing is how it brings back into view two 
aspects of the story not well recalled in 

most of the heroic narratives. First, what be-
came the Mont Pelerin Society in 1947 had 
its origins, and a dress rehearsal, back in the 
late 1930s, meaning that the critique of the 
defects of Keynesianism and central planning 
was beginning to percolate earlier than usu-
ally supposed. Burgin is especially thorough 
in reclaiming the importance of earlier figures 
such as Frank Knight, Henry Simons, Karl 
Popper, Wilhelm Röpke, Albert Hunold, and 
several other now-obscure Europeans. As the 
scattered remnant of free market thinkers 
in the U.S. and Europe struggled to mount 
a more vigorous and popular defense against 
the rising tide of collectivism, an unexpected 
ally came into view: Walter Lippmann. His 
1937 book, Inquiry Into the Principles of the 
Good Society, marked a significant departure 
from his earlier support of Progressivism in 
the pages of the New Republic. In this book, 
Lippmann aligned himself with the critics of 
the New Deal and sketched an outline for a 
revival or reform of capitalism. Much of his 
argument presaged the one Hayek would of-
fer a few years later in The Road to Serfdom.

The nascent Chicago School and its Euro-
pean allies saw Lippmann’s fame as the ideal 
vehicle around which to organize a larger ef-
fort, which would involve founding a new 
journal as well as an organization to carry out 
a public education effort. Hayek and others 
struck up an extensive correspondence with 
Lippmann, proposing a meeting of minds to 
develop the idea. The dry run for what would 
become the Mont Pelerin Society occurred 
in Paris in 1938 and was entitled Le Colloque 
Walter Lippmann. The first meeting produced 
some papers but no clear plan for moving for-
ward. The coming of war in Europe the fol-
lowing year interrupted any sequel to Colloque 
Lippmann, and by the time of the crucial Mont 
Pelerin gathering in 1947 Lippmann disdained 
the effort and declined to participate. The ab-
sence of Lippmann or other political thinkers 
(Karl Popper, for example, dropped out after 
the initial MPS meeting) meant, second, that 
the effort to create neo-liberalism, and the 
Mont Pelerin Society itself, would come to be 
dominated by economists rather than repre-
sent a broader, interdisciplinary effort to re-
cover classical liberalism. Here emerges a ma-
jor irony: the original inspiration behind the 
Mont Pelerin Society aimed at a “third way” 
between the old purebred laissez faire capital-

ism and collectivist socialism. Wilhelm Röpke 
in particular can be seen as an early advocate 
of what would come to be known as fusion-
ism (Frank Meyer’s great cause); but the idea 
immediately ran into a buzz saw of resistance 
from the economists who regarded such talk 
as an untenable halfway house. 

The final nail in the coffin of a 
broader interdisciplinary effort came in 
1956 when Hayek lobbied successfully 

to block Russell Kirk’s proposed membership 
in the Mont Pelerin Society. After being ini-
tially enthusiastic about Kirk’s The Conserva-
tive Mind (and even offering a dust jacket blurb 
at the time of its publication in 1953), Hayek 
had a change of heart, and his famous essay 

“Why I Am Not a Conservative” was in part a 
response to Kirk. Hayek also had little appreci-
ation for William F. Buckley, Jr., or the Nation-
al Review circle, even though NR offered con-
sistent editorial support and coverage for the 
MPS. Röpke resigned from the MPS shortly 
after the Society completed its turn to a liber-
tarian, economics-dominated body. As Burgin 
puts it, “The foundational tension of postwar 
American conservatism had begun to emerge.”

Burgin brings out the ways in which Hayek 
regarded The Road to Serfdom, his most fa-
mous book, as defective, but he fails to discuss 
how Hayek’s thought developed in The Consti-
tution of Liberty, published in 1960, and later 
works (this is covered well in Bruce Caldwell’s 
excellent 2005 biography of Hayek). Even af-
ter his turn against Kirk, Hayek still retained 
some sympathy for an interdisciplinary ap-
proach to reclaiming the liberal tradition, but 
the MPS solidified its economics focus with 
the ascension of Milton Friedman as its domi-
nant figure in the 1960s, who differed from 
Hayek in several important ways (especially 
about central banking). Even John Kenneth 
Galbraith, Burgin reminds us, would admit 
in 1987 that in “the history of economics the 
age of John Maynard Keynes gave way to the 
age of Milton Friedman.” Burgin makes clear 
that without Hayek the MPS would never 
have been established. But by the end of the 
1960s, he had been eclipsed and had begun to 
experience periods of deep depression. 

Burgin’s concluding chapter provides a 
brief tour of the critics like economist Jeffrey 
Sachs who used the housing bubble and crash 
of 2008 to discredit the entire free market 
enterprise and proclaim once again the end 
of laissez faire. He thinks the critics on the 
left are too hasty, that free market thought 
is more solidly established than it was at the 
time of the Great Depression and therefore 
poised for a comeback. But Burgin displays 
the typical historian’s weakness for histori-
cism, by rendering neoliberal ideas as mere 
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epiphenomena of the “spirit of an age” (the 
subtitle of his conclusion, in fact). This is un-
fortunate and detracts from the respect that 
he obviously has for the MPS circle.

That respect is missing from sted-
man Jones’s Masters of the Universe, as 
can be seen in the very inaptness of its 

title. The core of Hayek’s thought was the re-
jection that anyone can master any large-scale 
social or economic activity, let alone “the uni-
verse.” Stedman Jones follows the lefty line 
that the financial crisis of 2008 discredits free 
market principles: “The crisis was the direct 
result of a culture that had endowed the free 
market with a divine status it has never mer-
ited…. [T]he financial crisis was the direct 
result of neoliberal policies…. These were the 
terrible effects of uncritical deregulation and 
market liberalization, bred by the Chicago 
faith in untrammeled markets.” 

His narrative begins at the conventional 
starting point of the immediate postwar years 
and the founding of the MPS, and includes 
brief glances at ancillary organizations such 
as the Heritage Foundation, the American 
Enterprise Institute, and the Liberty Fund, 
which “runs reputable workshops,” he notes in 
his clunky prose. 

The author rightly notes that “neoliberal-
ism” began infiltrating both major parties in 
Britain and the United States in the 1970s, 
though its half-hearted versions under Demo-
crats and the Labour Party in the U.K. were 
ultimately supplanted by the real thing with 
the arrival of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald 
Reagan. He offers several strong accounts of 
the clash of monetarism and Keynesianism 
and other economic debates of the era, but the 
essential strangeness of his book is revealed in 
the one application of neoliberalism that he 
singles out in a chapter for major attention: 
housing policy. This chapter has the feel of a 
wholly different book, or a journal article that 
never found a home. Housing policy? Thatch-
er’s privatization of public housing in Brit-
ain—a substantial achievement—was never 
matched in the United States, and in any case 
housing policy, aside from scattered attention 
to rent control, was hardly an important pre-
occupation of American neoliberals.

Neoliberalism in stedman jones’s 
hands is always “radical” if not ex-
treme. If Hayek were alive, he’d note 

that today’s would-be “masters of the universe” 
are the same types they’ve always been—that 
the true radicals are the Obamanauts who 

think they can fix American health care with 
tens of thousands of pages of regulations from 
the Department of Health and Human Servic-
es, solve the eternal problem of bank risk with 
the ministrations of Dodd-Frank, and gener-
ate a “green energy revolution” with a combina-
tion of subsidies, mandates, and regulations.

This is why Hayek is enjoying more of a 
revival than Friedman in the Age of Obama. 
Friedman’s successors are divided over wheth-
er Ben Bernanke’s Federal Reserve is follow-
ing a Friedmanite path or is sowing a future of 
disastrous monetary instability. But Hayek’s 
epistemological critique of economic planning 
and regulation is suddenly salient again in the 
face of contemporary liberal hubris. The “neo-
liberals” of the MPS era may never succeed 
in reclaiming the rightful understanding of 
liberalism, but their critique of government 
power remains more urgent than ever and 
does not depend on the spirit of any age.

Steven F. Hayward is the William Simon Dis-
tinguished Visiting Professor at Pepperdine Uni-
versity’s Graduate School of Public Policy, the 
Thomas Smith Fellow at the John M. Ashbrook 
Center, and will be the Visiting Scholar of Con-
servative Thought and Policy at the University of 
Colorado, Boulder, in the fall.
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Book Review by John Steele Gordon

Doing Good by Doing Well
Freedom Manifesto: Why Free Markets are Moral and Big Government Isn’t, by Steve Forbes and Elizabeth Ames.

Crown Business, 304 pages, $26

Freedom manifesto is likely to be 
read almost exclusively by people who 
already believe in the power of free 

markets to deliver prosperity and avert a dan-
gerous concentration of government power. 
After all, its co-author, Steve Forbes, is editor-
in-chief of Forbes Media and ran for president 
in 1996 calling for a flat tax, not the best way 
to win friends and influence people among 
National Public Radio’s fans.

That’s a pity, because Freedom Manifesto 
would sharpen many liberals’ minds, even if 
it changed very few. Forbes and co–author 
Elizabeth Ames, a journalist and corporate 
communications strategist, provide a brisk, 
detailed tour of markets’ practical advantages 
over government intervention. Market-driven 
innovations, for instance, have spurred the de-
velopment of “fracking” and horizontal drill-
ing, reversing years of decline in the domes-
tic production of oil and natural gas, causing 
much lower prices for the latter, leading to 
the substitution of gas for coal in electricity 
generation, thereby helping U.S. carbon emis-
sions decline to the lowest point since 1995. 
Under pressure from environmentalists, gov-
ernment’s most conspicuous contribution has 

been to greatly restrict where and how this 
technology can be used.

Does Big Government work? Ames and 
Forbes quote its house organ, the Washing-
ton Post, to show that the federal government 
has

more than 100 programs dealing with 
surface transportation issues, 82 moni-
toring teacher quality, 80 for economic 
development, 47 for job training, 20 of-
fices or programs devoted to homeless-
ness and 17 different grant programs 
for disaster preparedness. Another 15 
agencies or offices handle food safety, 
and five are working to ensure the fed-
eral government uses less gasoline.
 
They also report that the annual budget 

of the U.S. Department of Agriculture now 
exceeds the net incomes of all U.S. farmers. 
School buses look like they were designed 
in the 1930s because…they were. Govern-
ment regulations keep the design frozen, even 
though more modern buses would, to name 
just one benefit, give drivers a much better 
view of the road.

The heart of Freedom Manifesto, however, is 
the argument that markets are morally supe-
rior to government intervention. The authors 
push back against the Left’s master narrative 
that the unregulated market is a jungle, where 
the strong do as they will and the weak en-
dure what they must. Government’s job, in 
this telling, is to tame or replace markets, dis-
tributing wealth more equitably.

Even in the business community, 
market competition has often been 
considered an essentially destructive 

force. Such 19th-century business titans as 
John D. Rockefeller and J.P. Morgan thought 
cartels and dominant companies, such as 
Standard Oil and U.S. Steel, were needed to 
stabilize markets. They wanted the economy 
to be guided by “gentlemen”—that is, men 
like themselves, who would use their immense 
economic power for the good of all.

Lesser businessmen were not necessarily 
more averse to government guidance and con-
trol. As early as 1884, a vice president of the 
Pennsylvania Railroad, one of the strongest 
companies in an industry often wracked with 

“excess competition,” wrote:
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A large majority of the railroads in the 
United States would be delighted if a 
railroad commission or any other pow-
er could make rates upon their traffic 
which would ensure them six percent 
dividends, and I have no doubt, with 
such a guarantee, they would be very 
glad to come under the direct supervi-
sion of the National Government.

The result of that thinking, of course, was 
the Interstate Commerce Commission, which 
turned American railroads into a cartel, caus-
ing a 70-year decline that was reversed only 
when freight rail was deregulated and price 
competition reintroduced in the 1970s. Inter-
city passenger rail continues to be run by a 
federal government entity, Amtrak, whose 
concession service manages to lose money 
while charging $9.50 for a hamburger, accord-
ing to one recent report. The freight industry, 
meanwhile, is thriving.

The New Deal tried to cartelize all Ameri-
can industries under the National Recovery 
Administration (NRA). Fortunately for both 
the economy and the Roosevelt Adminis-
tration, which was beset by the unworkable 
NRA’s problems, the Supreme Court unani-
mously declared it unconstitutional in 1935.

Freedom manifesto challenges the 
Left’s smug sense of moral superiority. 
In situation after situation, it shows, 

free-market solutions have had outcomes su-
perior to government ones. The table of con-
tents poses the devastating questions: “FedEx 
or The Post Office?,” “Silicon Valley or De-
troit?,” “Apple or Solyndra?” 

Why are markets superior to government 
in producing goods, services, and freedom? 
Connecting the Freedom Manifesto’s many 
dots tells us that the answer lies in human na-
ture. We are risen apes, not fallen angels. Like 
all living creatures, we seek the resources we 
need in order to survive and flourish in the 
ecosystem we inhabit. In modern times, that 
ecosystem is called “the economy.” And, like 
all living creatures, we gather those resources 
as efficiently as possible. Lions get their sup-

per by chasing slow zebras, not fast ones. We, 
whether capitalists or bureaucrats, do the 
same. 

Thus, every enterprise’s raison d’être is 
to maximize the return on invested capital. 
Businesses, in other words, are wealth-cre-
ation machines. But there are only three ways 
to increase the profits that create wealth: raise 
prices, reduce costs, or innovate to produce a 
better product at the same cost. 

Raising prices is easy—just cross out $19.95 
and write in $21.95. Reducing costs and inno-
vating are hard. But in markets, where raising 
prices results in losing customers, competi-
tion forces every seller to do the hard work of 
finding cost savings and innovating. It is thus 
competition, and competition alone, that has 
been the driving force behind the remarkable 
explosion of wealth and technological prog-
ress in the last two hundred years. Forbes and 
Ames give many instances of this, such as the 
break up of AT&T’s phone monopoly in the 
1980s, which led directly to lower prices and 
expanded choices as phone companies fought 
for business.

Government bureaucracies face no such 
pressure. As a result, like lions chasing slow 
zebras, bureaucrats do what’s easiest for them. 
Their “customers” are a captive market. The 
cost—in time, effort, and rage suppression—
of renewing a vehicle registration at the DMV 
is much higher than the cost of renewing a 
prescription at CVS. If you don’t like the way 
CVS treats you, go to Walgreen’s. If you don’t 
like the way DMV treats you…ride the bus.

And because profit is the reason enterpris-
es exist, Ben Franklin was right: every penny 
saved by any kind of cost-cutting adds as 
much to the bottom line as a penny from in-
creased revenues. Bureaucracies not only lack 
incentives to economize, but are rewarded for 
waste with bigger budgets and larger staffs. 
Thus, bureaucracies never want to solve prob-
lems, but to manage them. Bureaucratic suc-
cess is, perversely but directly, a function of 
bureaucratic inefficiency.

Because bureaucracies operate outside 
markets, citizens have no direct power over 
them. Politicians do. And politicians, unlike 

bureaucrats, are subject to being voted out of 
office by the people.

But politicians are in the election business 
and that, too, has perverse incentives. If the 
multiplication of wealth propels economics, 
the division of wealth propels politics. Using 
governmentally acquired wealth to buy politi-
cal support from interest groups, all of whom 
want something from government, is central 
to politics. This is cronyism, not capitalism, 
and is inherently corrupt.

The media’s job is to inform the pub-
lic about such squalid bargains. Un-
fortunately, journalists face perverse 

incentives of their own. While politicians 
need the favorable publicity friendly report-
ers provide, reporters need the access friendly 
politicians provide. So a reporter who gets 
too tough on a politician is likely to find his 
access cut off. Moreover, from the journalist’s 
perspective, the more government there is to 
cover, the better. Although many political re-
porters don’t know the first thing about ba-
sic economics and statistics, all of them have 
a vested interest in a government that only 
grows and never shrinks. 

Is there anything to be done about this? It 
would take a supreme effort led by a remark-
ably talented political leader to transform the 
system. But change is already happening in-
crementally, with: the revolution in media in 
recent years that has allowed alternative voic-
es to be heard; reform in state governments, 
like Wisconsin’s; and the growing national 
debt putting growing pressure on Washing-
ton to change its ways.

The Founding Fathers designed government 
to frustrate tyranny. But they also designed it 
to respond to the people, the ultimate source of 
sovereignty in the American system. The sov-
ereign people are clearly unhappy, and Freedom 
Manifesto gives them ample reasons, both to 
understand why and to do something about it.

John Steele Gordon is the author of seven books 
on business and economic history. He writes 
regularly for Commentary magazine’s blog, 
Contentions.
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Book Review by Michael Barone

The Unheavenly City
Detroit: An American Autopsy, by Charlie LeDuff.

Penguin Press, 304 pages, $27.95 

When people ask me why i moved 
from liberal to conservative, I have 
a one-word answer: Detroit. I grew 

up there, on a middle-class grid street in 
northwest Detroit and a curving street in af-
fluent suburban Birmingham, and I got a job 
as an intern in the office of the mayor in the 
summer of 1967 when Detroit rioted. I was at 
the side of Mayor Jerome Cavanagh and occa-
sionally Governor George Romney during the 
six days and nights in which 43 people, mostly 
innocent bystanders, died. I listened to the ra-
dio in the police commissioner’s office as com-
manders announced, shortly after sundown, 
that they were abandoning one square mile 
after another. The riot ended only after fed-
eral troops were called in and restored order. 

Cavanagh was bright, young, liberal, and 
charming. He had been elected in 1961 at age 
33 with virtually unanimous support from 
blacks and with substantial support from 
white homeowners—then the majority of De-
troit voters—and he was reelected by a wide 
margin in 1965. He and Martin Luther King, 
Jr., led a civil rights march of 100,000 down 
Woodward Avenue in June 1963. He was one 
of the first mayors to set up an antipoverty 

program and believed that city governments 
could do more than provide routine services; 
they could lift people, especially black people, 
out of poverty and into productive lives. Lib-
eral policies promised to produce something 
like heaven. Instead they produced something 
more closely resembling hell. You can get an 
idea of what happened to Detroit by look-
ing at some numbers. The Census counted 
1,849,568 people in Detroit in 1950, includ-
ing me. It counted 713,777 in 2010.

To get a feel for what this particular hell is 
like, you should read Charlie LeDuff’s Detroit: 
An American Autopsy. LeDuff is a reporter 
who left the New York Times for the Detroit 
News and left the News when an editor took 
all the good stuff out of a story on a local judge. 
He’s now a reporter for Fox 2 and you can get 
an idea of his personal style by watching his 
clips on YouTube. Detroit is a personal story 
for him: he grew up in the not-affluent suburb 
of Westland (named after a shopping center, 
as he notes) with a divorced mother who ran a 
florist shop on the east side of Detroit but who 
couldn’t keep her children from dire fates. A 
daughter who became a streetwalker and died 
violently left behind her own daughter who 

would overdose on heroin. Three of LeDuff’s 
brothers are working at just-above-minimum-
wage jobs or not working at all (one pulled out 
a tooth with pliers). Charlie was lucky. He 
went into “the most natural thing for a man 
with no real talent. Journalism.”

His book opens as he notices in 
the ice at the bottom of an elevator 
shaft in one of Detroit’s many, many 

abandoned buildings the feet of a corpse. We 
see him having a drink with Council Presi-
dent Pro Tem Monica Conyers, the congress-
man’s wife who later went to jail for bribery—
and stopping off before to see the 13-year-old 
girl who, while attending a council session, 
criticized Conyers for calling the council 
president “Shrek.” He makes the mistake of 
stopping for gas on the east side (“semi-law-
less and crazy”) and escapes being robbed 
by two goons when he pulls a gun from his 
glove compartment. He hangs out with hon-
est guys whose job is to cope with the city’s 
violent murders and arson-set fires—“murder 
dick” Mike Carlisle; firefighters Mike Nevin, 
who is unjustly sacked, and Walt Harris, who 
says grace at firehouse meals and dies in a fire 
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set by an arsonist for $20. Detroit is no longer 
the nation’s murder capital—though, LeDuff 
notes, police officials systematically under-
count homicides—and Halloween is no lon-
ger Devil’s Night (with 810 arsons in 1984). 
But the good guys are fighting uphill. City 
and county buildings are dilapidated; firemen 
have to bring their own toilet paper to work 
and don’t have water pressure to put out a fire 
set in their own firehouse; the morgue doesn’t 
have room for all the bodies.

Dan Austin’s Lost Detroit (2010), a book 
highlighting a dozen of the city's abandoned 
architectural landmarks, shows photos of the 
old Packard plant, closed since 1956, where 
young men drive cars to the top and then pitch 
them to the ground, trees growing inside what 
were once downtown office buildings, and 
a grand 1920s downtown theater whose in-
terior is now used as a parking lot (without 
many cars). LeDuff helps you see the rot. As 
he goes about his rounds he shows you “neck-
high grass that went ignored and the garbage 
heaps that went uncollected,” “sewers backed 
up into houses,” and the disgusting disrepair 
of public buildings.

Who is responsible for all this? 
LeDuff sometimes seems ready to 
blame just about everybody in au-

thority—crooked politicians, political fixers, 
lazy judges, General Motors executives, union 
leaders, Wall Street. Looming over his narra-
tive is the giant—literally giant; he is hugely 
tall and fat—figure of Kwame Kilpatrick, son 
of a (now former) congresswoman. He was 
elected mayor of Detroit in 2001 and 2005, 
and convicted of bribery in a trial replete with 
evidence of phone-sex texting with one of his 
top staffers. And there’s no doubt Kilpatrick 
fostered a political culture that was rotten to 
the core. 

But Kilpatrick didn’t start it. I blame the 
ambitious liberalism of the Cavanagh years, 
which I believed in at the time, and the 20-
year rule of Coleman Young, mayor from 
1973 to 1993. Young was smart, funny, and 
politically ruthless, with a background in left-
wing unionism. The story I heard was that he 

supported the reelection of pro-Communist 
R.J. Thomas as president of the United Auto 
Workers (UAW) in 1947 against the anti-
Communist Walter Reuther; after Reuther 
won, Young lost his job as a pork chopper 
(the local word for union staffer) and was 
sent back to the assembly line. As mayor he 
disbanded the police department’s stop-and-
frisk unit. Crime soared and Devil’s Night 
became a Detroit institution. Young oc-
casionally denounced black criminals. But 
much more often he denounced white subur-
banites and in his autobiography, published 
after he left office, savaged white homeown-
ers who left the city. His economic strategy 
was to ally with the big auto companies and 
the UAW, just as their business model was 
undermined by foreign-based competitors. 
He got the Big Three automakers to finance 
the 70-story Renaissance Center, physically 
disconnected from the rest of downtown, 
and tore down a viable white neighborhood 
to make room for General Motors’s Poletown 
plant. The great northward migration of 
Southern blacks quadrupled Detroit’s black 
population from 149,000 in 1940 to 660,000 
in 1970. The high crime rates of the Young 
years reduced its non-black population from 
853,000 in 1970 to 250,000 in 1990; it was 
down to 125,000 in 2010.

Liberal city government is expensive—Ca-
vanagh instituted a city income tax raised lat-
er to 2.5%—and increasingly ineffective. The 
Detroit News reported that 47% of property 
owners didn’t pay their 2011 property tax. 
The public employee unions, just starting up 
in the Cavanagh years, have long been pushing 
for salaries, benefits, and pensions that are in-
creasingly unaffordable. So the city has let its 
physical facilities go to ruin, as LeDuff notes 
again and again. Dave Bing, the former bas-
ketball player and auto parts business owner 
who was elected mayor in 2009, threatened to 
close 77 of the city’s parks. Detroit under its 
1922 charter is a civil service city, with non-
partisan elections and nine council members 
elected at large. So, as LeDuff notes, council 
members and judges are often elected because 
they have familiar names. They don’t have 

neighborhood responsibilities like Chicago’s 
50 aldermen and 50 Democratic ward com-
mitteemen. When I worked for Mayor Cava-
nagh, I was impressed by the competence and 
civic responsibility of Detroit’s top civil ser-
vants. But since then the culture of civil ser-
vants and political appointees seems to have 
become one of entitlement and, as LeDuff 
observes, iron indifference to the plight of city 
residents.

Young complained about white 
flight, but that’s not much of a problem 
any more. Hardy urbanites are trying 

to reclaim neighborhoods around downtown 
and Wayne State University for their hip 
form of civilization and may succeed. Now 
blacks are fleeing. Detroit’s black population 
peaked at 777,000 in 1990; it leveled off to 
775,000 in 2000 and plunged to 590,000 in 
2010. Blacks with decent jobs and steady hab-
its have been moving to the suburbs or back 
to their grandparents’ South, and those who 
remain tend to be the people with no good 
alternative and no hope. Those who have vis-
ited both Detroit and Hiroshima will have 
trouble guessing which country won that war. 
You can see the devastation in the photos at 
the end of Detroit, in Austin’s Lost Detroit or 
Julia Reyes Taubman’s Detroit: 138 Square 
Miles (2011), and on the websites specializing 
in Detroit’s ruins (I’m tempted to call them 
Detroit porn). But Charlie LeDuff seems 
determined to keep on fighting. He ends his 
book with two scenes. One is the sentenc-
ing of the arsonist who gave a bum $20 to 
torch the house where Walt Harris died. The 
judge gave him 42 years. The second is what 
he finds in the mosquito-infested neck-high 
grass of the field where his sister met a violent 
death. A fawn. 

Michael Barone is a resident fellow of the Ameri-
can Enterprise Institute, principal co-author of 
The Almanac of American Politics (National 
Journal Group), and author of Our First Rev-
olution: The Remarkable British Upheaval 
That Inspired America’s Founding Fathers 
(Crown). 
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Mark helprin is a spiritual aris-
tocrat who believes life lived right-
ly to be high adventure and who 

writes novels in the manner of grand opera. 
He is a familiar figure to readers of the Cla-
remont Review of Books, as a senior fellow of 
the Claremont Institute and author of the 

“Parthian Shot” column that caps each issue 
of the magazine. Not only does he write fic-
tion of uncommon grace and power, he is a 
policy intellectual, trained at Harvard and 
Oxford, with a particular expertise in military 
matters and the Middle East; he has been a 
contributing editor to the Wall Street Journal 
and has written some 600 journalistic pieces 
in a 40-year career. Theodore Roosevelt is a 
hero of his, for his political outlook and his 
embrace of the strenuous life. Helprin has 
served in the British Merchant Navy and the 
Israeli infantry and Air Force. (A congenital 
spinal malformation disqualified him from 
the U.S. military.) Mountain climbing was 
a passion until he saw another climber fall 
to his death, when he decided this might be 
an imprudent pursuit for a happily married 
father of two. He now lives outside of Char-
lottesville, Virginia, and can see Monticello 
from his home. He has a thing about neat-
ness, observes a serious fitness regimen, takes 

Essay by Algis Valiunas

High Adventure and Sacred Mystery

piano lessons, cannot stand coffee, and never 
goes to parties. He has written speeches for 
politicians he admires without accepting a fee, 
has lost lucrative magazine work because he 
would not stand for editorial interference, and 
passed up movie deals because he refused to 
relinquish copyright on his novels. One would 
not mistake him for anybody else.

His fiction is singular, in the beauty of its 
language and the loftiness of its themes. He 
has published three books of short stories: A 
Dove of the East (1975), Ellis Island (1981), and 
The Pacific (2004). He has written six nov-
els: Refiner’s Fire: The Life and Adventures of 
Marshall Pearl, a Foundling (1977), Winter’s 
Tale (1983), A Soldier of the Great War (1991), 
Memoir from Antproof Case (1995), Freddy 
and Fredericka (2005), and In Sunlight and In 
Shadow (2012). He has also written a polemic 
against the movement to abolish copyright, 
Digital Barbarism (2009).

War and Peace

Helprin is a natural born sto-
ryteller; he sets events into motion 
that seem vital and true even when 

they are fantastic, and he creates characters 
who suffer and rejoice with the intensity that 

so rich a world deserves. He has declared that 
the novel—by rights a work of the imagina-
tion—has been infiltrated by intellectuals, 
much to its detriment, and he insists that he is 
not one of these idea-driven modern types. Yet 
he does appear quite clearly to be a moralist 
whose art subscribes to a teaching political in 
the largest sense. After all, to create characters 
who live in the reader’s mind doesn’t mean that 
a writer eschews shaping their lives in a moral 
order. His mind turns instinctively to war, and 
to the need to maintain warlike virtues even in 
time of peace, which is always precarious.

In “A Room of Frail Dancers,” a story from 
Ellis Island, an Israeli soldier whose tour of 
duty is ending reflects on the difference be-
tween those who fight and those they are 
fighting for.

Tel Aviv appeared, spread out flat, white, 
and green. The people thought that 
times were tough, but what a luxury, Tel 
Aviv, a city of sex and palm-lined streets. 
They thought times were bad because 
prices in the supermarket had doubled. 
And what if they had tripled, quadru-
pled? If a watch cost 400 pounds, or 800, 
or 1,000, what difference did it make? 
This is why the soldiers laughed so hard. 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2013 
Page 37

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Their friends had had their heads severed 
from their bodies. The blood looked as if 
it were three inches thick on the ground 
in pools that quickly hardened. Many 
were incinerated in tanks, and the smell 
of seared flesh sometimes spread for 
miles. And yet, they had come through, 
on their train from the south.

The story ends on a note of grave poignancy, 
as the soldier on an evening walk looks in on a 
ballet class of young girls, who for all the free-
dom, discipline, and purity of their art leave 
him cold. “And yet he felt that it was purpose-
less.” One of the ballerinas catches a glimpse 
of him as he passes, a pistol in his hand, “as 
if into clouds of darkness.” Two worlds, two 
realities, of war and peace, mutually uncom-
prehending, failing to connect: Helprin’s vi-
sion here is stark.

But then perhaps it is the fate of any writer 
of fiction who is a serious scholar of military 
matters and democratic politics, as well as 
a true believer in honor, courage, love, and 
beauty, to despair of reconciling the warlike 
with the peaceable. Especially in democratic 
times, one tends to be opaque and even hostile 
to the other. A novelist such as Helprin takes 
upon himself the obligation to make the read-
er see what might be worth killing or dying 
for. In doing so he must keep from trampling 
the kinder, gentler virtues even as he kindles 
righteous anger into a rampaging blaze. His 
art then approaches that of a first-rate demo-
cratic statesman moved to the eloquence of 
moral urgency. Few are capable of this subtle 
power. This is art in the service of what Fried-
rich Nietzsche called great politics.

Novelist and statesman alike address an 
audience so familiar with peace that it rarely 
thinks of war, and when it does think of it, 
considers it to be an aberration and certainly 
not an inevitable aspect of an everlasting order. 
Helprin’s first novel, Refiner’s Fire, opens with 
a description of tourists on Mount Carmel 
admiring the view while knowing there is war 
on the Syrian border to the north. As a jazz 
band of black New Orleans musicians plays 
at a Haifa hotel, helicopters fly in from the 
battle, bearing the wounded. “An apprentice 
butcher could have done better when drunk. 
They were slit open and burned. Their limbs 
were torn, disjointed, covered in brilliant red. 
The rotor blades’ concussive bursts drowned 
their screaming. Some died in the air, others 
hoped not to die.” The American soldier Mar-
shall Pearl, “blown apart” by an artillery shell, 
is among those with a hope of surviving. The 
novel recounts the picaresque career that led 
him to this fateful place: his birth to a beau-
tiful survivor of a Nazi death squad aboard 

a ship trying to run the British blockade of 
Palestine in 1947; his adoption by an Ameri-
can couple, and a Huckleberry-Finn-on-the-
Hudson boyhood; his vow “to hold tight and 
hard to the greatness of the West, loyal like a 
monk in the Dark Ages”; a seizure at Harvard 
that vouchsafes a vision of the alluring Jewish 
East; a cross-country escapade that includes 
slaving in a phantasmagoric slaughterhouse; 
finding again the love of his boyhood, and 
marrying her straightaway; going to Israel in 

be stronger than in the hour of one’s death, and 
Marshall is ferociously alive in his outburst of 
the heroic warrior’s rage against dying. The 
novel ends perfectly in this inconclusiveness.

Redeeming the World

Helprin has been remarkably 
inventive when it comes to char-
acter, plot, and style, even as he 

has rehearsed and made subtler the themes 
he came to early in his career. Winter’s Tale, 
probably his best-known book, is a fantas-
tic story that pits the moral squalor of New 
York City past and future against the noblest 
American aspirations.

On several score thousands miles of 
streets were many cataclysmic armies 
interacting without formation—ten 
thousand prostitutes on Broadway 
alone; half a million abandoned chil-
dren; half a million of the lame and 
blind; scores of thousands of active 
criminals locked in perpetual combat 
with as many police; and the vast num-
ber of good citizens, who in their nor-
mal lives were as fierce and rapacious as 
other cities’ wild dogs. They did not buy 
and sell, they made killings and beat 
each other out.

To redeem with love and beauty this savage 
world that God appears to have abandoned, 
to establish the “perfectly just city rejoicing 
in justice alone,” are the aims of Helprin’s 
millenarian visionaries. After the city burns, 
the engineering wizard Jackson Mead, who 
understands instinctively that evil is to be 
overcome by human will and ingenuity, cre-
ates a spectacular bridge of light to inaugu-
rate a new civic order; but the bridge buckles 
and dissolves. That one day a perfect super-
natural order will be revealed and justify all 
the world’s suffering is the hope of men who 
place their belief in God more than in human 
intellect and striving. Yet even such men risk 
all for the highest ends. The sometime bur-
glar and heroic master mechanic Peter Lake, 
transported in time from the late 19th cen-
tury to the early 21st, sacrifices himself at the 
hands of the criminal kingpin Pearly Soames, 
is borne heavenward by a magical horse, and 
ushers in an age of gold, in this great city “in-
finitely complex, holy, and alive.”

Winter’s Tale is a triumph of magical real-
ism, superior to the trumpeted masterpiece 
of the genre, Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One 
Hundred Years of Solitude (1967). Garcia 
Marquez reiterates all the clichés of modern 
anti-war sentiment in a history of remorseless 
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search of his father and his appointed fate; his 
conscription into the Israeli army.

Marshall is expected to die of his wounds. 
But in a vital surge of anger, Marshall rips out 
the tubes and needles from his broken body 
and declares, twice over, “By God, I’m not 
done yet.” Whether he will live or die remains 
unsaid. Whether his tale is triumph or tragedy, 
however, may not depend on his survival. Fac-
ing catastrophe nobly means more than com-
ing out alive. The desire to live fully may never 
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violence comic in its extravagance and tragic 
in its approximation to the truth; his magic 
amounts to a whimsical meringue in which he 
has left bloody teeth-marks. Helprin for his 
part rediscovers the magic in reality: the mar-
velous is not a miracle but a natural growth 
whose existence is not apparent to all, and the 
measure of a man or woman depends on his 
capacity for wonder and willingness to fight 
for his vision of the supreme good.

A Soldier of the Great War shows Helprin 
at his best, in narration of hair-raising action, 
reflection on beauty and courage, and compre-
hension of love that outlasts death. It is 1964, 
and the Italian septuagenarian Alessandro Gi-
uliani recounts his life story to a callow com-
panion on a 70-kilometer cross-country hike 
near Rome. Alessandro is a man of divided 
nature, a professor of aesthetics who loves the 
active life and is given to feats of daring. The 

First World War is the cataclysm that defines 
him. His war is far more variegated and excit-
ing than that of most soldiers real or fictional, 
rich in terror, moral revulsion, camaraderie, 
noble adventure, romantic love and apparent 
devastating loss, personal vendetta, exquisite 
decency, ecstatic reunion. The Great War pro-
duced nothing else quite like this novel.

The literature of World War I—Erich Maria 
Remarque, Henri Barbusse, Siegfried Sassoon, 
Wilfred Owen, Robert Graves—describes 
mostly, in George Orwell’s phrase, “something 
completely meaningless, a nightmare happen-
ing in a void.” That was not the truth about the 
war, Orwell argues, but it was what the soldiers 
believed to be the truth. The physical horror of 
mass mayhem and slaughter overpowered the 
attempt to make sense of such carnage. Nihil-
ism found its native home on the front lines. 
Helprin chooses this most senseless of wars 

precisely so that he might controvert this nihil-
ism. Disputing the atheism of socialist fellow 
soldiers, Alessandro declares,

I want nothing more than what I have, 
for what I have is enough. I’m grateful 
for it. I foresee no reward, no eternal 
life. I expect only to leave further piec-
es of my heart in one place or another, 
but I love God nonetheless, with every 
atom of my being, and will love him 
until I fall into black oblivion.

Helprin is a religious writer inspired by a 
spirit of defiance toward unbelievers as well 
as by gratitude to God. The blankness of 
modern theorizing, the obdurate foolishness 
of his fellow men, move him to righteous an-
ger and confirm his natural piety. To accept 
war as part of the eternal order is essential 
to his belief in a God of “splendor and terror.” 

“What is war, that rolls through history and is 
more terrible than death, but in whose folds 
life is vitally compressed more than in the 
most glorious peace?” This thrill that Ales-
sandro describes seems unlikely to be found 
in a mechanized war of attrition. Winston 
Churchill found T.E. Lawrence’s Seven Pil-
lars of Wisdom (1922) his favorite book of the 
Great War because Lawrence and his Arab 
recruits embodied the chivalric ideals of the 
noble warrior, far removed from the piti-
able victims of the Western Front. Although 
Alessandro knows the awfulness of modern 
warfare, and is even privy to the bureaucratic 
lunacy that decides arbitrarily who lives and 
who dies, his war, like Lawrence’s, features 
some old-fashioned excitement and provides 
an incomparable adventure, and a deadly se-
rious one. And yet the allure of peace—in the 
beauty of Giorgione’s painting The Tempest, 
which Alessandro reads as the soldier’s salva-
tion by woman and child, in the love of fam-
ily and friends, and above all in the love of 
the beautiful Ariane, who nursed him when 
he was wounded—is a countercurrent hard 
to resist. “‘I was born to be a soldier,’ Ales-
sandro said, ‘but love pulled me back.’” Ales-
sandro knows the best of war and the best 
of peace, even as he experiences the worst of 
war and finds peace insufficient for his soul’s 
needs. He is Helprin’s most complete man, 
in one of the finest contemporary novels.

Helprin’s most recent work, In Sunlight and 
In Shadow, has a hero shaped by war and com-
pelled to remain a warrior even in peacetime. 
It is 1946, and Harry Copeland is a 32-year-
old Harvard graduate and war veteran who 
has inherited a small New York City manu-
facturing firm of quality leather goods upon 
his father’s death. On the job he dawdles, un-

HOMER SIMPSON  
PONDERS POLITICS
Popular Culture as  
Political Theory
edited by Joseph J. Foy 
and Timothy M. Dale
$35.00 hardcover

LOSING VIETNAM 
How America 
Abandoned  
Southeast Asia
Major General Ira  
A. Hunt Jr., USA (Ret.)
$40.00 hardcover

THE INVISIBLE HAND 
IN POPULAR CULTURE 
Liberty vs. Authority in 
American Film and TV
Paul Cantor
$35.00 hardcover

A POLITICAL  
COMPANION TO  
SAUL BELLOW 
edited by Gloria Cronin 
and Lee Trepanier
$40.00 hardcover

BEING IN  
THE WORLD 
Dialogue  
and Cosmopolis
Fred Dallmayr
$50.00 hardcover 

A POLITICAL 
COMPANION TO 
WALKER PERCY
edited by Peter  
Augustine Lawler  
and Brian A. Smith
$40.00 hardcover

TWILIGHT OF  
THE REPUBLIC 
Empire and 
Exceptionalism  
in the American  
Political Tradition
Justin Litke
$50.00 hardcover

Ebooks  
Available

THE INVISIBLE HAND 
IN POPULAR CULTURE
Liberty vs. Authority in American Film and TV

PAUL A. CANTOR
Author of GILLIGAN UNBOUND

www.kentuckypress.com • 1 (800) 537-5487

HISTORY, POLITICAL SCIENCE,  
AND POPULAR CULTURE FROM



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2013 
Page 39

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

certain what he really wants to do with his life; 
but he maintains a rigorous physical discipline, 
swimming, running, rowing, should the frag-
ile peace shatter and the need arise for a para-
trooper’s stamina and toughness. “He would 
not abandon until the day he died the self-
discipline, alacrity, and resolution that would 
enable him to stretch to the limit in defending 
that which was delicate, transient, and vulner-
able, that which and those whom he loved the 
most.” Four years of battle have made him a 
lifelong warrior, without unfitting him for 
peace. They have in fact made him truly fit for 
peace, whose sweetness he savors even as he 
knows how suddenly it may be blighted.

Peace becomes incomparably sweet when 
he falls in love with a beautiful, wealthy, artis-
tically gifted, emotionally complicated young 
woman he meets on the Staten Island ferry. 
But their idyll doesn’t last for long. Harry 
confronts the gangster who is shaking down 
and threatening to ruin his business. Thugs 
beat Harry nearly to death on a Manhattan 
street as policemen turn their backs on the 
mayhem. The brutes murder one of his faith-
ful employees soon afterward. Righteous an-
ger carries an imperative to action. War has 
followed him to his door, and he cannot count 
on the so-called forces of law and order to put 
down the evildoers; the Mafia owns the police 
and the city government. Harry must fight or 
run. Helprin’s description of the showdown 
and the aftermath is sterling: as Joseph Con-
rad says a writer must, he makes you see; see-
ing is believing, and what Helprin would have 
you believe—of love, of courage, of purity of 
heart—is exhilarating. All the more so for its 
rarity in modern fiction.

High Seriousness?

For most critically acclaimed con-
temporary novels are very different from 
Helprin’s. The living American novel-

ists most revered, the ones who get the great 
press and the prizes and a place in university 
English courses, include Philip Roth, Thomas 
Pynchon, Richard Price, Don DeLillo, and 
Jonathan Franzen. In their most celebrated 
works, all depict the way certain fundamental 
beliefs of the public life, by which they mean 
the traditional beliefs that ought to be eradi-
cated, pervert the most intimate relations of 
the private life. They variously indict as a mat-
ter of course capitalism as unbridled avarice, 
freedom as selfishness and oppression of the 
weak, the so-called justice of war in the name 
of democracy as the lie told to conceal the 
monstrosity of imperialist power and elemen-
tal bloodlust, and middle-class respectability 
as a fossil relic at best, if in fact it ever really 

existed at all, except as the useful stick to beat 
the unruly poor and to remind them they de-
serve their inferior station.

Roth’s American Pastoral (1997), a Pulit-
zer Prize winner, sneers at the good-natured 
mediocrity of the only apparently remarkable 
Seymour Levov, a burly blond blue-eyed Jew 
who became locally famous as the Swede, best 
three-sport star athlete Weequahic High had 
ever seen, husband of a beautiful shiksa who 
was Miss New Jersey 1949, prosperous owner 
of a glove factory handed down by his father, 
proud householder in a WASP enclave where 
he had wanted to live since he was a boy, the 
mildest of men who bends over backward not 
to offend anyone. He could not be more obvi-
ously set up for a tragic fall, and doom comes 
screaming in the form of his daughter Merry, 
who loathes everything he loves, especially 
the imperialist racist Amerika that he mis-
takes for a bastion of freedom and decency. In 
1968, at the age of 16, she bombs Old Rim-
rock’s grocery store-post office and kills the 
beloved town doctor; she becomes a fugitive 
on the most wanted list, kills three more peo-

escapades of Lieutenant Tyrone Slothrop, 
whose erotic assignations throughout London 
predict the impact sites of Nazi V-2 rockets. 
Pynchon earned his reputation for profundity 
by taking on the biggest big thinkers, such as 
Karl Marx, who tried to

make believe [imperialism] is nothing 
but Cheap Labor and Overseas Mar-
kets…. Oh, no. Colonies are much, much 
more. Colonies are the outhouses of the 
European soul, where a fellow can let his 
pants down and relax, enjoy the smell of 
his own shit. Where he can fall on his 
slender prey roaring as loud as he feels 
like, and guzzle her blood with open joy. 
Eh? Where he can just wallow and rut 
and let himself go in a softness, a recep-
tive darkness of limbs, of hair as woolly 
as the hair on his own forbidden genitals.

Like the outposts of empire, modern war-
fare can be liberating, too. First blooded at 
the Battle of Passchendaele 40 years earlier, 
the octogenarian Brigadier General Ernest 
Pudding gets to savor again and again the 
seductive smell and taste of death, under the 
auspices of a Pavlovian stimulus-response ex-
periment. The brigadier is treated to the plea-
sures of ritual coprophagy, described with the 
utmost exactitude and gusto, at the feet of a 
beautiful dominatrix. Pynchon gives him a 
one-liner obituary when he dies of a massive E. 
coli infection. War, science, technology, sexu-
al perversion: all have their casualties, and all 
are good for a sardonic laugh. Pynchon’s grin-
ning death’s head nihilism set the course for a 
generation of writers and intellectuals. This is 
what high seriousness looks like in our time 
and place.

How Best to Live

Richard price’s clockers (1992) is 
a despondent treatment of the con-
temporary black American tragedy, 

in which the lawless rule the slums and even 
decent people striving to move up and out get 
mired in the hellishness. Crack cocaine is king; 
despair and depravity are its attendants. Such 
decency as there is in this world burns up fast. 
Victor Dunham, an earnest young man work-
ing two exhausting menial jobs to support his 
family, whom he barely sees because he works 
so hard, turns himself in for the murder of a 
drug dealer. The homicide detective Rocco 
Klein comes to believe the gunman was in 
fact Victor’s brother Strike, who was obeying 
the orders of his boss, Rodney Little, to elimi-
nate a business competitor. Rocco bends the 
law in several directions to try to nail Strike 

ple in Oregon, and years later resurfaces in a 
Newark slum as a religious fanatic protective 
of even microscopic forms of life, so that her 
ultimate ambition is to starve herself to death. 
By novel’s end, as Thanksgiving dinner at the 
Levovs’ is celebrated with adulterous gropings 
in the kitchen, demented drunkenness, and a 
stabbing, no vestige of moral order remains; a 
poisonous woman academic, champion of the 
transgressive, has the final say, beginning “to 
laugh and laugh and laugh at them all, pillars 
of a society that, much to her delight, was go-
ing rapidly under….” The hideous is here to 
stay because the good was never good enough 
to last.

In Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow (1973), 
which the New Republic’s reviewer called “the 
most profound and accomplished American 
novel since the end of World War II”—an 
opinion that has become quite widely held—
the good never really existed in the first place, 
and modern civilization is the preserve of 
morally blind technology, obscene unbridled 
sexuality, and rampaging lust for destruction, 
all of which are conjoined in the cartoonish 

Helprin makes the 
reader see what might 

be worth killing
or dying for.
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“A dead thing can go with the stream, 
but only a living thing can go against it.”

“If truth is relative, to what is it relative?”

“The act of defending any of the cardinal virtues 
has today all the exhilaration of a vice.”

“Once abolish the God, and the government 
becomes the God.”

“The Christian ideal has not been tried 
and found wanting. It has been found difficult, 

and left untried.”
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and Rodney, but it turns out that Victor in-
deed did the killing: he just couldn’t stand any 
more the rampant viciousness of the projects, 
and the hamster-wheel futility of his own ef-
forts to escape into the middle class. Price’s 
is a fashionable nihilism, only enhanced by 
Rocco’s flashes of tender feeling for some of 
the damned. The chance that anyone could 
lift himself by his own efforts from the dirt-
end of American society is so slender as to be 
ludicrous; to encourage poor black people to 
dream of such a getaway amounts to unthink-
ing cruelty.

Helprin sees the matter otherwise. In 
Freddy and Fredericka, the Prince and Prin-
cess of Wales—who have disgraced Britannic 
majesty by their boorish antics—are dropped 
by parachute in a New Jersey swamp, their 
mission to conquer the savage United States 
or lose the right of succession to the throne. 
Suddenly reduced to anonymous poverty, 
they find themselves by and by in a social 
services center among the defeated who are 
to be educated in the mysteries of work. The 
instructor chants inane rhyming exhorta-
tions in the Jesse Jackson mode, “blister[ing] 
the walls with oratory that, though it had a 
spectacular lilt, a seductive cadence, and tre-
mendous emotional power, made no sense 
whatsoever.” Freddy asks him what the point 
of this furious rodomontade might be, and he 
answers, “‘I want you to know, that you can 
take, pow-wah! Pow-wah! Pow-wah!’”

Freddy may have fouled his royal life, but 
he understands something about how best to 
live.

“How misleading,” said Freddy, address-
ing his peers. “All you need do is refrain 
from smoking, drinking, and the use 
of drugs. Eat only wholesome, low-fat 
foods, with the emphasis on vegetables, 
grains, and fish. Seek work. Work hard. 
Show up on time. Do more than is ex-
pected. Think of ways to make the job 
efficient. Don’t complain. Shave, bathe, 
and wear clean clothes. Be cheerful. 
Don’t gamble. Live within your means. 
Save. And then, when you have all this 
in balance, study things of substance. 
Read to satisfy your curiosity. Don’t 
father children out of wedlock or bear 
them as a single mother.”

Freddy goes on at some length, sensible in 
every word. And the reaction? “They looked 
at him as if he were an armadillo that had 
just spoken to them in Chinese.” That would 
also be the reaction of a writer such as Price. 
Although Price would dismiss as well the 
claptrap eloquence of the apostle of power 

through incantation, the blithe assurance 
with which Freddy numbers the steps from 
underclass penury to middle-class comfort 
and respectability would offend him more. 
How could Freddy understand? How could a 
novelist with the heart of a Wall Street Jour-
nal editorial understand? The gospel of work 
and the common sense of civility cannot pos-
sibly save a people ravaged economically and 
culturally like the immiserated blacks of ev-
ery city in these United States. To offer them 
hope through self-improvement where the 
situation demands despair is the signal moral 
failure of Republican lift-yourself-by-your-
own-bootstraps ideologues. Helprin’s politi-
cal inclination disqualifies him as a moralist 
and as a novelist. He lacks the requisite sym-
pathetic imagination.

Clear-sighted despair is the necessary pre-
lude to concerted and compassionate govern-
ment action. Who understands this connec-
tion better than the black electorate? With 
95% majorities they helped elect and re-elect a 
black Democratic president, the most liberal 
ever, who speaks with a spectacular lilt and a 
seductive cadence, who is steeped in compas-
sion, who truly understands, and thus is dis-
inclined to moralize about the 70% national 
black illegitimate birth rate or the 60% black 
high school graduation rate in major cities or 
the record numbers of black gangland mur-
derers in his Chicago hometown, and who is 
only too eager to broadcast justice in the form 
of billions of dollars for the black community 
and others in despair.

So perhaps Mark Helprin in his moraliz-
ing simplicity is onto something essential that 
the literary and political powers in their pro-
fundity fail to comprehend. The fundamental 
tenet of liberal public policy assumes that if 
the poor are given enough money they will re-
spect themselves and fly right; economic jus-
tice is the prerequisite for moral regeneration. 
(A less innocent observer might remark that 
moral regeneration is beside the point: the 
Democrats’ generosity is really meant to se-
cure an abjectly grateful and politically faithful 
clientele—and this it has actually achieved.) 
Helprin, through his mouthpiece Freddy, dis-
cerns the true connection between the moral 
rot of the underclass and its economic plight: 
the failure to adopt the mores of middle-class 
respectability has condemned millions of 
Americans to lifelong poverty, and with it self-
pity, self-contempt, race hatred, resentment of 
the successful, crippling dependency on gov-
ernment hand-outs, and the unrelieved sor-
row of confinement in the most desolate end 
of town among multitudes as broken as your-
self, a good number of whom would kill you 
for presuming to look at them a split-second 

too long, or for your LeBron James sneakers. 
Only moderation, self-restraint, orderliness, 
sexual continence, devotion to a routine at 
home and at work that is bound to get boring 
sometimes, and acceptance of the unpleasant 
likelihood that advancement will be slower 
than they would wish give the unfortunate 
millions a chance to break out of their misfor-
tune. But then, as Freddy sees, the common 
understanding has been so debased that the 
target audience doesn’t know what such ad-
vice even means.

Freddy becomes an American political 
oracle—indeed, briefly, a possible presiden-
tial nominee by acclamation—who denounc-
es the triviality of conventional politics and 
tells the cynical pols of their countrymen’s 
genuine pressing need: “‘They are a spiritual 
people. They want love and greatness.’” This 
is Helprin’s credo, or at least his hope. To 
make his countrymen believe it is a tall order. 
To reach the poorest of the poor, who need 
this knowledge the most, is currently an im-
possibility. They don’t read Helprin in inner-
city schools. They don’t read him much in the 
elite universities either, where the moral taste 
and political coloring of the ruling class are 
largely determined.

An Indispensable Voice

Helprin’s is a voice that must be 
heard. The prevailing murk, in litera-
ture, in public life, makes his clarity 

and courage indispensable. That goodness is as 
potent as evil, but that good men must be will-
ing to kill and die so that evil will not prevail; 
that love at first sight may create a pact of true 
hearts that even death cannot dissolve; that a 
writer’s language ought to aspire to a crystal-
line beauty unafraid of luxuriance; that life is 
a sacred mystery, in which God can be appre-
hended by human perception deeper than rea-
son; that ordeal determines the order of rank 
among men, and those deserving the name 
of heroes know instinctively, or learn quickly, 
that hardship, pain, and loss constitute the in-
exorable terms of existence; that honor is not 
the ultimate end of valor, but is the means to 
something higher, which is love, of persons, 
of country, of civilization, of the force that 
sowed the stars: these are the truths that Mark 
Helprin swears by. They are unpopular, even 
scorned, in an age of irony and moral hideous-
ness. He cleaves to them all the more for that. 
He is the best living conservative American 
writer, perhaps the best plain and simple, and 
one hopes he has marvels yet to show us.

 
Algis Valiunas is a fellow of the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center.
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Book Review by Mark Bauerlein

The Not So Great American Novel
Truth’s Ragged Edge: The Rise of the American Novel, by Philip F. Gura.

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 352 pages, $30

The american novel means some-
thing different to literature professors 
and literary critics over age 60 than it 

does to younger scholars. The older ones com-
mitted their careers to literary studies when 
the novel bore Big Ideas and captured the 
Zeitgeist. Their intellectual maturation and 
professional advancement entailed embracing 
the novel as the primary vessel of modernity, 
proof of Hegel’s assertion, “It is in works of 
art that nations have deposited the richest 
intuitions and ideas they possess.” Stendhal 
and Victor Hugo, Jane Austen and George 
Eliot, William Faulkner and Ralph Ellison 
beckoned them into deep reflections on epis-
temology, democracy, faith, and freedom. The 
arc from Nathaniel Hawthorne to Vladimir 
Nabokov constituted a distinct heritage, cen-
tral to the story of America and ready for dar-
ing interpreters. 

Novelists had perspectives that counted. A 
guest spot on the Steve Allen Show from 1959 
nicely illustrates their authority. Terming him 

“the embodiment of this new generation,” Al-

len introduces Jack Kerouac, author of On 
the Road (1957), who leans on Allen’s piano, 
opens one of his books, and begins to read 
while Allen sits in the shadows tinkling jazzy 
lines on the keys. A similar segment today be-
tween Jay Leno and Joyce Carol Oates, Rich-
ard Ford, or Ian McEwan is unimaginable.

At 63, Philip Gura, distinguished profes-
sor of American literature and culture at 
the University of North Carolina, is just old 
enough to retain those mid-century premises. 
He opens Truth’s Ragged Edge, his copious 
literary history, claiming that the American 
novel from the early Republic to the 1870s 

“both reflected and helped make possible the 
movement toward free will, and then Emer-
sonian self-consciousness and self-reliance,” 
becoming in the process a vehicle for authors’ 

“theological and philosophical positions.” His 
title comes from one of the great ruminations 
upon justice and guilt in a fallen world, Her-
man Melville’s Billy Budd, and the term offers 
wide scope for interpretation. We have reason 
to hope Gura will provide a successor to such 

landmark studies as Lionel Trilling’s The Lib-
eral Imagination (1950), Charles Feidelson’s 
Symbolism and American Literature (1953), 
and Leslie Fiedler’s Love and Death in the 
American Novel (1960), yielding profound 
meaning in brilliant literary form, along with 
venturesome readings of weighty works.

That isn’t what happens. the book 
charts “The Rise of the American Nov-
el” through dozens of examples—not 

just such standards as The Scarlet Letter and 
Moby-Dick, but: didactic and religious novels; 
sentimental tales of family and home; slave 
narratives; melodramas of women seduced and 
abandoned; and exposés of urban decadence, 
alcoholism, sexual abuse, and white male tyr-
anny. James Fenimore Cooper appears, but 
less prominently than: John Neal, flamboy-
ant author of novels of lust and cruelty in the 
1820s; Lillie Devereux Umsted Blake, mid-
century writer expounding women’s sexuality 
in a patriarchal age; and Elizabeth Stoddard, 
whose The Morgesons (1862) Gura considers 
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a psychological masterpiece, “stylistically dis-
tinctive” and as unusual as Moby-Dick. Susan 
Warner’s The Wide, Wide World (1850), a tale 
of female virtue amidst suffering and indig-
nity, and The Garies and Their Friends (1857) 
by “free black” Frank Webb, a portrait of mis-
cegenation and racial violence in antebellum 
Philadelphia, each receives more commentary 
than anything Hawthorne wrote.

The book’s thesis statements and thematic 
summaries are neither refined nor incisive. 
Larger trends that might give shape and mo-
mentum to the whole are described with pat 
generalities. The rise of the American novel, 
for example, is variously cast as: “the war be-
tween intellect and emotion”; the recognition 
of the “taboo subjects” of race and sex; the at-
tempt to manage confusions caused by Amer-
ican democracy and capitalism; increasingly 
humane characterizations of women and peo-
ple of color (along with the advent of female 
and African American writers); and the move 
toward subjectivity (in a chapter on “Discov-
ering Self-Consciousness”). These familiar 
theses pop up too hurriedly to develop into an 
organizing, illuminating idea. Instead, they 
stand as preexisting social conditions that the 
works merely illustrate. In other words, the 
theses derive not from the novels themselves, 
but from the direction American society took 
(or should have taken) during those years.

Interpretations of individual novels 
are equally pedestrian. Gura says of Cath-
arine Sedgwick’s A New-England Tale 

(1822), “The novel’s message is that no matter 
what one’s station in life, moderation, honesty, 
and sympathy, not blind allegiance to heart-
less doctrine, are the foundation of a religious 
life.” Other analyses rely on the same casual, 
sententious mode. Of a 1789 novel by Wil-
liam Hill Brown, Gura writes, “in The Power 
of Sympathy Brown was chiefly interested in 
the wages of excessive passion, both socially 
approved and illicit.” Cooper’s novels “demon-
strate a belief that the ambition unleashed by 
liberalism and capitalism needed strong regu-
lation, if not outright elimination.” A strange 
novel called Sheppard Lee (1836) follows a 
ghost able to occupy a succession of corpses, 

leading Gura to state, “The novel asks wheth-
er the self is fixed or malleable.”

None of these accounts are wrong, but 
reflect academic dogma rather than fresh 
analysis. They also are strangely inadequate 
to Gura’s rendition of the stories, as well as to 
the burden of significance they bear. If these 
works do constitute the rise of the American 
novel, we expect their “points” and “messages” 
to exceed easy formulae such as “the determi-
native power of class.” The critic, too, must ex-
plain why the most important American nov-
els have so much sensationalistic content. Ab-
sent that rationale, we may rightly judge many 
stories to be crude, overdone, and artless.

Take, for instance, the six-page discussion 
of The Quaker City. The novel appeared in 
1844, the creation of 22-year-old George Lip-
pard, and sold 60,000 copies in the first year 
and another 10,000 per year for the ensuing 
decade. Born in poverty in Pennsylvania, Lip-
pard grew up to study law, work for a penny 
newspaper, and cultivate anti-elite sympa-
thies. His hatred of hypocritical preachers, 
corrupt politicians, and thieving bankers re-
sults in this “macabre satire of the city’s upper 
classes.” The story centers on Monk Hall, a 
club in Philadelphia catering to the wealthy 
and powerful. Inside, the vicious reality of 
human nature emerges. “The sinful actions of 
the large cast of Monk Hall regulars,” Gura 
notes, “include seduction, rape, incest, can-
nibalism, murder, counterfeiting, robbery, 
drunkenness, opium use—all indulged in by 
Philadelphia’s finest and described in graphic 
terms.” In one scene, a man protects his sis-
ter from a cad by not only shooting him but 
drinking his blood and dancing upon the 
body. The sister can’t help loving “Gus,” for 
love in Lippard’s world has no moral basis, 
only an “animal” one. That conception fol-
lows from Lippard’s “larger purpose,” which 
Gura explains: “He sought to make people 
aware of the complexity of their emotional 
lives, how far they are from the rational be-
ings they presume themselves to be.”

Nothing in this presentation, however, 
justifies Gura’s concluding that The Quaker 
City has been undeservedly forgotten. He 
doesn’t display its language as poetic or acute, 

nor identify any scene comparable to Ahab 
on the quarterdeck, nor cite any descrip-
tion of the lurid setting comparable to Mark 
Twain on the Mississippi at dawn. The novel 
belongs here only for two historical reasons: 
its popularity and its expression of populist 
anger at elites.

We could say the same thing 
about most of the works discussed 
in Truth’s Ragged Edge. Gura makes 

the case for the obscure works he champions 
on sociological rather than literary grounds, 
applauding “the rewriting of early American 
history over the past few decades to make it 
more inclusive and attentive to the power-
less members of society.” He hopes drawing 

“women and African American novelists into 
the discussion will result in the fullest un-
derstanding yet of the early American novel.” 
We do end up with a more inclusive corpus, 
but the resulting syllabus disappoints. Gura’s 
treatment of novels “forgotten or ignored” for 
reasons of race, gender, or politics uncovers 
few compelling characters, little provocative 
insight, and no beautiful writing. They may 
be significant as historical artifacts, but not as 
literary creations.

This is not to say that the author, an accom-
plished scholar, lacks taste and judgment, or 
is simply captive to political correctness. But 
when you limit the novel to its reflection of 
social reality, you end up with a flattened lit-
erary history, blunting much of what makes 
literary study interesting and revelatory. Only 
if you grant literature some degree of inde-
pendence from social history can you distin-
guish the best from the rest, and then derive 
a penetrating theory, thesis, or principle from 
great literature. Required to examine second- 
or third-rate material, literary interpretation 
lacks electricity, depth, and intricacy: the very 
best novels, alone, can bear it. What a literary 
canon assembled by following affirmative ac-
tion guidelines gains from being more repre-
sentative does not compensate for the loss of 
quality and excitement.

Mark Bauerlein is professor of English at Emory 
University.
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Essay by Paul A. Cantor

Aristocracy in America

Mark twain’s adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn is at once a comic 
masterpiece and a serious explo-

ration of what distinguishes the American 
character, above all, its love of freedom and 
independence. Although still widely read in 
its original book form, Huckleberry Finn has 
passed into the broader realm of American 
pop culture. It is endlessly recycled in film 
and television versions, often in Disneyfied 
adaptations that turn it into musical comedy. 
It has become the sort of book that is com-
monly described as “beloved.” Despite its rac-
ist language, which often keeps it from being 
taught to young people in schools, it is often 
classified as a children’s book.

Yet Huckleberry Finn is dark and deeply un-
nerving. It is filled with an unending parade of 
con artists, impostors, vigilantes, lynch mobs, 
and other practitioners of fraud and decep-
tion or cruelty and inhumanity. Wherever one 
turns, one finds murder or the threat of mur-
der. At its most disturbing, Huckleberry Finn 
confronts the darkest blot on the land of the 
free—the crime of slavery. The book seems 
misanthropic, anticipating Twain’s cynical vi-
sion in his later work, especially the Mysteri-
ous Stranger fragments. To varying degrees, he 

seems to be questioning conventional moral-
ity and religious faith in Huckleberry Finn. It 
seems to be the very opposite of a children’s 
book as commonly understood.

All this leaves us with a paradox. In pop-
ular culture, Huckleberry Finn conjures up 
images of the fresh-faced All-American boy, 
played by cute child stars like Mickey Rooney, 
Ron Howard, or Elijah Wood. Yet in terms 
of the events and characters it portrays, the 
book has all the warmth and sweetness of a 
film noir. It seems like a cross between Johnny 
Appleseed and Dial M for Murder. For years 
I puzzled: how could such a classic story of 
America be so dark and misanthropic?

Fresh Starts, False Starts

I began to put the two sides of the 
book together when I came across this 
passage from V.S. Pritchett’s essay “Huck-

leberry Finn and the Cruelty of American Hu-
mor,” published in 1941 in New Statesman and 
Nation:

As Huck Finn and old Jim drift down 
the Mississippi from one horrifying lit-
tle town to the next and hear the voices 

of men quietly swearing at each other 
across the waters; as they pass the time 
of day with scroungers, rogues, murder-
ers, the lonely women, the frothing re-
vivalists, the maundering boatmen and 
fantastic drunks of the river towns, we 
see the human wastage that is left in 
the wake of a great effort of the human 
will, the hopes frustrated, the idealism 
which has been whittled down to eccen-
tricity and craft. These people are the 
price paid for building a new country.

Pritchett grasps how the bright and dark 
sides of Huckleberry Finn fit together. If you 
are going to give people freedom, you are go-
ing to have to live with how they misuse it. If 
a nation is dedicated to giving people fresh 
starts, a lot of them will make false starts. A 
country based on political idealism will end 
up with a lot of people cynically exploiting 
the idealists. Huckleberry Finn portrays both 
the American dream and its nightmarish 
underside. Even as it offers an enduring trib-
ute to our longing for freedom, it reveals, as 
Pritchett suggests, that we may pay a great 
price for liberating the desires and ambitions 
of ordinary human beings.
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even tries to pass as a girl, though he cannot 
quite bring off that deception. He adopts so 
many false names in the course of his travels 
that he has a hard time remembering who 
he is claiming to be at any given moment. 
Amidst the Grangerford family, he suddenly 
finds himself at a loss for the alias he has been 
using: “I went to bed with Buck, and when I 
waked up in the morning, drat it all, I had for-
got what my name was.” When he comes to 
the Phelps farm, he realizes that he has been 
mistaken for a family relative, but he does not 
know which one. His problem becomes to 

“find out who I was.” This is democratic Amer-
ica for Twain—you are not told who you are; 
you have to discover it.

Soon Huck learns that in the eyes of the 
Phelps family, he is none other than his old 
friend Tom Sawyer. Huck describes this dis-
covery as “like being born again,” and indeed 

“born again,” with all its religious connota-
tions, is a phrase we associate with America 
and its fresh-start spirit. Huckleberry Finn is 
all about “born again” Americans, a demo-

looks like. The America of Huckleberry Finn 
is a land of widely dispersed families, of-
ten families that have been forcibly broken 
up. This issue is central to Jim’s story—he 
is worried about his family being divided 
up among several different owners, as hap-
pened all the time to slaves in the antebellum 
South. Huck’s family is broken up, and so 
is Tom’s. The social mobility of democratic 
America goes along with geographic, and 
sheer physical, mobility. As Pritchett writes: 

“movement, a sense of continual migration, is 
the history of America.” Epitomized by Hor-
ace Greeley’s famous injunction: “Go West, 
young man,” America has set its population 
in perpetual motion. Huckleberry Finn is ac-
cordingly a picaresque tale, with its charac-
ters always on the go in their journey down 
the Mississippi. It is not just Jim who must 
keep moving to preserve his freedom. Char-
acter after character is seeking some kind 
of a fresh start that requires framing a new 
identity on the fly.

That is why nobody knows for sure any-
more who anybody is in Huckleberry Finn. 
In the aristocratic world of the old regime 
in Europe, most people were immobile, tied 
to the land. That is what it meant to be a 
serf. When people live in small villages, ev-
erybody knows who everybody else is and 
imposture becomes impossible. The simple 
answer to the village impostor is: “You’re 
not the duke; you’re John the blacksmith.” 
But Twain’s America is a land of wide-open 
spaces and that makes it much easier to be-
come an impostor, a stranger in a strange 
land. This is perhaps the best example of 
how all the criminality in Huckleberry Finn 
is linked to the new democratic freedom and 
mobility. This explains why the con man has 
been such a central American theme. Be-
fore Twain, Herman Melville had chosen to 
title a novel about America The Confidence-
Man. And con men have been a mainstay 
of American popular culture, especially its 
comedies, as the films of W.C. Fields and 
the Marx Brothers attest. Field’s taglines—

“Never give a sucker an even break” and “You 
can’t cheat an honest man”—have a distinc-
tively American ring to them. The country 
of George Washington—who could not tell 
a lie—is also the country of P.T. Barnum—
who made a career of it.

A Sucker Born Again Every Minute

The most irrepressible impostors 
in Huckleberry Finn are the king and 
the duke. They succeed in their fraud-

ulent behavior by always staying one step 

Twain’s book is thus a Tocquevillian com-
parison of the advantages and disadvantages 
of aristocracy and democracy as ways of life. 
Aristocracy offers a fixed social hierarchy, 
in which people are born into their stations 
in life. The different social ranks are readily 
identifiable by clear and fixed markers, such 
as clothing, speech patterns, and manners. 
The price the majority of people pay for living 
in an aristocracy is lack of freedom and social 
mobility. But the very rigidity of an aristo-
cratic society brings a kind of psychological 
comfort. “Once a serf, always a serf ” is the ba-
sic principle of aristocracy. Because individu-
als can do very little if anything about their 
place in an aristocracy, they need not torment 
themselves. Your social rank is not your fault 
and you know your place; what is more, every-
body else does, too.

Democracy, by contrast, tears down aris-
tocratic hierarchies, introducing freedom and 
social mobility and thereby liberating human 
energies. The American dream is that any-
body can become president; people do not 
have to be born into positions of power. That 
is a wonderful prospect, but it also means that 
it is your own fault if you remain in a low sta-
tion in life. Compared to aristocracy, then, 
democracy gives the vast majority of people 
reason to be dissatisfied with their current lot 
because they have genuine hopes of improving 
on it. Democratic individuals tend to crave 
more—more money, more power, more honor. 
That is what is good about democracy—it en-
ergizes human efforts. Freedom, especially in 
the marketplace, can be a powerful force for 
human betterment.

Land of the Free, Home of the Fake

Set free from aristocratic re-
straints people in a democracy are, 
however, beset by new fears and anxiet-

ies. They can no longer be sure of their status 
in life. The prospect of rising is inevitably ac-
companied by the possibility of falling. More-
over, the clear aristocratic markers of social 
standing dissolve. It becomes difficult to dis-
tinguish the genuinely self-made man from 
the con man. The respected entrepreneur you 
meet at a party may be Bill Gates, but he may 
just as well be Bernie Madoff (Twain portrays 
a primitive Ponzi scheme at the end of chapter 
8 of Huckleberry Finn). Democracy’s freedom 
and openness paradoxically make social iden-
tity less transparent. The democratic world is 
filled with impostors.

Confusion of identity is the keynote of 
Huckleberry Finn. Huck is always carrying on 
one masquerade or another. At one point he 

cratic people who are constantly inventing 
and re-inventing themselves. A Mississippi 
River pilot named Samuel Clemens reconfig-
ured himself as a writer named Mark Twain, 
and the rest is literary history. Clemens was 
in fact one of the first to understand that in 
a democratic society a man might use the 
modern media to invent himself as a celeb-
rity. In Twain’s presentation, America is a 
land of disguises. As a runaway slave, Jim in 
particular must continually be kept under 
wraps. In a bizarre development—of whose 
irony Twain must have been aware—Jim 
ends up dressed in the theatrical costume 
of King Lear. One of the central motifs of 
Huckleberry Finn is the theatricality of demo-
cratic America. People are constantly playing 
roles in public, and changing their identities 
seems no more difficult than changing their 
costumes.

How is all this deception possible? In the 
case of Aunt Sally’s mistaking Huck’s iden-
tity, the answer is simple: although Tom 
Sawyer is her nephew, because she lives 
apart from him she does not know what he 

If you are going to 
give people freedom, 
you are going to have 
to live with how they 

misuse it.
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ahead of the lynch mob. As long as they keep 
moving from town to town, they can use the 
same old con game by finding new victims. In 
their shameless impostures, they represent 
the dark side of all that is best in America, its 
spirit of enterprise. When they first team up 
to defraud the public, they assess their range 
as impostors:

“What’s your line—mainly?”
“Jour printer, by trade; do a little in 

patent medicines; theatre-actor—trage-
dy, you know; take a turn at mesmerism 
and phrenology when there’s a chance; 
teach singing-geography school for a 
change; sling a lecture sometimes—oh, 
I do lots of things—most anything that 
comes handy, so it ain’t work. What’s 
your lay?”

“I’ve done considerble in the doctoring 
way in my time. Layin’ on o’ hands is my 
best holt—for cancer and paralysis, and 
sich things; an I k’n tell a future pretty 
good when I’ve got somebody along to 
find out the facts for me. Preachin’s my 
line, too; and workin’ camp-meetin’s, 
and missionaryin around.”

The range of this false expertise is indeed 
remarkable, as the king and the duke “mas-
ter” science, technology, and medicine. We 
are struck by their commitment to pseudo-
sciences, such as mesmerism and phrenology, 
but their careers are a good reminder that it 
has always been difficult to separate real sci-
ence from pseudo-science in free-wheeling 
America. Americans are perennial optimists, 
believing firmly that with freedom comes op-
portunity, and with opportunity comes prog-
ress and improvement. With enough effort, 
any problem can be solved, and, in particular, 
any disease can be cured. That is why Ameri-
cans are so susceptible to the siren song of the 
medicine man. Democratic America has led 
the world in the development of modern med-
icine, but for that very reason it has also pro-
duced more than its share of medical quacks. 
Free markets allow for a wide range of experi-
ments in technology and medicine, but for 
every cure discovered, many false ones may 
be tried out. The hope of course is that the 
market will, over time, sort out the true cures 
from the false. The comeuppance eventually 
suffered by the king and the duke is proof that 
you cannot fool all of the people all of the time. 
But still, their initial success as con men is a 
troubling by-product of the freedom America 
allows its citizens.

Another realm in which the king and the 
duke can exploit the American public’s gull-
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ibility is religion. They have a temperance 
scam, in which they play upon the moral fer-
vor of their spellbound audience in order to 
extract donations for the noble cause of teeto-
talism. Americans, as part of their democratic 
character, like to think the best of people. 
This is no doubt an admirable trait, but again, 
it makes them especially susceptible to con 
games. They love to hear stories of religious 
conversion, of criminals who discover the evil 
of their ways and confess their sins. That is 
why the king and the duke include preaching 
among their swindles. Their ability to exploit 
religion for financial gain is the dark side of 
the genuine power of evangelical movements 
in the United States.

With no established church in America, 
anybody can set himself up as a preacher. In 
the absence of any official form of validation, 
preaching must become self-validating and 
therefore rely on the preacher’s charisma. Un-
able to count on a captive audience, preach-
ers must create their own congregations. 
This makes for powerful preaching. What 
amounts to a free market in religion has en-
ergized American churches. Europeans, with 
their state churches, have long marveled at 
the religious vitality of America, above all, the 
periodic mass religious awakenings and the 
emergence of whole new sects, such as the 
Mormons. America has produced a remark-
able number of religious leaders, but according 
to the logic of democracy that works through-
out Huckleberry Finn, the United States has 
turned out many false prophets as well (and 
of course one person’s religious leader is an-
other’s false prophet).

King for a Day

To come back to pritchett’s preg-
nant formulation—“These people 
are the price paid for building a new 

country”—we see Twain’s central insight: 
the con man is the evil twin of the Ameri-
can hero, the entrepreneur, the self-made 
man, the rags-to-riches genius. Yet there is 
something peculiar about Twain’s princi-
pal grifters. These products of democracy 
choose to impersonate aristocrats. One of 
them claims to be descended from the “eldest 
son of the Duke of Bridgewater” from Eng-
land, and the other claims to be the French 
dauphin, the son of Louis XVI and Marie 
Antoinette, and thus rightfully Louis XVII. 
A further paradox of democracy is the wide-
spread allure of faux aristocracy. Among the 
false starts, false cures, and false prophets in 
America are the false aristocrats. The United 
States has broken with European aristocra-
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cy, but it remains fascinated by it. Perhaps 
Americans are fascinated by aristocracy pre-
cisely because they have broken with it. Vir-
tually from the moment Americans chose 
to split off from England, they fell into the 
grip of anglophilia, deriving much of their 
culture—their literature, music, painting, 
architecture—from English sources. The 
patriotic hymn to U.S. liberty, “My Coun-
try ’Tis of Thee,” is sung to the tune of “God 
Save the King.” American anglophilia has 
particularly focused on English aristocratic 
trappings, with images of Buckingham Pal-
ace, Westminster Abbey, and the Tower of 
London at the center of the cult of all things 
English. The obsession with Princess Di was 
a recent reflection of this aristocratic bent. 
One got the impression that Americans felt 
deprived because they never had a royal prin-
cess of their own.

Twain dwells on the way Americans be-
come suckers for anyone or anything that 
smacks of English aristocracy. Americans 
crave its trappings, the various forms of dress, 
speech patterns, and manners that give an 
aura of “class.” Some Americans have culti-
vated phony English accents to make them 
seem elegant. The fox-and-hounds set among 
American upper-class society is another good 
example of this anglophilia. Americans are 
always trying to recapture something of the 
hierarchical character of aristocratic life. 
Aware of this potential problem, the framers 
had the wisdom in the Constitution to forbid 
titles of nobility in the U.S. But Americans 
keep seeking ways to get around the fact that 
genuine aristocracy is outlawed. They strive 
to re-create aristocracy on a democratic basis. 
That tendency is evident in the phenomenon 
of gentlemen’s or ladies’ clubs (often created 
on English models) and other social organi-
zations with well-defined ranks. “Democratic 
aristocracies” have emerged in such fields as 
sports and entertainment, with titles like the 
Sultan of Swat and the King of Rock & Roll 
(not to mention the Duke of Earl). Somehow 
the Kennedys even got themselves identified 
with Camelot.

In Huckleberry Finn the king and the duke 
learn of a substantial inheritance in England, 
and in a classic con game pretend to be the 
two designated heirs in order to claim the 
money. Twain presents average Americans at 
their most gullible in this sequence. The poor 
imposture should be transparent to all; even 
Huck is able to see right through it. But the 
simple townsfolk grasp at any signs that they 
are dealing with a superior class of people 
from England, and the king and the duke prey 
upon their ignorance. Even when they betray 

their own ignorance by using the term “orgies” 
instead of “obsequies” to refer to the funeral 
ceremony, the would-be Englishmen are able 
to trade on snob appeal:

I say orgies, not because it’s the common 
term, because it ain’t—obsequies bein’ 
the common term—but because orgies 
is the right term. Obsequies ain’t used 
in England no more, now—it’s gone out. 
We say orgies now, in England. Orgies 
is better, because it means the thing 
you’re after, more exact. It’s a word that’s 
made up out’n the Greek orgo, outside, 
open, abroad; and the Hebrew jeesum, 
to plant, cover up; hence inter. So, you 
see, funeral orgies is an open or public 
funeral.

The fraudulent inheritance plot generates 
some of the funniest moments in the novel, 
but it has a serious significance. Twain sug-
gests that America’s whole inheritance from 
England is basically fraudulent, especially 
when it takes the form of superficial preten-
sions to aristocratic superiority.

Southern Comfort

Sham aristocracy is at the heart 
of Huckleberry Finn. In Twain’s view, 
the antebellum South was character-

ized precisely by its false pretentions to ar-
istocracy. Rich landowners in the South had 
tried to create a new species of inequality 
in the midst of democratic America. In the 
form of the Southern plantation, they sought 
to transpose the way of life of landed aris-
tocrats in England to an American setting. 
Twain subjects the Southern aristocratic 
ideal to scrutiny in his portrait of the Grang-
erfords, whose family is at first presented as 
in many respects admirable. Huck initially 
looks up to Colonel Grangerford as a true 

“gentleman”: “He was well-born, as the saying 
is, and that’s worth as much in a man as it is 
in a horse, so the Widow Douglas said, and 
nobody ever denied that she was of the first 
aristocracy in our town.” Huck is impressed 
when he looks at his better in the form of 
Colonel Grangerford:

His hands was long and thin, and ev-
ery day of his life he put on a clean 
shirt and a full suit from head to foot 
made out of linen so white it hurt your 
eyes to look at…. He carried a mahog-
any cane with a silver head to it. There 
warn’t no frivolishness about him, not 
a bit, and he warn’t ever loud. He was 
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as kind as he could be—you could feel 
that, you know, and so you had con-
fidence…. He didn’t ever have to tell 
anybody to mind their manners—ev-
erybody was always good mannered 
where he was.

This is the aristocratic ideal of Southern 
gentility and I believe that Twain genuinely 
admired it. Even Huck admires it. Colonel 
Grangerford is the opposite of Huck in every 
respect, partly because he has everything that 
Huck lacks. As a wealthy landowner, Grang-
erford can afford to live a life of noblesse 
oblige and set an example of elegant manners 
for his community.

But the emphasis in this passage is on 
Grangerford’s appearance and the clothing 
he wears. Is the suggestion that his aristo-
cratic character is something merely external, 
something just for show? Is his nobility just 
an aristocratic veneer? As we learn elsewhere 
in the book, democratic Huck likes to go na-
ked along with Jim: “we was always naked, day 
and night, whenever the mosquitoes would 
let us—the new clothes Buck’s folks made for 
me was too good to be comfortable, and be-
sides I didn’t go much on clothes, nohow.” For 
Huck, clothing is a matter of utility, not nobil-
ity; when he doesn’t need clothing, he doesn’t 
wear it. Twain raises the issue of whether 
clothes make the man in Huck’s vision of the 
king’s new raiment:

We had all bought store clothes where 
we stopped last; and now the king put 
his’n on…. The king’s duds was all black, 
and he did look real swell and starchy. I 
never knowed how clothes could change 
a body before. Why, before, he looked 
like the orneriest old rip that ever was; 
but now, when he’d take off his new 
white beaver and make a bow and do a 
smile, he looked that grand and good 
and pious that you’d say he had walked 
right out of the ark, and maybe was old 
Leviticus himself.

We thus need to take another look at the 
Grangerfords: “Bob was the oldest, and Tom 
next. Tall, beautiful men with very broad 
shoulders and brown faces, and long black 
hair and black eyes. They dressed in white 
linen from head to foot, like the old gentle-
man, and wore broad Panama hats.” Here the 
emphasis is almost exclusively on the exter-
nal appearance of this aristocratic clan. And 
then we see what all this Southern gentil-
ity is based on: “Each person had their own 
nigger to wait on them…. My nigger had a 

monstrous easy time, because I warn’t used 
to having anybody do anything for me…. The 
old gentleman owned a lot of farms, and over 
a hundred niggers.” This aristocracy—this 
leisured class—is made possible only by slav-
ery. Twain traces the darkest blot on Amer-
ica—the continuation of slavery in a demo-
cratic land—to the lingering allure of aristoc-
racy. In Twain’s view, it was all a masquerade, 
but tragically, Southerners proved willing to 
die for it.

Unmasking the Imposture

Thus for all twain’s awareness of 
the shortcomings of democratic life, he 
clearly is no partisan of aristocracy, a 

system he condemns as rooted in slavery (he 
makes the same point at length in A Connecti-
cut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court). In fact, he 
seems to suggest that democracy goes wrong 
precisely when it clings to aristocratic ideals 
and tries to recreate them, even at the cost 
of perpetuating slavery. He includes a con-
versation between Huck and Jim in which 
Huck criticizes a whole series of European 
monarchs for their bad behavior, includ-
ing Charles II, Louis XIV, Louis XV, James 
II, Edward II, and Richard III. Henry VIII 
comes in for special criticism for the tyranni-
cal way he treated the women in his life: “He 
used to marry a new wife every day, and chop 
off her head next morning.” Huck is trying to 
explain to Jim that the real kings of Europe 
were far more evil than the false kings they 
have encountered in America:

That’s the kind of a bug Henry was; and 
if we’d a had him along ‘stead of our 
kings, he’d a fooled that town a heap 
more than ourn done. I don’t say that 
ourn is lambs, because they ain’t, when 
you come right down to the cold facts; 
but they ain’t nothing to that old ram, 
anyway. All I say is, kings is kings, and 
you got to make allowances. Take them 
all around, they’re a might ornery lot. 
It’s the way they’re raised.

At least in democracy there is a chance of 
unmasking the imposture. The king and the 
duke are not really convincing in their aristo-
cratic roles, largely because they were not born 
to them. As Huck explains to Jim, men born 
as kings make the most successful impostors. 
In Twain’s view, aristocracy simply is fraud; 
it is all an illusion, based on mere externals, 
based on show, as again Huck explains to Jim: 

“I read considerable to Jim about kings, and 
dukes, and earls, and such, and how gaudy 

they dressed, and how much style they put on, 
and called each other your majesty, and your 
grace, and your lordship, and so on, ‘stead of 
mister.” For Twain, aristocracy is by its very 
nature imposture, some men claiming falsely 
that they are born to rule over others. But 
people bred to rule seem to do a better job of 
convincing others to accept their slavery. That 
is why, in the debate between aristocracy and 
democracy, Twain ultimately comes down on 
the side of democracy. Democratic life en-
ables certain forms of imposture, but these 
are an aberration and can be exposed. As we 
see in the case of the king and the duke, in a 
democracy the inferiority of those with aris-
tocratic pretensions is more obvious. But, in 
an aristocracy imposture is a way of life; it is 
the foundation of the regime. America does 
pay a price for building a new nation, but for 
Mark Twain and Huckleberry Finn that price 
is worth paying for the sake of leaving the old 
regime of slavery in Europe behind.

Paul A. Cantor is Clifton Waller Barrett Profes-
sor of English at the University of Virginia, and 
the author, most recently, of The Invisible Hand 
in Popular Culture: Liberty vs. Authority in 
American Film and TV (The University Press 
of Kentucky).
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Book Review by Justin Dyer

Truth Marching On
American Antislavery Writings: Colonial Beginnings to Emancipation, edited by James G. Basker.

Library of America, 970 pages, $40

Harriet beecher stowe’s best-
selling novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin fired 
a nation’s troubled conscience about 

slavery, shaping public sentiment in ways few 
political treatises or works of philosophy could. 
Indeed, Stowe family tradition has it that Abra-
ham Lincoln, in the midst of the fight for the 
Union’s life, greeted the author and abolitionist 
at the White House as “the little woman who 
made this great war.” James Basker notes in the 
introduction to American Antislavery Writings 
that even if apocryphal, Lincoln’s remark is a 
powerful tribute to the role of antislavery lit-
erature in American history.

Although Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published 
in 1852, was tremendously influential in the 
years preceding the Civil War, Basker warns 
against treating it as singular: “Stowe’s…
novel was only the most celebrated manifes-
tation of a complex and diverse tradition of 
American antislavery writing that stretched 
back more than one hundred and fifty years.” 
Basker, the president of the Gilder Lehrman 
Institute of American History and a profes-
sor of literary history at Columbia University, 
has assembled an encompassing anthology of 
antislavery writings, from the colonial era to 
the ratification of the 13th Amendment. The 
158 authors comprise men and women, from 
the North and South, lawyers and statesmen, 
novelists and poets, polemicists and preach-
ers—and, of course, slaves and former slaves.

Beyond fervent opposition to chattel slav-
ery, what unites these diverse selections is a 
persistent religious element. Early opposi-
tion to slavery was grounded in appeals to 
Scripture and Christian morality. Even later 
sources that appear only nominally religious 
remained indebted to Anglo-American evan-
gelical Christianity. Basker suggests that after 
the American Revolution “antislavery writ-
ing became more secular, more literary, and, 
as one would expect in a new country, more 
overtly nationalistic.” Perhaps, but it is im-
possible to find any clean break between the 
transcendent and the temporal in these later 
writings. If anything, the evolution is from 
appeals to the sacred to ones grounded in a 
civil religion, as opposed to a movement from 
religion in general to secularism. 

The influential slave narrative of Frederick 
Douglass, for example, wove together Chris-

tian themes with the language of natural law 
and historical progress. Consider, as well, the 
famous stanza from Julia Ward Howe’s “Bat-
tle Hymn of the American Republic,” written 
in 1862, which cast the Civil War as a redemp-
tive crusade to end slavery in America: “As He 
died to make men holy, let us die to make men 
free.” In the same vein, Stowe’s poem “Caste 
and Christ”, published alongside Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin, concluded:

Hear the word!—who fight for freedom!
Shout it in the battle’s van!
Hope! for bleeding human nature!
Christ the God, is Christ the man!”

Even Abraham Lincoln offered a decidedly 
religious interpretation of the conflict that 
would ultimately claim some 600,000 lives, 
or nearly one out of every 50 Americans re-
corded in the 1860 census. (A comparable war 
today would see 6 million American deaths.) 

“The Almighty has His own purposes,” he said 
in his Second Inaugural, which quoted the 
gospel of Matthew and the Book of Psalms.

[I]f God wills that [the war] continue un-
til all the wealth piled by the bond-man’s 
two hundred and fifty years of unre-
quited toil shall be sunk, and until every 
drop of blood drawn with the lash, shall 
be paid by another drawn with the sword, 
as was said three thousand years ago, so 
still it must be said “the judgments of the 
Lord are true and righteous altogether.” 

The antislavery movement was di-
vided over politics and political mo-
rality, and the abolitionist vanguard 

(estimated by some historians to comprise 
no more than 1% of the general population 
in 1860) was despised throughout—but not 
only in—the South. In the C.S. Lewis novel 
That Hideous Strength (1945), one character is 
presented as a man “who liked to be liked”—
who, that is, had “a good deal of the spaniel in 
him.” There was very little spaniel in the most 
committed abolitionists, some of whom paid 
for their politics with their lives. One “marker 
of the significance” of abolitionist writing and 
activism, Basker reminds us, “is the reactions 
it provoked from slavery’s defenders, which 

often went far beyond words.” In an especially 
infamous 1837 episode, angry opponents of 
abolitionism killed the antislavery activist 
Elijah Lovejoy while attacking the warehouse 
in Alton, Illinois where his publications and 
printing press were located. (Lovejoy, a Pres-
byterian minister, did not practice nonviolent 
resistance: he was shot during a gunfight that 
also took the life of one member of the pro-
slavery mob.) Nineteen years later, South 
Carolina Representative Preston Brooks beat 
Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner un-
conscious with a cane, in retaliation for an an-
tislavery speech Sumner had delivered on the 
floor of the Senate two days earlier.

Censorship of antislavery writ-
ings, and violence against their au-
thors and publishers, paid the per-

verse compliment of affirming that words 
and ideas matter. Although it is difficult to 
establish precise causal relationships between 
antislavery literature and the major events 
of American political history—including 
the Civil War and emancipation—they are 
undoubtedly bound up together. Basker’s 
Library of America volume is a worthy ad-
dition to existing anthologies of antislavery 
writings, augmenting the narrative political 
histories that continue to pour out about this 
period. At nearly a thousand pages, Antislav-
ery Writings is broad and comprehensive. A 
15-page overview of the American antislavery 
movement and editorial headnotes for each 
individual selection help make such a large 
volume accessible to students and non-spe-
cialists. For scholars, the book also includes 
a chronology of antislavery events, from the 
1400s to 1865, and a detailed list of references 
for its 216 selections. The writings are of far 
more than antiquarian interest, however. The 
Reconstruction Amendments, as well as the 
broader international antislavery and human 
rights movements of the 20th and 21st centu-
ries, are enduring tributes to the legacy of the 
American antislavery tradition.

Justin Dyer is assistant professor of political sci-
ence at the University of Missouri and the au-
thor, most recently, of Slavery, Abortion, and 
the Politics of Constitutional Meaning (Cam-
bridge University Press).
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Book Review by Jean M. Yarbrough

A Giving of Accounts
Crisis of the Strauss Divided: Essays on Leo Strauss and Straussianism, East and West, by Harry V. Jaffa.

Rowman & Littlefield, 290 pages, $49.95

Toward the end of his life, while 
teaching at St. John’s College in An-
napolis, Leo Strauss appeared with 

Jacob Klein in a much anticipated logon dido-
nai or “giving of accounts.” Now in his 95th 
year, Harry V. Jaffa, the first of Strauss’s 
students, offers his own logon didonai in Cri-
sis of the Strauss Divided. The title, we learn, 
comes from a quip by one of Jaffa’s students 
that combines Jaffa’s Crisis of the House Di-
vided (1959) with the divisions, geographical 
and philosophical, that later emerged among 
Strauss’s students regarding the character of 
the American regime and the nature of the 
Straussian project. (Jaffa is the godfather 
of “West Coast” Straussianism, so named 
because he spent the majority of his career 
teaching at the Claremont Colleges in Cali-
fornia.) Crisis of the Strauss Divided gathers 
together 19 essays, most of them by Jaffa, but 
a few by other of Strauss’s students, and one 
by Strauss, which well capture the tone and 
tenor of these debates. Readers familiar with 
some of the earlier acrimonious exchanges 
will be pleasantly surprised by the later en-
tries’ civil, engaging tone. 

Except for the opening essay, prompted by 
Jaffa’s reading of Michael and Catherine Zuck-
ert’s comments about his work in their book 
The Truth About Leo Strauss: Political Philosophy 
and American Democracy (2006), the pieces in 
this volume have all been previously published. 

But as the author explains, his selections, pre-
sented chronologically over a span of nearly 40 
years, represent “an insight or point of view 
that seemed important at the time.” Jaffa does 
not claim that they form a unified treatise or 
book, and he leaves it to the reader to distill 
from these disparate entries whatever “Leo 
Strauss for the Ages” he can. In his brief “Epi-
logue,” Jaffa remarks that he considers Strauss 

“the greatest mind in political philosophy in the 
twentieth century, and possibly in other centu-
ries as well.” He then makes the puzzling com-
ment that this “is a judgment I share with very 
few, if any.” By illuminating what he means by 
political philosophy, the essays in this volume 
help the reader better to understand the view 
from the West Coast. 

Part of the considerable charm of the open-
ing chapter, “Straussian Geography: A Mem-
oir and Commentary,” is that Jaffa, who first 
met Strauss as a graduate student at the New 
School in 1944, captures the excitement of 
encountering Leo Strauss before he reached 
the pinnacle of his influence as the Robert 
Maynard Hutchins Distinguished Service 
Professor at the University of Chicago. Jaffa, 
who had majored in English at Yale in the late 
’30s, and then gone on to enroll in its political 
science graduate program, found his graduate 
studies so stultifying that he nearly dropped 
out during his first year. The story he tells is 
the now familiar one of professors in the grip 

of modern social science, treating the history 
of political theory as a series of failed argu-
ments, rendered obsolete by David Hume’s 

“fact-value” distinction. George H. Sabine’s 
classic textbook in the history of political the-
ory captured this approach perfectly, which 
Jaffa rightly describes as “a tour through a wax 
work museum.”

It comes as something of a surprise 
to learn that, after leaving Yale, the fu-
ture speechwriter for Barry Goldwater 

decided to work for the federal government. 
To improve his chances of passing the difficult 
civil service exam, Jaffa enrolled in a year-long 
course in Public Administration at the New 
School taught by the German jurist, Arnold 
Brecht. In the essay, we learn that on the 
same day he first reported for work, he met 
his future bride—“the girl in the canoe” and 
his lifelong companion. (The volume includes 
lovely photos of Marjorie and Harry.) After 
spending the war years in D.C., Jaffa and his 
wife then returned to New York, where he re-
sumed his graduate studies, aided by a schol-
arship secured by Brecht. 

At that time, the Graduate Faculty of 
the New School, or University in Exile, pro-
vided a haven for European scholars forced 
to flee Hitler’s Europe, and could not have 
been more different from Jaffa’s alma mater. 
Despite its shabby furnishings and lack of 
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This is where things get interest-
ing because elsewhere in these essays 
Jaffa suggests a) that Strauss also came 

to see the founders in a more classical light 
and b) that he later developed his “own cri-
tique of Strauss’s work,” a subject on which he 
had “written with increasing frequency since 
Strauss’s death.” So, which is it? The essays 
do not unequivocally say. In this regard, it is 
worth noting that the anthology includes only 
one essay by Strauss, “Relativism,” a powerful 
dissection of Isaiah Berlin, logical positivism, 
and existentialism, but which says nothing 
about classical political philosophy, the clash 
between ancients and moderns, or the tension 
between reason and revelation. By the end of 
the book, one has a clear sense of where Jaffa 
is going, but what about Strauss?

For both Strauss and Jaffa, the great theo-
retical issue is the dispute between reason and 
revelation. As we learn in Crisis of the Strauss 
Divided from Robert Kraynak, in Thomism 
and Aristotelianism (1952) Jaffa had followed 
Strauss arguing first, that the clash between 
these two ways of knowing was irreconcilable, 
and second, that on a more practical level the 
pagan and Christian virtues were at odds. Try 
as Aquinas might, there was no way to rec-
oncile the magnanimity of Aristotle’s great-
souled man with Christian humility. Indeed, 
as Jaffa remarked in his eulogy for Strauss in 
1973, Thomas’s attempts to find a common 
ground had resulted in a compromised syncre-
tism. No grand synthesis was possible. Later, 
however, Jaffa would have second thoughts. 
Indeed, we are forced to wonder whether his 
treatment of Lincoln in Crisis of the House Di-
vided does not already signal this turn, since, 
on closer analysis, Lincoln’s magnanimity has 
a decidedly Christian cast.

In a fascinating essay collected here, “Leo 
Strauss, the Bible, and Political Philosophy,” 
Jaffa lays out in greater detail the tension be-
tween reason and revelation. The God of the 
Bible (by which he means the God of the He-
brew Bible) stands outside of the created world, 
and is in fact its Author. And being One, there 
is no way for humans to form an idea of Him, 
for ideas presuppose that there are particular 
objects or things to which the ideas refer. Thus, 
the God of the Bible remains mysterious and 
unknowable, except through faith in His re-
vealed word. For Strauss, the Hebrew Bible, 
with its emphasis on law, which Jews are com-
manded to obey, presented the most powerful 
challenge to reason, and although reason can-
not refute the claims of revelation, the ongo-
ing tension between the two accounts for the 
vitality of Western civilization. As a side note, 
I wish that Jaffa had expanded his discussion 
of the unknowability of the Biblical God to 

recognition from elite institutions, its profes-
sors may have been “the greatest faculty of 
its kind ever assembled under one roof.” But 
even among this august faculty, nothing had 
prepared him for his encounter with Strauss. 
In contrast to the stately Brecht, Strauss was 
physically unimpressive, but by sheer dint of 
his “overwhelming intellectual force,” Strauss 
freed the young Jaffa from “the prison of his-
toricist dogma” and made him his “partner in 
a voyage of discovery.”

And what a partnership it was. 
Although Strauss taught him to take 
classical political philosophy seri-

ously, we learn here that it was Jaffa who first 
grasped the applicability of Plato and Aristo-
tle to American politics. Reading the Lincoln-
Douglas debates for the first time, Jaffa real-
ized that Stephen Douglas was nothing more 
than a modern-day Thrasymachus, Socrates’s 
great antagonist in the Republic: popular sov-
ereignty unrestrained by natural right was 
nothing more than a defense of the rule of the 
stronger. Strauss encouraged Jaffa to contin-
ue this line of inquiry and secured a teaching 
post for him in the Basic Program at the Uni-
versity of Chicago when Strauss moved there. 
As Jaffa tells it, Strauss’s graduate students, 
among them Martin Diamond, Robert Gold-
win, and Allan Bloom, sensed a very great ex-
citement about this new approach to the study 
of American politics. Although he cannot be 
sure, Jaffa also suggests that Strauss’s opening 
reference to the natural rights of the Declara-
tion of Independence in the published version 
of Natural Right and History (1953) was owing 
to Jaffa’s insights about American politics.

“Straussian Geography” is also notable be-
cause Jaffa responds, in measured tones, to the 
Zuckerts’ charge that Crisis of the House Di-
vided is marred by a central contradiction. The 
Zuckerts contend that although Jaffa praised 
Abraham Lincoln for his efforts to restore the 
authority of the American Founders, his criti-
cism of the modern natural rights doctrine in 
Crisis undermined his argument. What, after 
all, was there to admire about a political philos-
ophy grounded in an appeal to the selfish pas-
sions? The Lincoln that emerges in Crisis is the 
very embodiment of Aristotle’s magnanimous 
man; he does not so much restore the authority 
of the founders as re-found the American re-
public on nobler classical principles. Although 
Jaffa at first dances around this criticism, he 
ultimately concedes that it is not altogether 

“without merit.” As he explains, at that time 
he was very much influenced by his teacher’s 

“scathing indictment” of John Locke in Natural 
Right and History, but gradually he “came to 
doubt the authority” he had ascribed to it. 
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the New Testament. Given the significance 
that Jaffa later attaches to the triumph and 
spread of Christianity, what is the effect of the 
Christian God on his arguments? Does the 
Trinitarian God, and especially the doctrine 
of the Incarnation, make the God of the New 
Testament more or less mysterious? And does 
the Christian shift away from pious obedience 
to the law toward an emphasis on faith and the 
spirit of the law mitigate the tension between 
reason and revelation? Although he agrees with 
Strauss about the theoretical tension between 
reason and revelation, Jaffa enlists his teacher 
in order to argue that the two are united in a 
common project: to restore the common moral 
order of the Bible and classical political phi-
losophy as a means of overcoming the modern 

“crisis of the West,” the loss of confidence in 
truth’s intelligibility resulting in moral relativ-
ism. This, Jaffa argues, is what it means to be 
a political philosopher. Not all of Strauss’s stu-
dents see his legacy in this way, however, hence 
the Straussian geography. In “The Platonism 
of Leo Strauss,” which Jaffa includes, Thomas 
Pangle (considered an “Eastern” Straussian) 
argues that Strauss never believed that the 
Bible and classical political philosophy could 
make common cause. To which Walter Berns 
(another East Coaster) adds, “Strauss did not 
believe that he, or political philosophy, could 
save Western civilization.”

Yet if jaffa seems to agree that the 
tension between reason and revelation 
persists at the highest theoretical level 

(even if he adds that the two share a com-
mon project), the practical tension between 
ancients and moderns that Strauss also em-
phasized steadily recedes. In contrast to the 
argument he presented earlier in Crisis of the 
House Divided, which criticized the founders’ 
reliance on modern natural right, Jaffa argues 
in the sequel, A New Birth of Freedom (2000), 
that the establishment of the American repub-
lic represents the triumph of classical natural 
right under modern conditions. The recogni-
tion of the natural right of every individual to 
religious freedom means that men and women 
are free to pursue their highest aspirations, be 
they religious or philosophic, uncoerced by 

“political passions.” As Jaffa himself has mem-
orably put it, had Aristotle lived in modern 
times, he would have been a Lockean.

Here again, Jaffa does not claim that Strauss 
drew the same conclusion, and he acknowl-
edges that other of Strauss’s students dis-
agree. Nevertheless, he cites more than once 
Strauss’s apparent agreement with Thomas 
Jefferson—that the best regime is the one that 
elevates the natural aristoi—as evidence that 
Jefferson and Aristotle agreed on natural right 

(though he minimizes the problem of having 
to secure popular consent to their rule). Jaffa 
further elides the disagreement between an-
cients and moderns by insisting that because 
Aristotle supported the emancipation of slaves 
(in Book 7 of the Politics), he never really be-
lieved in natural slavery. Instead, he claims, 
Aristotle championed “a natural right of hu-
man freedom.” Turning to the moderns, Jaffa 
argues that the mere mention of “tyranny” and 

“prudence” in the Declaration confirms the 
founders’ essentially classical understanding 
of politics. To put the matter differently, Jaffa 
came to believe that there are not two kinds of 
prudence, but only one, though the counsels 
of prudence point in diametrically opposed 
directions, depending upon historical condi-
tions. However paradoxical it may seem, he 
insists that the prudence of the Declaration 
is the same as that of the Nicomachean Ethics: 
natural inequality and natural equality, virtue 
and freedom, are not that far apart.

In searching essays that conclude 
the book, Robert Kraynak and Michael 
Zuckert (the latter classifies himself as a 

“Midwest” Straussian), each in his own way, 
gently but firmly, argue that Jaffa’s thought 
has moved away from Straussian dualities—
ancients and moderns, reason and revelation, 
Athens and Jerusalem, and so on—and assim-
ilated into one great scheme Plato and Aristo-
tle, the Roman Empire, Christianity, Shake-
speare, Jefferson, and Lincoln. Or, as Kraynak 
puts it, Jaffa’s New Birth of Freedom offers a 
grand synthesis of Athens, Jerusalem, and 
Peoria. It is difficult to disagree, though both 
suspect that Jaffa may have deliberately exag-
gerated the convergences. For his part, Jaffa 
insists that Strauss himself began the conver-
gence in his book The City and Man (1964).

Over the course of his long and distin-
guished career, Harry Jaffa has developed a 
distinctive political philosophy, one that places 
political and moral questions at the center of 
its concerns. Though sharing certain char-
acteristics with the sweeping philosophies 
of history, Jaffa’s account puts reason, rather 
than History, firmly in the driver’s seat. What 
divides Strauss’s students, East and West (to 
say nothing of Midwest), is whether Jaffa’s 
mature philosophy is Straussian, and—what 
amounts to almost the same thing—whether 
it is true. 

Jean M. Yarbrough is professor of government 
and Gary M. Pendy, Sr., Professor of Social Sci-
ences at Bowdoin College, and the author, most 
recently, of Theodore Roosevelt and the Amer-
ican Political Tradition (University of Kansas 
Press). 
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Book Review by Mark Blitz

The Good Life
Pursuits of Wisdom: Six Ways of Life in Ancient Philosophy from Socrates to Plotinus, by John M. Cooper.

Princeton University Press, 456 pages, $35

In pursuits of wisdom princeton phi-
losophy professor John Cooper attempts 
to engage ancient philosophy on its own 

terms, rather than using it merely to address 
issues that today’s professors of philosophy 
happen to notice. Although he is influenced 
by Pierre Hadot’s emphasis on philosophic 
ways of life, he rejects the French theorist’s 
too easy assimilation of philosophy to religion 
and of thought to spiritual exercises. Cooper’s 
concern is primarily with ethics or ethical 
theory as he believes the ancients see it: they 
emphasize character rather than discrete ac-
tions, connect ethics to general philosophical 
matters rather than divide things into special-
ties, and consider reason the motivation for 
action, not merely its justification.

Cooper looks at “six ways of life in ancient 
philosophy”: Socratic, Aristotelian, Stoic, 
Epicurean, Skeptic, and neo-Platonic. He dif-
ferentiates Socrates from Plato, but, unfortu-
nately, Plato does not receive his own chapter, 
although he comes up often throughout the 
book. Plato’s Republic, which one would have 
guessed in advance to be the book’s center, is 
not analyzed systematically.

The book’s considerable virtue is to take 
ancient thinkers seriously on their own terms. 
Cooper makes the best case he can for what 
might sometimes seem to be obscure or un-
welcome teachings. He does not try to squeeze 
Plato and Aristotle between the deadly pages 
of the Philosophical Review—we cannot reduce 
ethics to contemporary attempts to justify 

“moral requirements” by their consequences, 
by “a supposed ‘categorical’ imperative,” or by 

“something called ‘virtue ethics.’” 
Despite Cooper’s welcome distance from 

today’s restrictions, he is sometimes guided by 
philosophical anachronisms. The choice be-
tween philosophy and religion is an “existen-
tial choice,” he writes. Philosophy can offer or 
issue in “world views.” Socratic wisdom is to 

“firmly grasp and understand the full system 
of human values.” Plato’s Republic discusses 
an “ideal” state. 

A consequence (or cause?) of these anach-
ronisms is that Cooper does not appear to be-
lieve in the truth of classic teachings about in-
evitable splits between knowledge and opin-
ion, the gap between the radicalism of philos-
ophy and the orthodoxy of any political and 
ethical life, or the difference between the few 
and the many. One result is that he occasion-
ally verges on reducing (some of) his think-
ers to ancient Dale Carnegies, self-help gu-
rus for the hopeful gentleman in a confusing 
world. And, although Cooper clearly means 
to distinguish philosophy from religion, rev-
elation’s challenge to philosophical enlight-
enment, or their rivalry as ways of life, is not 
addressed systematically. A brief mention of 
Alfarabi, Averroes, and Maimonides, distant 
as they are from Professor Cooper’s expertise 
and the time-frame of his book, would have 
pointed to other, yet related, philosophically 
informed ways of dealing with the issues he 
addresses.

The book begins by discussing a “no-
tional” Socrates, a figure compounded 
of the real and the literary, who stars in 

the dialogues of Plato that Cooper chooses to 
call Socratic. He does not clarify why he splits 
this Socrates from other dialogues in which 
Socrates also takes charge. He has in mind 
as Socratic the Apology, Laches, Protagoras 
and so on—everything Socratic other than 
the Symposium, Phaedo, Theatetus, Philebus, 
and the last nine books of the Republic. This 
arbitrary split would be less tendentious had 
Cooper discussed Plato systematically. As it 
is, he does not examine step by step any of the 
Socratic dialogues, but uses them to make or 
confirm general points. He seems most con-
cerned with the Apology, and with the Protago-
ras’ question of the unity of virtue and the link 
between knowing what is right and doing it.

Cooper’s major arguments are that 
Socrates sought to know what is good, that 
this knowledge needs to grasp the full relation 
or unity of all good things or “values,” that 
such full knowledge is difficult or impossible 
to attain, and that the soul’s central motiva-
tion is reasonable understanding—it is not 
merely a means to discover what one should 
otherwise choose. He attempts to bring to-
gether the philosophical and the moral as 
much as he can.

There are several difficulties with his 
thoughtful discussion, some of which arise 
from his artificially limiting the dialogues he 
explores. He sees the importance of the soul 
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for Socrates, but does not examine carefully 
how its powers are best used in thought itself. 
He treats the virtues as if they and the goods 
with which they deal could all be unified, but 
he overlooks the tensions and difficulties that 
Plato brings out even in the “Socratic” Laches, 
Republic (Book 1), and Hippias Major, as well 
as elsewhere. He does not explore the connec-
tion between the Protagoras’ argument that 
virtue is unified and the tendentious opin-
ion there that the good and the pleasant are 
identical. He does not examine what even the 
Socratic dialogues show about the tension be-
tween the family and the life of the mind, rea-
son and piety, and the demands of law and of 
thought, or discuss how philosophy as a way 
of life is affected by different political regimes. 
Speaking more theoretically, I would say that 
Cooper insufficiently explores the limits of 
reason’s objects in their usual legal and other 
embodiments. 

Although we would have benefited 
from Cooper’s discussion of the rest of 
Plato, it also would apparently have 

been disputable at its core. Cooper maintains 
that, for Plato, “the philosophically happy life 
is one of full knowledge, actually possessed 
and not merely sought.” “There is an intelli-
gible form of the Good, and philosophical ar-
gument and discussion, if assiduously enough 
pursued will lead us to grasp its full nature.” 
Even if we join the author in believing that 
Plato’s Republic’s “ideal social and political 
system” could become fully actual (which we 
should not), Socrates makes clear the elusive-
ness of our understanding of the Good. As 
Cooper sees it, moreover, Plato’s successors 
also propose a life “of confident, philosophi-
cally grounded, virtuous action.” 

The chapter on Aristotle is the book’s best. 
Cooper considers carefully the relation be-
tween the Nicomachean Ethics and the Politics, 
and provides a thoughtful analysis of the im-
portance of practical reason in ethical choice. 
He offers a good description of happiness 
and virtue. He clarifies the significance of the 
mean and the necessary imprecision but not 
relativism of Aristotle’s discussion. As with 
Plato, however, Cooper makes virtue in Ar-
istotle too seamless. To achieve this harmony 

he downplays several phenomena that Aris-
totle analyzes and many difficulties that he 
points out.

Cooper does not analyze the variety of 
regimes and how this affects virtue and rule. 
He does not discuss the rivalries among 
those who enjoy practical reason or are great-
souled. He does not examine the tension be-
tween the rule of the one best and the rule 
of laws, or the variety among justified claims 
to rule. He does not discuss the issues that 
Aristotle raises of distributive and natu-
ral justice. In general, he does not examine 
rigorously the goods with which the virtues 
deal, how we produce, enjoy, or achieve them, 
and the consequent limits that scarcity and 
the harshness of acquisition place on dealing 
with them virtuously. He says little or noth-
ing about punishment, obedience, and reli-
gion in political life. He therefore also does 
not come to grips with the radical nature of 
philosophy, its questioning of opinion and 
the manner in which the philosopher gives 
less than his all to the community. Although 
Cooper usefully argues that philosophy in 
Aristotle is “a way of life, not just a subject of 
academic study” and, indeed, the highest life, 
he does not examine fully enough the source 
of theoretical virtue’s height. A thorough 
analysis of Book 10 of the Ethics would have 
been welcome. 

Cooper’s examination of schools of 
thought after Aristotle continues to empha-
size the link between philosophy and morality. 
Each of these analyses is interesting although 
necessarily limited. We have no central Stoic 
philosophical texts, so Cooper’s reconstruc-
tion, based on reports from others such as Ci-
cero and Seneca’s “literary, but not technically 
philosophical works,” may of course be coun-
tered by others’ reconstructions. Nonetheless, 
the task Cooper sets for himself has the great 
merit of trying to make the most sense of and 
the best case for “Stoic resignation and avoid-
ance of emotion” and similar teachings. 

His discussion of Epicurus concentrates on 
the understanding of pleasure. This thought-
ful analysis might have been contrasted with 
Plato and Aristotle’s discussions of pleasure, 
especially of the pleasure in philosophy. It 
also would have been good if he had analyzed 

more searchingly the unique or character-
istic element in his discussion of Epicurus, 

“katastematic” pleasure, that is, “pleasure in 
the awareness of the healthy functioning of 
one’s own natural constitution, physical and 
psychic.” 

Cooper places his discussion of 
skepticism after Epicureanism because

it is a fundamental fact about ancient 
skepticism as a philosophy that it pre-
sented itself in the guise of a way of life. 
Much of its philosophical interest and 
value are lost if it is too readily assimi-
lated to its early modern and later de-
scendents. The skeptical philosophy…
aims at helping people to achieve the 
ethical “end” for human beings.

His discussion is a good place to begin to 
consider the differences between ancient and 
modern skepticism.

Cooper’s discussion of neo-Platonism is 
thoughtful, useful, and comprehensive. It has 
the virtue of addressing the texts of a single 
author, Plotinus. It is in this chapter that the 
author addresses Plato himself most directly, 
though he still does not give a full account. 
He does not consider discussions in the Soph-
ist and Philebus that could have helped his 
examination of purity. And his account of 
virtue in the Republic makes too much of a 
putative unity of political and philosophical 
excellence. 

One can and must dispute elements of 
John Cooper’s discussions in Pursuits of Wis-
dom, but there is much to learn from it, and 
readers will benefit from it and from the in-
telligence and erudition that produced it. To 
see classical philosophy as a way of life, and to 
explicate rather than to mock or abuse its ar-
guments, should be common ground among 
serious pursuers of wisdom.

Mark Blitz is the Fletcher Jones Professor of Po-
litical Philosophy and director of the Salvatori 
Center for the Study of Individual Freedom in 
the Modern World  at Claremont McKenna 
College, and the author of Plato’s Political Phi-
losophy (Johns Hopkins University Press).
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“In its storytelling heft, its moral rec-
titude, the solemn magnificence of its 
writing and the splendor of its hymns 
to New York City, the new novel is 
a spiritual pendant to Winter’s Tale, 
and every bit as extraordinary.... In 
Sunlight and in Shadow sounds 

as though it were scored to some 
great choral symphony.”

“Helprin has written...a poetic and 
likely enduring rendering of New 
York just after the Second World 
War, a love story that pines for love 
but even more fervently for an indus-
trious and ascendant America that is 
no more and maybe never was.… In 
Sunlight and In Shadow matters.” 

“[A] paean to women and their beau-
ty—and above all to romantic love 

and its abiding power.… Wise, satu-
rated with sensory detail and beauti-

fully written, Sunlight celebrates the 
unquenchable bliss of existence.” 

“New York, New York, it’s a wonderful town! And Mark 
Helprin’s new near-epic novel makes it all the more marvelous....

[A] grandly charming and deeply affecting novel.” 

In Sunlight and in Shadow
A Novel, by Mark Helprin

New York, at the dawn of  the modern age— 
a vivid dream you will not want to leave…

—Robin Micheli, People Magazine

—Mark Warren, Esquire

 —Sam Sacks, The Wall Street Journal

—Alan Cheuse, NPR
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Book Review by Christopher Caldwell

From Plato to NATO
On Politics: A History of Political Thought, by Alan Ryan.

Liveright, 1,152 pages, $75

“Very few political ideas die so 
thoroughly that they are beyond 
hope of resurrection,” writes the 

English-born Princeton political theorist 
Alan Ryan towards the end of his millennia-
spanning two-volume survey, On Politics. That 
is just another way of saying that many of the 
political rules we consider trustworthy today 
will themselves come to seem silly. We know 
the arc of the political story that runs from 
Hellas to Dallas, but Ryan will be among the 
very last scholars to tell it as it has been told 
for centuries, through what he calls “a mix-
ture of philosophical analysis, moral judg-
ment, constitutional speculation, and practi-
cal advice.” Now in his seventies, he is among 
the youngest to possess a native fluency in 
the Europe-centered, territorial, poly-
glot, pre-televised culture that does 
not appear to have survived the 
20th century intact. Future histo-
ries of the West will be different.

Ryan writes about political 
thinkers with a confident, un-
cramped Victorian erudition. 
He lays down pontoons of un-
derstanding between previous 
centuries and our own. When 
Aristotle thought of public prop-
erty 2,300 years ago, writes Ryan, 

“[h]e saw a truth that the state of 
much public space reinforces today; 
we do not think that what belongs to 
all of us belongs to each of us; we think it 
belongs to nobody, and we neglect it.” Those 
indulgences the Catholic Church sold 500 
years ago to fund Saint Peter’s Basilica en-
raged Martin Luther on more than theologi-
cal grounds. “They were…,” Ryan notes, “a 
form of church taxation and are morally dubi-
ous in much the same way as present-day state 
lotteries.” In Machiavelli’s time, the Medici 
made no formal claim to rule Florence by he-
reditary right. In that respect, their regime 

“is not very different from modern liberal de-
mocracies, where professional politicians be-
get professional politicians, or acquire them 
as sons- and daughters-in-law, much as law 
and medicine run in families.” Ryan himself, 
an expert in John Stuart Mill and John Dew-
ey, tantalizes the reader in his opening pages 
with the suggestion that our political ar-

rangements may have more in common with 
imperial Persia than with Periclean Athens. 
He asks whether modern Western states are 
even democracies and concludes that they are 

“strictly speaking, something else.” 

The roots of these states are more 
religious than temporal, Ryan believes, 
growing out of the institution of the 

papacy and out of Christian theology directly. 
Odd though it may sound, Saint Augustine 
excites the Mill specialist Ryan like no other 
philosopher in the book. Usually Ryan guts 

to exploit our fellow citizens for our 
own benefit, to ventilate malice and cru-
elty, and to exhibit the libido dominandi 
that Augustine deplored.

Ryan cites David Hume, Bertrand Russell, 
and Sigmund Freud as defending the idea of 
original sin. It comes up when Ryan discusses 
Thomas Aquinas. It comes up when he dis-
cusses what Machiavelli thinks of as man’s 
natural wickedness. It comes up when he 
paraphrases James Madison’s worries about 
faction in Federalist 10, by saying “even where 
there was no real reason for conflict, people 
would make up frivolous reasons to behave 
obnoxiously.” And it comes up when, consid-

ering the enormities of Nazism, he warns 
us that “without intellectual and moral 

self-discipline, and help from the 
intellectual discipline supplied by 

others, all of us can half believe 
whatever rationalizes our mis-
fortunes and promises some-
thing better.” 

There is no augustin-
ian doctrine more revo-
lutionary—and more 

confusing to rulers and political 
theorists—than that of obedi-

ence. Except in extraordinary cir-
cumstances, Christians must obey 

non-Christian rulers, Augustine wrote, 
opening what Ryan calls a “gulf…between 

the classical and the Christian political uni-
verse.” Although Christians can make peace 
with authoritarians, they also recognize that 
there are some areas that belong to God and 
that Caesar cannot touch. This is the begin-
ning of constitutional limitations on power. 
Despite appearances, Christianity makes the 
most solid case against divine-right monarchy. 
It holds as blasphemous the arrogation of all 
authority by an earthly power. “[W]e may 
have religious reasons for taking a fiercely sec-
ularist and anti-absolutist line about politics,” 
Ryan writes. “Locke did.”

Whether the governed actually consent 
to be governed by their leaders or whether 

“consent” is a polite constitutional fiction is a 
question that preoccupies the author through-
out. So does the related question of whether 

and trims his subject’s œuvre to leave only a 
prime morsel of political theory. Plato is dealt 
with through his Gorgias and Republic. Two 
paragraphs by Pope Gelasius suffice to give 
the papal view on the separation of temporal 
and spiritual power. But Ryan lingers over an-
ecdotes from Augustine’s Confessions and begs 
us to listen to his case: 

Whether or not we believe in original 
sin, everyone knows that the politi-
cal arena tempts us to behave exactly 
as original sin would prompt us to do: 
to engage in pointless conflicts for the 
sheer pleasure of crushing opponents, 
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a ruler’s power can ever be absolute. There is, 
for instance, something about the Pledge of 
Allegiance that he has always found odd. Chil-
dren affirm every school day that they accept 
the authority of the United States. “Curiously 
enough,” Ryan notes, “most school districts 
abandon the practice when children attain 
the age of reason and might be thought to be 
bound by what they say.” He notes that con-
sent of the governed arises as a political princi-
ple as early as Justinian and reappears in Mar-
silius of Padua—but it is in John Locke that 
it becomes most thought-provoking. Drawing 
on the Latin adage that no one can give what 
he cannot have, Locke assumed that peoples 
can’t give a monarch absolute control over their 
lives, because no man has such control of his 
own life. And Locke shows that absolute pow-
er does not imply arbitrary power. As Ryan 
paraphrases: “An officer has the right to shoot 
a soldier for cowardice in the face of the enemy, 
and may shoot him on the spot. Nonetheless, 
he may not touch sixpence of his pay.”

That raises a question of style. Readers of 
other classic surveys of political thinking—
George Sabine’s History of Political Theory 
(1937), Raymond Aron’s Les Etapes de la Pen-
sée Sociologique (1967), Leszek Kołakowski’s 
Main Currents of Marxism (1976-78), or Leo 
Strauss and Joseph Cropsey’s History of Politi-
cal Philosophy (1963; revised, 1987)—will be 
struck by how relatively little direct quoting 
Ryan does. His pithy sentence about the offi-
cer shooting soldiers reads this way in Locke’s 
Second Treatise of Civil Government: 

Neither the serjeant, that could com-
mand a soldier to march up to the 
mouth of a cannon, or stand in a breach, 
where he is almost sure to perish, can 
command that soldier to give him one 
penny of his money; nor the general, 
that can condemn him to death for de-
serting his post, or for not obeying the 
most desperate orders, can yet, with 
all his absolute power of life and death, 
dispose of one farthing of that soldier’s 
estate, or seize one jot of his goods.

The Ryan method saves space—a need made 
pressing by his rare ability to write fluently 
about the entire sweep of Western political 
philosophy. It does, however, rob the book of 
a certain texture. 

The 17th-century republican james 
Harrington occupies a fascinating and 
paradoxical position in this book. Any 

discussion of Harrington highlights the con-
tingency of our arrangements regarding rights. 
Landownership became the basis for political 

rights at the dawn of the modern age because 
land was held to be the ultimate source of 
wealth, the basis for raising money and re-
cruiting soldiers. This did not make complete 
sense even at the time, Ryan notes; it did not 
explain, among other things, Venice. But an 
alert reader will notice that thinking as Har-
rington did has a really empowering side-
effect, which is to build leverage into mass 
democracies. A minority of common people 
can be not just a “tendency” in a broad politi-
cal system, as they would be in a proportion-
al-representation democracy of the modern 
European kind. They can control an area of 
territory. Even if this leverage is not “rational,” 
it may be healthy.

In a similar way, Ryan notes that Har-
rington—and, following his lead, the fram-
ers of the U.S. Constitution—got something 
wrong in assuming that a “well-regulated 
militia” made up of citizen-soldiers was the 
best safeguard against the dangers of stand-
ing armies and mercenaries. Harrington did 
not realize that modern banking and credit 
had made it easier to fund an army should the 
need arise; there was less danger from an in-
dependent armed force and thus less need to 
keep a “well-regulated militia.” Ryan is prob-
ably arguing against the Second Amendment 
as much as against Harrington here. As a 
historical matter he seems to be correct. But 
Harrington’s mistake may be a fruitful mis-
conception. It may still be true that political 
liberty flourishes in a republic based on a 
citizen-soldiery—even if there are no more 
citizen-soldiers.

Ryan is english enough to real-
ize that the development of political 
thought is not just a matter of ideas 

and theories ricocheting from one writer to 
another, as in a game of Pong. Practical poli-
ticians can build institutions of great theo-
retical complexity piecemeal, by trial and er-
ror—and those institutions can embody ideas. 
Ryan admires Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws, 
which he calls “the foundational work of mod-
ern political sociology,” and Alexis de Toc-
queville for having shown that “mœurs” are as 
important as ideas. It is a compliment when 
Ryan calls Tocqueville “not a philosopher but 
a political sociologist.”

Naturally, the author is interested in the 
preoccupations that Tocqueville shared with 
Mill. The “individualism” that Tocqueville 
worried would take over the United States 
and other democracies was not to be confused 
with the “individuality” of Mill. Ryan holds 
them to be opposites. Tocquevillean individu-
alism means some combination of decadence, 
hedonism, and self-involvement, along with 
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es of dropped hints, why the United States 
and other Western countries are not, strictly 
speaking, democratic. He has noted Cicero’s 
belief that a republic exists only when there 
is a people. He has endorsed the longstanding 
view that lotteries are the most democratic 
way of choosing leaders, from a mention in 
Aristotle to William F. Buckley’s quip that 
he would rather be ruled by the first 2,000 
names in the Boston phone book than the 
Harvard faculty. It is not actually any of these 
drawbacks that Ryan has in mind. He merely 
means to endorse “John Stuart Mill’s later 
view that it is not a system of self-government 
but a system of taking securities for good gov-
ernment.” What we call Western democracies 
are more accurately described as “nontyranni-
cal and liberal popular mixed republics.” That 
is a reasonable conclusion—but it is not much 
different from the way the Founding Fathers 
described the United States.

About 800 pages into his book, as 
he comes to the eve of the 20th cen-
tury, Ryan’s own voice begins to 

emerge. He announces that he will now ad-
dress certain problems of our own modern 
condition, thematically. Far from being an 
arbitrary shift, this makes a good deal of 
sense. It is an exercise in what Weber would 
call “charisma”—drawing on the authority 
handed down from the past to make sense 
of the present and prepare for the future. 
No particularly coherent view of the present 
emerges, though. For one thing, he finds it 
hard to break the habit of summarizing that 
has carried him so far. For another, his ag-
giornamento, only brings us up to the world 
of a generation ago, say of the 1980s. He 
describes our society as “industrial” society, 
with no mention of the internet’s inchoate 
universalizing possibilities. There is little on 
feminism or identity politics. He holds that 
the greatest threat to international peace 
is “old-fashioned nationalism,” favors “some 
form of world government,” and believes the 
United Nations charter “makes too many 
concessions to the inviolability of national 
sovereignty.” Although he describes his last 
chapters as devoted to “the counterpoint of 
technological discontinuity and ideological, 
philosophical, and political continuity,” the 
discontinuity has outstripped his ability to 
describe it (and perhaps anyone’s, for now), 
and the continuity may be less than he thinks.

One does not want to be unfair. This behe-
moth history of Western political philosophy 
is an astonishing achievement. It is hard to 
imagine it could have been written in less than 
15 years. That would make parts of this book 
literally the product of another century. The 

size and ambition of the endeavor are enough 
to explain any disconnection that one senses 
in the final pages. The book is full of assump-
tions that would have seemed reasonable a 
decade or two ago but have lately been called 
into question. (Not always wisely, but that is 
another matter.) 

Consider augustine’s conception 
of the just war, which Ryan sees as 
resting “on an analogy between the 

state’s right to punish its own members and 
its right to punish other states, an analogy 
that the modern world largely rejects.” Ryan 
doubts the papal power laid out by Gelasius 
and exercised by Boniface VIII to depose 
kings “for sin” (ratione peccati) has had much 
staying power. “Today the idea that a conser-
vative pope might try to depose an American 
president ratione peccati is unthinkable, even 
if Catholic bishops may urge their flocks to 
vote against politicians who uphold abor-
tion rights.” But Ryan is looking for theoc-
racy in all the wrong places. Outside of the 
Muslim world, it is human-rights ideologies, 
not traditional creeds, that have lately given 
politics a theocratic cast. Starting in Ser-
bia in the late 1990s, human-rights activists 
reclaimed this right-by-analogy to punish 
other states. There have been several leaders 
deposed ratione peccati since then, although 
the peccatum was against human rights, not 
God as any faith understands him, and car-
ried out not by any inquisition but by force of 
U.S. arms. The experience of the second Bush 
presidency makes it quite thinkable that the 

“human rights community” should seek to de-
pose an American president someday. Ryan 
writes of the Reformation’s veneration of the 
vernacular Bible: “the consequences for poli-
tics, science, and literature, as well as for re-
ligion narrowly conceived, were enormous. It 
put a premium on literacy, close reading, and 
thinking for oneself whose long-term effects 
we are living with.” How one hopes he is right, 
but the evidence is mounting that the era of 
literacy, close reading, and thinking for one-
self that began with Gutenberg is, after a little 
less than six centuries, drawing to a close.

 When Alan Ryan tells us that “long-dead 
writers often speak to us with greater fresh-
ness and immediacy than our contemporaries,” 
we should notice that he says “greater,” not “as 
great as.” His On Politics provides an impres-
sive toolbox for recognizing and understanding 
those episodes through which we have begun 
cutting the thread of recent centuries and re-
connecting to our theocratic and pagan pasts.

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor of the 
Weekly Standard.

people’s temptation to surrender all their re-
sponsibilities to the state’s “immense tutelary 
power.” Here, speaking of “soft despotism,” 
Ryan actually quotes Tocqueville: “It does not 
tyrannize, it hinders, compromises, enervates, 
dazes, and finally reduces each nation to being 
nothing more than a herd of timid and indus-
trious animals of which the government is the 
shepherd.” 

Ryan’s main sociological fascination is with 
how political elites get formed. He notes the 
perennial interest among readers of Plato’s 
Republic with the asceticism of the “guardians” 
who would rule in it. It is in the 20th century, 
though, that elites became an object of sys-
tematic study. Ryan isn’t bothered that this 
study was done more by social scientists than 
political philosophers. He is curiously sympa-
thetic to the economist Joseph Schumpeter’s 
assault on what he calls the “classical theory” 
of democracy. (Curiously, because Ryan de-
scribes John Dewey, whom he much admires, 
as the exemplar of that theory.) The idea that 
voters decide how they want to be ruled and 
then inform government gets the arrange-
ment backwards, Schumpeter thought. The 
reality is more entrepreneurial. As Ryan de-
scribes Schumpeter’s view: “We do not sit at 
home elaborating the specification of some-
thing as complex as an automobile, and then 
go and find a manufacturer to build it. Entre-
preneurs dream up products that they think 
advertisers can persuade us to want.” 

We might therefore describe de-
mocracy not with reference to who 
votes but who rules. Ryan often 

does, writing that “the democratic method is 
the method whereby an elite obtains the pow-
er to decide by means of a competitive struggle 
for the people’s vote.” Some readers might go 
even further and say that, if the people can be 
dosed with enough advertising, voter choice 
may be an easy hurdle for a corrupt elite to 
clear; democracy may present fewer trammels 
on a dictatorial spirit than other forms of gov-
ernment. But that is not the line of argument 
Ryan follows. He raises the problem of elites 
neither as a populist nor as a radical. In pages 
devoted to the sociologist C. Wright Mills, he 
appears to endorse Mills’s gripe (even if it is 
contrary to the spirit of Locke) that the elite 
wasn’t doing enough. “Far from concentrating 
power in the hands of an elite,” Ryan writes 
of the U.S. during the Cold War, “the politi-
cal system fragmented it so thoroughly that 
a president who could incinerate humanity 
could not establish national health care.”

With the discussion of elites taken care of, 
the conceptual apparatus is in place to allow 
Ryan to tell us, after almost a thousand pag-
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Book Review by Giorgi Areshidze

Tolerating the Intolerant
The New Religious Intolerance: Overcoming the Politics of Fear in an Anxious Age, by Martha C. Nussbaum.

Harvard University Press, 304 pages, $26.95

America held a particularly lac-
erating debate in 2010 about situat-
ing an Islamic interfaith community 

center, “Park 51,” a few blocks from Ground 
Zero in lower Manhattan. Conservatives 
such as Rush Limbaugh and Pamela Geller 
were quick to attack the center as a “victory 
memorial” to Islam, and an insult to the 9/11 
victims. President Obama took the occasion 
of his Ramadan Address that year to defend 
the center: “As a citizen, and as president, I 
believe that Muslims have the same right to 
practice their religion as anyone else in this 
country…. This is America, and our commit-
ment to religious freedom must be unshak-
able.” Outraged critics pounced on Obama’s 
words, forcing him the next day to clarify that 
he was “not commenting on the wisdom” of 
building Park 51 near Ground Zero, merely 
upholding the principle that government 
should treat “everyone equal.” The contro-
versy simmered, but the construction of the 
center has since been constrained by financial 
rather than legal impediments.

Though some may see the mosque con-
troversy as an illustration of the resilience 
of America’s tradition of religious freedom, 
Martha Nussbaum considers the episode an 
ominous sign of the anxious West’s grow-

ing religious intolerance. Convinced that the 
post-9/11 West is in the grips of xenopho-
bic, anti-religious zealotry, Nussbaum’s pro-
vocatively titled The New Religious Intoler-
ance presents a philosophic invitation to self-
criticism in the name of democratic decency 
and even-handedness. The bulk of the book 
is devoted to painstaking expositions of the 
double standards she detects among Euro-
pean and, to some extent, American attitudes 
toward Muslim immigrants. Her catalogue of 
religious prejudices (subtle as well as explicit, 
and culminating with Park 51) is intended to 
alarm the reader about the imminent demise 
of religious toleration in the West.

Nussbaum, one of America’s leading lib-
eral intellectuals and author of 17 books, 
highlights the efforts in the U.S. to prohibit 
the use of sharia law in wills, marriages, and 
contracts, and discusses many protests and 
acts of vandalism against Muslim places of 
worship. In Europe, meanwhile, anti-Muslim 
sentiment is even more palpable. If we are to 
reacquire our moral bearings and perpetu-
ate our great tradition of religious toleration, 
Nussbaum argues, we need a “searching criti-
cal self-examination” aimed at “uncover[ing] 
the roots of ugly fears and suspicions that cur-
rently disfigure all Western societies.” 

Nussbaum starts this self-exam-
ination by attempting to establish 
that Western attitudes about Islam 

are shaped by fear, which is in turn “exploit-
ed by politicians eager to whip up aggression 
against unpopular groups.” In light of the ter-
rorist threat, she grudgingly acknowledges the 
rational necessity of airport profiling that pays 
particular attention to travelers from Islamic 
nations, but Nussbaum shows very little sym-
pathy for the European approach to immigra-
tion. She depicts the campaign against mina-
rets in Switzerland, and efforts in Germany 
and elsewhere in Europe to ban burqas, as 

“narcissistic” displays of ethno-cultural intoler-
ance and close-minded fear of foreigners.

Surprisingly, she delivers such blanket 
condemnations without asking whether these 
efforts may reflect genuine cultural predica-
ments confronting Europe. This lacuna in 
her discussion of the requirements of a lib-
eral democratic culture is especially conspicu-
ous when she contends European sentiments 
against the burqa derive from antipathy to 

“heterogeneity.” She fails even to mention the 
earnest and official promotion of multicultur-
alism over past decades, which many Europe-
ans, including Angela Merkel and Tony Blair, 
have come to consider a failure.
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Nussbaum often writes as if the tension 
between revealed religion (especially Islam) 
and liberal democracy is more a chimera than 
a reality, and as if she is oblivious to the theo-
logical requirements of separation of church 
and state. As a result, The New Religious In-
tolerance disappoints precisely where scholarly 
illumination is most urgently needed. It fails 
to engage the Islamic tradition in a candid di-
alogue, and never attempts to account for the 
genuine conflicts between Islam (and even the 
Catholic natural law tradition) and modern 
Western secularism.

Nor does the book consider how 
the Reformation and Enlighten-
ment transformed Christianity. 

Nussbaum cannot, therefore, assess whether 
Islam—which has yet to produce its own 
Martin Luther or John Locke—has anything 
to learn from these historical precedents, or 
instead poses a fundamentally different chal-
lenge to the West. Instead, she turns to Im-
manuel Kant to establish an inclusive notion 
of human dignity that can accommodate a di-
versity of religious beliefs. Unfortunately, her 
discussion falls far short of demonstrating 
that Kant provides a satisfactory alternative 
to Lockean-style rationalism. For Kant, the 
capacity to reason was the defining feature of 
human dignity, but Nussbaum is exceedingly 
reluctant to settle on any particular definition 
of dignity as a basis for distinguishing toler-
ant from intolerant religions. “Dignity is a dif-
ficult idea to define precisely, and we probably 
should not try to do so in the political realm, 
since different religions and different secular 
views have varying accounts of it, and we don’t 
want to play favorites.”

By not playing favorites about the mean-
ing of dignity, however, Nussbaum makes it 
harder to decide whether we should play fa-
vorites between the toleration that defines 
modern liberal societies and the intolerance 
inherent in anti-modern Islam. She dogmati-
cally settles for the middle ground offered by 
John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice (1971). The 

“maximum liberty that is compatible with a 
like liberty for all” she hails as the appropri-
ate framework for weighing considerations of 
religious free exercise, any ideas of “dignity” 
to the contrary notwithstanding. Whether 
or how such a principle of equality can appeal 
to Muslims, including liberally oriented ones 
who may still have reservations about female 
equality, is a question she never raises.

The omission of the early Enlightenment 
debate about religion appears strategic, insofar 
as it allows Nussbaum to trace America’s tradi-
tion of religious toleration not to Thomas Jef-
ferson (and through him to Locke) but instead 
to Roger Williams, the Puritan theologian 
who founded the colony of Rhode Island. Wil-
liams is a strange hero for Nussbaum, since his 
defense of toleration rests on a religious prem-
ise that neither Locke nor Jefferson shared. 
Whereas Williams thought that a “hedge or 
wall of separation” was necessary in order to 
protect what he described as the “garden” of 
Christ’s Church from the “wilderness” of world-
ly corruption, Jefferson and Locke reversed this 
priority, arguing for separation as the means 
to protect civil authority from ecclesiastical 
corruption. This difference leads to different 
understandings of religious accommodation: 
Williams is willing to exempt conscientious re-
ligious objectors from civil laws; Locke insists 
that a neutral law aimed at a secular purpose 
must be obeyed even if it incidentally burdens 
the religious practices of believers.

To the extent that locke (to say 
nothing of Thomas Hobbes and Baruch 
Spinoza) appears in Nussbaum’s story, 

he serves the role not of a rationalist reformer 
of Christianity but rather of a lukewarm de-
fender of the rights of individual conscience. 

“I believe that the accommodationist principle 
is superior to Locke’s principle,” she writes, 

“because it reaches subtle forms of discrimi-
nation that are ubiquitous in majoritarian 
democratic life.” In Nussbaum’s telling, what 
makes this peculiarly American tradition of 
accommodation superior to both Lockean 
neutrality and modern-day European secular-
ism is that it insists, in the words that George 
Washington made famous in a letter to the 
Annual Meeting of Quakers in 1789, “that the 
laws [should] always be as extensively accom-
modated” to “the conscientious scruples of all 
men” as public safety permits. Nussbaum is 
on stronger ground when acknowledging that 
the First Amendment “does not explicitly 
distinguish between the accommodationist 
position and a weaker Lockean position.” The 
secret to America’s more solicitous, though 
oftentimes ad hoc approach to religious exer-
cise may, therefore, lie not in a “consensus” (as 
she describes it), but in the constitutional ten-
sion between neutrality and accommodation, 
requiring the Supreme Court to interpret this 
ambiguity on a case-by-case basis. 

But as Nussbaum herself stresses, the 
different levels of religious accommodation 
in Europe and America are not merely con-
stitutional in origin. Europeans “conceive of 
nationhood and national belonging in ethno-
religious and cultural-linguistic terms,” which 
makes inclusion difficult to achieve. The U.S., 
by contrast, settles for the less divisive (and 
one may add, more morally appealing and 
philosophically defensible) vision of “national 
belonging” based on the founding principle of 
individual rights.

One is struck by how little nuss-
baum has to say about what soci-
ologist Robert Bellah described as 

America’s “civil religion,” which may offer an 
alternative account of why the U.S. succeeds 
in protecting religious freedom and assimi-
lating immigrants where Europe fails. Here 
Nussbaum’s account would be strengthened if 
she paid heed to Alexis de Tocqueville’s subtle 
analysis. Democracy in America famously lauds 
Americans for nurturing “a public opinion in 
favor of religion” through separation of church 
and state, and this is precisely what Nussbaum 
wants to reinvigorate today as an alternative to 
secularism in both Europe and the U.S.

But while she seems content merely to 
scold democracy when it fails to live up to 
her demanding standard of tolerance, Toc-
queville saw more deeply and clearly that 
toleration is a two-way street. It presupposes 
the mutual accommodation of religion and lib-
eralism, which may in turn require a trans-
formation of traditional religion. This is why 
when he reflected about the future of Cathol-
icism in the U.S., Tocqueville was optimis-
tic: America’s deep religious pluralism would 
compel Catholicism to reshape itself in the 
image of democracy, and insofar as Ameri-
can Catholics would be open to accepting tol-
eration and individual freedom, their religion 
would not only survive but flourish in Ameri-
can democracy. America may, therefore, have 
more to teach Europe than Nussbaum ac-
knowledges. Tocqueville’s predictions about 
reformed Catholicism were vindicated by 
Vatican II, and the relative success of Ameri-
can Muslims in assimilating into American 
society gives some hope for a similar liberal-
ization of Islam in the U.S., a prospect not 
foreseeable in Europe.

Giorgi Areshidze is assistant professor of govern-
ment at Claremont McKenna College.
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Book Review by David P. Goldman

Pregnant Pause
What to Expect When No One’s Expecting: America’s Coming Demographic Disaster, by Jonathan V. Last.

Encounter Books, 248 pages, $23.99

How the West Really Lost God: A New Theory of Secularization, by Mary Eberstadt.
Templeton Press, 272 pages, $24.95

America’s birth rate fell to an all-
time low in 2011, and the estimated 
total fertility rate—the number of 

children women in America will bear during 
their lifetimes—probably declined to just 1.9 
in 2010, against a replacement level of 2.1. Is 
America heading towards European-style in-
fertility, rapid aging, and eventual population 
decline? And if so, why is this happening, and 
what can be done to reverse it?

Adverse economic conditions may have 
persuaded families to delay childbearing; or 
the recession may have put a tailwind behind 
a long-term trend. It is hard to tell. The birth 
rate among Mexican immigrant women fell by 
nearly a quarter between 2007 and 2010, ac-
counting for most of the decline. That might 
have economic causes, for Hispanics suffered 
disproportionately during the recession. The 
Pew Institute noticed that “States with the 
largest economic declines from 2007 to 2008, 
as shown by six major indicators, were most 
likely to experience relatively large fertility de-
clines from 2008 to 2009.” Something more 
disturbing may be at work, though. Latinas 
had a total fertility rate of 3 children in 1990 

and 2.7 children in 2000, but only an estimat-
ed 2.4 in 2010. 

It is possible that Mexican immigrants re-
flect the same trend that reduced the Latin 
American fertility rate from 5 children per fe-
male in the early 1970s to just 2.3 in 2010. Dur-
ing the 1990s and the early 2000s, American 
fertility held comfortably above replacement—
in sharp contrast to Europe and East Asia—
due to high fertility among Latin Americans 
and evangelical Protestants, who averaged 2.5 
children when the last data were collected in 
2001. Something like the “quiet revolution” in 
Quebec, where church attendance fell from 
88% in 1960 to 20% in 1985, and fertility fell 
from 6 children to just 1.5, may have taken 
hold in the Hispanic world. It may be, then, 
that faith demarcates the boundary between 
more and less fertile Americans.

There are indications, moreover, 
that the evangelical movement is failing 
to retain many of its children. Accord-

ing to a 2007 Pew survey, 32% of Americans 
aged 50 to 64 are white evangelicals, compared 
to just 13% of Americans aged 18 to 29. If the 

surviving pockets of faith and fertility erode, 
America’s demographic profile will converge 
with Europe’s, and the consequences will be 
dismal. America’s Coming Demographic Disas-
ter is the subtitle of What to Expect When No 
One’s Expecting, a new book by Weekly Stan-
dard senior editor Jonathan Last. Like Ben 
Wattenberg’s The Birth Dearth (1987), Phil-
lip Longman’s The Empty Cradle (2004), and 
several other popular treatments, Last’s book 
warns that an aging population will overtax 
economic resources. Japan’s far lower birth 
rate has produced pockets of urban collapse 
and deserted cities and neighborhoods, he 
notes, adding,

Even though we’re in much, much bet-
ter demographic shape than Japan, this 
is what we’re up against in America. We 
don’t have to worry about towns being 
turned into landfills…. What we’re 
in danger of is having the government 
safety net disintegrate.

In 1960, five workers paid Social Security 
taxes for every one collecting benefits. By 2034, 
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Child to Soldier
Stories from  Joseph Kony’s Lord’s Resistance Army

by Opiyo Oloya

What happens when 
children are forced to 
become child soldiers? 
How are they transformed 
from children to 
combatants? In Child to 
Soldier, Oloya addresses 
these timely, troubling 
questions by exploring 
how Acholi children in 
Uganda, abducted by 
infamous warlord Joseph 
Kony and his Lord’s 
Resistance Army (LRA), 
become soldiers.

9781442614178 | $24.95

tumultuouS deCade
Empire, Society, and Diplomacy in 1930s Japan

edited by Masato Kimura and Tosh Minohara
How did this dark period 
in international affairs 
affect the Japanese 
worldview and ultimately 
precipitate Japan’s role in 
the Second World War? 
Featuring an international 
group of scholars, 
Tumultuous Decade 
examines Japanese 
domestic and foreign 
affairs between 1931 and 
1941.

9781442612341 | $29.95

to Forget it all and Begin anew
Reconciliation in Occupied Germany, 1944–1954

by Steven M. Schroeder
Germany’s transition 
from Nazism to peaceful 
integration into the 
western and Soviet 
spheres following the 
Second World War is one 
of the most remarkable 
events of the twentieth 
century. Schroeder reveals 
how like-minded people 
from Germany and other 
countries worked against 
odds to make right the 
wrongs of the Nazi era.

9781442613997 | $29.95

Last follows his economic argu-
ment to some eccentric conclusions. He 
speculates that children might be the 

cause of poverty. Citing 2008 census data on 
total fertility by income bracket, he writes: “In 
part, the poorer families may be poor because 
they have chosen to invest their money in chil-
dren and richer families may be rich because 
they have not. In other words, the soaring cost 
of childbearing has created a gargantuan so-
cietal maladaption: Children have gone from 
being a marker of economic success to a bar-
rier to economic success.”

Total Fertility Rate
by Family Income Bracket

Income Level Total Fertility Rate
Under $20,000 2.038
$20,000 to $29,999 1.988
$35,000 to $49,999 2.052
$50,000 to $74,999 1.734
$75,000 to $99,999 1.752
$100,000 and over 1.832

Source: Jane Lawler Dye, U.S. Census Bureau,
“Fertility of American Women: 2008”

But the data do not support that conclu-
sion. Considering the high fertility of less-
educated Hispanic immigrants who cluster 
in the lower income brackets, the fertility dif-
ferential basically disappears. The reported 
variation of fertility among income brackets, 
moreover, is small compared to the standard 
error in the survey data. 

Careless reading of data also undermines 
Last’s discussion of fertility outside the Unit-
ed States. He lauds Georgia (population 4.7 
million) as a model of successful natalism. 
But Georgia had only 12.9 births per 1,000 
women in 2011, the same number as in Russia, 
which he derides as “the sick man of Europe.” 
Strangely, he doesn’t mention the single out-
lier in industrial-world demographics: Israel 
had 22 live births per 1,000 in 2011, and the 
total fertility rate for Israeli Jews stands at 3, 
by far the highest in the industrial world. Ex-
cluding the ultra-Orthodox, Israel’s “secular” 
fertility rate is 2.6, much higher than that of 
any other industrial country. Fiscal incentives 
for fertility are threadbare in Israel—paid 
maternity leave is just 14 weeks compared to 
47 weeks in Germany—so Israel’s outlier suc-
cess doesn’t fit into Last’s paradigm.

Last looks for explanations of fertility be-
havior in the minutiae of tax policy. Japan’s 
efforts to reverse its catastrophic fertility 
decline failed, he argues, because its natalist 
programs failed to address “the root prob-
lem—marriage.” “In 2004,” he observes, Ja-

the number will fall to only two taxpayers for 
every beneficiary. Taxes will have to rise dras-
tically to compensate. “With Medicare,” Last 
observes, “the picture is even more bleak,” as 
projected costs triple between 2010 and 2040.

Immigration looks like a prospective solu-
tion, but fertility rates are falling in countries 
likely to send immigrants to the U.S. “With-
in a decade or two,” he claims, “every single 
country in Latin America will likely have a 
fertility rate below that of the United States. 
And at that point, these countries will have 
their own labor shortages.” Longman made 
the same point in 2004.

Last’s guiding idea in this well-
written and enjoyable volume is that 
the key to the problem is financial in-

centives. He argues that taxation and other 
factors promote what he calls “America’s one-
child policy.” It’s expensive to raise children, 
especially if mothers stay at home rather than 
work and forfeit nearly $900,000 of lifetime 
earnings. Reducing the cost of raising children 
must be the solution, Last believes, and he 
cites a number of plans, including Longman’s 
to reduce Social Security taxes by the number 
of children in a family and Ramesh Ponnuru’s 
proposed income tax credit for children. 

Last also proposes three other measures to 
reverse population decline. One is to replace 
costly college degrees with inexpensive profes-
sional certificates. Another is to make com-
muting from the suburbs easier by spending 
more on highways or encouraging telecom-
muting. The third is to liberalize immigration.

One may argue the merits of these pre-
scriptions, while still honoring the consider-
able light that What to Expect When No One’s 
Expecting sheds on the fiscal side of the birth 
dearth. Nonetheless, there are some issues 
with the book’s diagnosis. Last thinks the 
problem lies in the one-child family, the sort 
that he observed in the Georgetown neigh-
borhood where he lived before decamping for 
the suburbs upon the birth of his second child. 
But the fact is that the least typical American 
family has one child. Families that have one 
child are most likely to have others. Among 
American women at the end of their child-
bearing years, the 2010 Census shows, only 
18.5% have had one child, while 62.7% had 
two or more children. Women who had chil-
dren, that is, were three times as likely to have 
two or more than to have had just one. More 
American women had three children than had 
one child. That doesn’t square with Last’s be-
lief that the incremental cost of children is the 
main factor suppressing fertility. What drags 
overall fertility down is the 19% of women 
who had no children at all. 
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pan’s “government abolished the tax break for 
wives earning small salaries, which had pre-
viously given some encouragement to mar-
ried women who wanted to work part-time 
rather than full time.” But well before this 
minor change in the tax code, Japan’s total 
fertility rate had already fallen to its all-time 
low of 1.3.

Last acknowledges cultural and 
religious influences on fertility, but 
mostly as an afterthought. They might 

be important, he allows, but there is nothing 
to be done about them: 

Sure, it makes sense that we could in-
crease American fertility if we could (1) 
strengthen the institution of marriage, 
so that more people got married and 
stayed married; and (2) make America 
more friendly to religious belief than it 
is now. (I’m not asking for a Yankee ver-
sion of Afghanistan; something like the 
balance we had in the 1950s would be 
dandy.) But how do you influence mar-
riage and religion in the public square? 
They’re pulled along by massive invis-
ible cultural undercurrents. There’s 
no policy solution; you can’t even con-
sciously assemble a countercultural 
movement.

Yet, several recent studies from respected 
demographers show a strong association be-
tween fertility and faith. In a 2006 paper, for 
example, Tomas Frejka and Charles Westoff of 
the Max Planck Institute showed that frequen-
cy of attendance at religious services and fam-
ily size are highly correlated. The difference

Mean Number of Children Born to
Women Aged 18-44, by Frequency of 

Religious Observation
Attend Religious
Services

U.S. Europe

More than once a week 2.34 2.74
Once a week 2.17 2.33
1-3 times a month 2.12 1.93
Less than once a month 1.86 1.83
Never 1.7 1.79

Source: Max Planck Institute

between Europe and the U.S. is that only 
a sixth of European women in their child-
bearing years say that religion is important to 
them, against half of American women.

The General Social Survey (GSS) at the 
University of Chicago yields a wealth of evi-
dence of the faith-fertility relationship. For 
example:

• One of three families with no children 
says it is “not religious.” The propor-
tion falls to just one out of eight among 
families with four children.

• Among American families with no 
children, 41% say grace before meals. 
But 62% of families with four children 
say grace, and 86% of families with 
eight or more children.

• 45% of Americans with no children 
“strongly disagree” that there is a “God 
who watches over me.” But 80% of 
adults with four children “strongly 
agree” with this belief.

• Half of families that never take part 
in religious activities have no children, 
but only a third of families with three 
children do not practice a religion.

Taking religious commitment into ac-
count along with socio-economic factors 
yields a far more robust statistical explana-
tion of fertility than socio-economic factors 
alone. Part of Last’s difficulty with the data 
stems from his reluctance to integrate non-
economic factors into his analysis. His em-
phasis on “one child” is misplaced: America’s 
average total fertility rate masks a great di-
vide between traditional values and religious 
commitment, on the one hand, and post-
modern mores, on the other.

Which of these two americas 
will prevail is impossible to predict, 
although the evidence suggests that 

traditional America has lost ground during 
the past several years. But it seems unduly 
pessimistic to claim that “you can’t even con-
sciously assemble a countercultural move-
ment,” given that American history is full of 
movements of moral and religious reforma-
tion. Mary Eberstadt, a research fellow at 
the Hoover Institution, offers us a manifesto 
for such a movement in How the West Real-
ly Lost God. Rather than an economic drain, 
children in her account are both witnesses to 
and progenitors of faith. Religious life and 
fertility, she contends, reinforce each other 
so profoundly that cause and effect cannot be 
separated: when we consider family life and 
fertility behavior, we are observing two fac-
ets of the same phenomenon, what she calls a 

“double helix” of mutual causation.
The Max Planck Institute study cited 

above and other related work are only a point 
of departure for Eberstadt’s bold conjecture: 
that we learn faith from family life, and when 
we abandon the family, we are likely to lose 
our religion as well. People of faith are her tar-
get audience, but her review of demographic 
literature is so comprehensive and instructive 
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She concludes that “Like no single force 
before it, the Industrial Revolution also con-
tributed to family decline, upending families 
across the world as wage earners from the 
countryside left for cities to find work.” This 
nostalgic view of a pre-industrial age of faith, 
though, is too simple. Although fertility de-
clined during the industrial age, so did infant 
mortality. In many countries, families had 
more surviving children after industrializa-
tion than before. In the most noteworthy 
example (which Eberstadt does not cite), de-
spite considerable net emigration, Germany’s 
population growth rate accelerated at the 
peak of industrialization between 1850 and 
1914.

In 1850, meanwhile, the total fertility rate 
(live births over a lifetime) for white Ameri-
can women was 5.42, but the infant mortality 
rate per annum was 22%. Black women had 
much higher fertility and infant mortality. By 
1910 the total fertility rate had fallen to just 
3.42, but infant mortality had fallen below 
10%, so that families had greater certainty of 
raising children to adulthood, according to 
economist Michael Haines.

 In the pre-industrial age, moreover, chil-
dren had economic value not only as retire-
ment insurance, but also as cheap farm la-
bor; industrialization increased their value 
because child laborers earned more in facto-
ries than on farms. Damages were assessed 
for the accidental killing of children accord-
ing to expected lifetime earnings and ranged 
between $2,000 and $5,000 during the early 
20th century, sociologist Vivian Selizer re-
ports.

How different we really are 
from our ancestors is hard to gauge, 
for often we cannot tell whether 

their childbearing practice expressed faith 
and love, or merely habit and economic exi-
gency. In several Western countries, includ-
ing Spain, Poland, and Quebec, traditional 
life dissolved within a single generation some-
where between the mid-1960s and the mid-
1980s, and some of the world’s highest fertil-
ity rates suddenly became some of the world’s 
lowest. The sudden collapse of religious as 
well as family life suggests that their earlier 
faith was fragile. In America, where faith was 
a matter of choice rather than compulsion 
from the outset, Christianity has proved far 
more robust. There is an additional complica-
tion: European nations often worshiped their 
own ethnicity with more fervor than they did 
the Christian God. Their subsequent loss of 
faith—as in postwar Germany—expresses 
pagan disappointment more than the end of 
Christianity. 
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that nonreligious readers will benefit from it 
as a work of reference.

Economics are an afterthought 
for Eberstadt, for family life fulfills 
a human need so fundamental that it 

cannot be suppressed for long. In contrast to 
Last, who envisions a desultory rearguard bat-
tle fought out in the minutiae of fiscal policy, 
Eberstadt sees hope for a revival of family and 
faith arising from deeper human needs:

To the surprise of almost all demog-
raphers…the middle of the twentieth 
century saw a “baby boom” across the 
Western world…the family throughout 
history has shown a pattern of strength-
ening following periods of decay which 
have brought on mounting social costs—
work highly germane to our own situa-
tion, and one more reason for believing 
that family decline, in Western Europe 
or elsewhere, may not be inevitable after 
all. As for the decline of Christianity, it 
too appears no more inevitable under 
the lens of history than any other move-
ments famous for claiming inevitability 
on their own behalf.

The experience of childbirth itself evokes a 
receptivity to faith, she maintains:

The love that most parents bear for 
their children is the strongest emotion 
many people will ever feel. Perhaps it is 
too intense for many parents to believe 
that the life before them has a cold, fi-
nite end…. Many a mother and father 
staring at a newborn has had the sense 
that they are witnessing something that 
only a Creator could have made…the 
mother-child and father-child bond, as 
no other, appears to push at least some 
people towards an intensity of purpose-
ful connection with the divine that they 
might never otherwise have experi-
enced.

More than that, she adds, the “kinds of sac-
rifice of self that are often part of family life 
are fully consonant with the emphatic Judeo-
Christian call to die to self and to care for the 
sick and weak.” 

Eberstadt quotes the historian Peter Las-
lett on the world before the industrial age:

Time was when the whole of life went 
forward in the family, in a circle of loved, 
familiar, faces…. That time has gone 
forever. It makes us very different from 
our ancestors.
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As Eberstadt argues, there is one decisive 
example of fertility decline associated with 
secularization, namely, 19th-century France. 
A comparison with Germany is instructive. 

Germany’s population doubled between 
the 1848 Revolution and the First World War, 
while France’s barely grew. She reports:

People stopped having babies earlier in 
France than in the rest of Europe. Il-
legitimacy rose also—from just over 1 
percent in the early eighteenth century…
to between 10 and 20% by the 1780s…. 
The family decline signaled by such 
changes then accelerated under the “re-
forms” of the French Revolution, which 
liberalized marriage laws to an unprec-
edented degree and further persecuted 
the institution hitherto most closely 
identified with defending “the family” 
as such: i.e., the Catholic Church.

She cites the historian David Garrioch’s con-
tention that the decline of Church influence 
also promoted “the adoption of birth control, 
in direct defiance of Church teaching.”

In a march 2012 study, gilles pison of 
the French National Institute of Demo-
graphic Studies wrote:

In the mid-18th century, women in both 
[France and Germany] had 5 or 6 chil-
dren on average. But by the end of the 
century, the practice of birth control 
was spreading in France, and fertility 
fell from 5.4 children per women in the 
1750s to 4.4 in the 1800s and 3.4 in the 
1850s. In Germany, on the other hand, 
it was not until the late 19th century 
that German women, in turn, started to 
limit their family size. This timing dif-
ferential is often attributed to the early 
spread of Enlightenment ideas across 
France, or to the lifting of religious con-
straints.

Secular government and official hostil-
ity to religion—not the degree of urbaniza-
tion or industrialization—distinguished 
France from Germany during the 19th cen-
tury. (England, which was far more urbanized 
and industrial than France, also maintained 
a higher fertility rate throughout the 19th 
century). “The big picture,” Eberstadt con-
cludes, “is very simple—and very suggestive. 
People stopped having babies in France earlier 
than elsewhere in Europe; they stopped get-
ting married as often as they did elsewhere in 
Europe; and their religiosity declined earlier 
than elsewhere too.” The dyad of faith and 
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family, not economic conditions, explains the 
first great fertility decline in modern history.

What explains Germany’s rising fertility 
rate during the same period, though? Germa-
ny also persecuted the Catholic Church after 
1871 under Otto von Bismarck’s Kulturkampf, 
although Christianity nonetheless remained a 
state religion on which civil society was found-
ed. Elements of Germany’s later turn to neo-
paganism, though, already were endemic. It 
is possible that tribal self-confidence explains 
the German fertility advantage before World 
War I—that robust Teutonic neo-paganism 
trumped fading Gallic Catholicism.

Eberstadt is more eager to preach 
than to predict. Demographers had no 
reason to expect the baby boom and the 

associated rise in religious observance dur-
ing the early 1950s. There is reason to hope 
that it may happen again. “Remember” she 
writes, “that the last boomlet of faith across 
the West—during the years…immediately 
following World War II—remains something 
that happened in the lifetime of at least some 
people reading this book.” American history, 
one might add, is punctuated by repeated 
Great Awakenings that revived religious com-
mitment after long intervals of apparent indif-
ference. 

Eberstadt refers to the traditional family 
of the Christian West as the “natural family.” 
That is a philosophical abstraction rather than 
an observation, given that the entire pagan 
world before Christianity reveled in “unnatu-
ral” practice. As she notes,

In the largely pagan world where Chris-
tianity first took root, as Roman writ-
ers themselves reported, infanticide 
was common; abortion was hardly un-
known; births to unmarried couples 
abounded; divorce was a rather obvious 
solution to marital unhappiness, at least 
for men; and in certain classes, homo-
sexuality was a familiar fact of life.

The Hebrew Bible is the first document 
in world history that subordinates sexual 
relations to family life, as a requirement of 
holiness rather than reason. Perhaps Judeo-
Christian family life elicits religiosity pre-
cisely because it asks for greater-than-natural 
commitment in the first place.

David P. Goldman is president of Macrostrategy 
LLC, a financial consulting firm. He writes the 

“Spengler” column for Asia Times Online and the 
“Spengler” blog at PJ Media, and is the author 
of How Civilizations Die (and Why Islam is 
Dying Too)(Regnery). 
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Book Review by John Meroney

Bad Script
Hollywood Left and Right, by Steven J. Ross.

Oxford University Press, 512 pages, $74 (cloth), $21.95 (paper)

Steven ross’s account of politics in 
the motion picture industry, Hollywood 
Left and Right, is eye-opening—but not 

very believable. Apparently, Ronald Reagan, 
a staunch liberal Democrat in 1940s Holly-
wood, became a Republican simply because 
George Murphy, the song-and-dance film star 
who served with Reagan on the board of the 
Screen Actors Guild (SAG), talked him into it. 
We learn that the House Committee on Un-
American Activities was a witch-hunt that ru-
ined many lives, including that of movie star 
Edward G. Robinson. Ross, a respected film 
historian, informs us the only reason Warren 
Beatty never ran for president is that he didn’t 
want to abandon his acting career. 

The facts tell a different story. Even the 
main thrust of Ross’s book—that movie stars 
have had a major effect on American politics—
is highly doubtful. The author cites Charlie 
Chaplin, Harry Belafonte, Jane Fonda, Charl-
ton Heston, and Arnold Schwarzenegger as 
figures of great political significance. Each did 
express controversial views that guaranteed 
press coverage, but show business is especially 
susceptible to mistaking the vivid for the im-
portant. Yes, Schwarzenegger served as Cali-
fornia’s governor for seven years—but to what 
effect?

The movie star who did mold national poli-
tics and world events was Reagan, but Ross 
doesn’t understand how he got there. As a 
young leading man at Warner Bros. from 
the late 1930s until the early 1950s, the only 
thing that mattered more to Reagan than 
his film career was liberalism. Galvanized by 
Franklin Roosevelt’s domestic program and 
wartime leadership, Reagan was a potent ad-
vocate for the Roosevelt-Truman agenda. Lat-
er, he coupled this anti-fascist message with 
anti-Communist content, a change that was 
spurred by battles with Stalinists who were 
trying to take over the film industry. 

As an officer of SAG, Reagan worked 
strenuously in Hollywood to protect the labor 
movement from Moscow-directed insurgents. 
He later found common cause with liberals 
such as Walter Reuther, Reinhold Niebuhr, 
and Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., when they 
founded Americans for Democratic Ac-
tion as a bulwark against similar insidious 
forces in the Democratic Party. Reagan told 
colleagues that the reason the GOP began 
to appeal to him was because it wasn’t tor-
mented over repudiating Communists. He 

also regarded Republican President Dwight 
Eisenhower, who had been Supreme Allied 
Commander during World War II, as a hero. 
Reagan certainly counted George Murphy as 
an ally in SAG, but Murphy is a nearly unde-
tectable presence in the voluminous primary 
source material kept by the union and by 
Reagan confidants. Murphy, elected as a Re-
publican to the U.S. Senate from California 
in 1964 despite Lyndon Johnson’s landslide 
victory over Barry Goldwater, had little if 
anything to do with Reagan’s final break with 
the Democrats in 1962, the year Reagan for-
mally switched parties.

Ross’s account of congressional 
investigations of Communists in the 
motion picture industry is also prob-

lematic. His chief argument is that right-
wing anti-Semites in Congress railroaded 
vocal liberals such as Edward G. Robinson 
(a Jewish immigrant from Rumania) into a 

“Kafkaesque world” that forced them to kneel 
before anti-Communist tribunals. According 
to Ross, Robinson suffered “rituals of reha-
bilitation through humiliation” in which he 
had to atone for associating with other Hol-
lywood liberals. Robinson’s own story chal-
lenges this scenario. In the 1950s, the liberal 
star of Little Caesar, Double Indemnity, and 
Key Largo gave the public a sordid chronicle 
detailing how Reds had threatened and ex-
ploited him.

They poisoned the relations between 
people in this community for many 
years. They slandered their enemies 
with innuendo and half-truths, never 
honestly revealing themselves for what 
they were; they have taken “trust” out 
of our lives and in this way they have 
damaged the fabric of our country. In 
every way my deepest feelings of sym-
pathy, of charity, of idealism have been 
used by the communists for their own 
ends; ends far different than I intended. 
There is no way for me to adequately ex-
press my resentment at this betrayal of 
good causes and good people.

Ross doesn’t feature these statements in 
his book. Once prominent in news accounts 
and magazine stories, they are now forgotten, 
relegated to microfilm collections in a handful 
of libraries. 

Recent events, such as warren 
Beatty’s 1999 speech at the Beverly 
Hilton, are more accessible. Ross re-

ports that “1,000 guests and a frenzied media 
mob” waited for Beatty to announce whether 
he would run for the presidency. Warren 
Beatty might have had a fighting chance to 
become president…of SAG. But not of the 
United States. Beatty was an industry star, 
far more popular among studio executives 
than with audiences. (Now 76, he is effec-
tively retired. His last film was 2001’s Town 
& Country, a financial disaster.)

Ross contends that Beatty was hopeful the 
American people would fall in love with the 
liberal characters in his movies because he 
cast good-looking actors in those parts. “Re-
publicans and independents would go to see 
Reds not because they were interested in John 
Reed or Communism but because they were 
drawn to Warren Beatty and his bevy of stars,” 
writes Ross. The financial losses on Reds, re-
leased by Paramount in 1981, were massive. 
Not only did Republicans and independents 
stay home, so did liberals, socialists, commu-
nists, anarchists, and practically every other 
political persuasion in existence. Instead vot-
ers reelected Reagan—the most anti-Com-
munist president in American history—in a 
landslide three years later. 

“[L]eaving the movie industry for the politi-
cal arena would have entailed a greater sacri-
fice for Beatty than the other stars,” writes 
Ross. Reagan, he asserts, never “approached 
Beatty’s level of stardom.” Again, the facts run 
counter to this claim. Reagan was on the A-
list at Warner Bros. His films made money 
for studios. While Beatty had some genuine 
hits as well—Splendor in the Grass, Bonnie and 
Clyde, and Heaven Can Wait—most of the 
others bombed.

Reagan was unique in Hollywood. No less 
a critic than Barack Obama now admits that 
Reagan changed the trajectory of American 
politics more than any politician since FDR. 
Were it not for the Communists in Holly-
wood in the 1940s, there likely wouldn’t have 
been a President Reagan in the 1980s. That’s a 
fascinating story about politics and the movie 
business, but Steven Ross missed it.

John Meroney has written for The Atlantic, Play-
boy, the New Republic, the Washington Post, 
and the Los Angeles Times. He’s completing a 
book on Ronald Reagan’s years in Hollywood. 
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Book Review by Matthew J. Franck

Marshall Law
The Treason Trial of Aaron Burr: Law, Politics, and the Character Wars of the New Nation, by R. Kent Newmyer.

Cambridge University Press, 237 pages, $28.99

Those who study john marshall’s ca-
reer have an understandable tendency to 
focus on his opinions as Chief Justice of 

the Supreme Court, in cases such as Marbury v. 
Madison (1803), McCulloch v. Maryland (1819), 
and Gibbons v. Ogden (1824). Presiding over the 
highest court in the land, in the nation’s capital, 
Marshall stamped the Constitution with an in-
delible interpretation. Not merely the greatest 
judge of the age, as a constitutional interpreter 
he towers over every justice ever since.

We may forget that, in his day, a Supreme 
Court Justice was also a trial judge, “riding 
circuit” for much of the year, sitting along-
side federal district judges to try cases in the 
circuit courts away from the capital. For the 
most part, only the closest students of the early 
Supreme Court have paid much attention to 
the Justices’ trial-court activities. And admit-
tedly, it is a rare case at the trial level that gives 
rise to opinions of historic interest. But as R. 
Kent Newmyer, a professor at the University 
of Connecticut Law School and one of the best 
historians of the early republic, shows in his 
new book, United States v. Burr is that rare case. 

Of all the cases on which Marshall sat in his 
34 years on the bench, the 1807 treason trial 
of Aaron Burr in Richmond, Virginia, over 
which he presided with district judge Cyrus 
Griffin, consumed more of his time and energy 

than any other, and prompted more legal opin-
ion writing than any other (some 20 items in 
the Marshall Papers), including two of his lon-
gest, most significant constitutional opinions. 
In the early 19th century, the Supreme Court 
convened on the first Monday in February 
and rarely went far into March before it had 
disposed of all the cases on its annual docket. 
(Those were the days!) But in the Richmond 
circuit court, Marshall was consumed with the 
Burr case off and on from the end of March to 
mid-October 1807, with the main treason trial 
occupying the whole month of August.

The trial was the great event of Richmond 
society that summer, and was held in the 
House of Delegates chamber to accommodate 
the crowds. The former vice president of the 
United States—the duelist who had killed Al-
exander Hamilton just three years earlier—was 
prosecuted at the behest of the president with 
whom he had lately served. But…for what? 

It is still impossible to say with certainty 
exactly what Burr was up to in the south-
western frontier country near the mouth of 
the Mississippi. Was the “Burr Conspiracy” a 
plot to saw off a chunk of the western United 
States as a new republic with Burr in charge, 
perhaps under the protection of a foreign 
power? Was it all about driving Spain out of 
North America and seizing Mexico for the 

United States, with Burr dreaming of hero-
ism and preparing an army locally for such 
an eventuality? Was he simply trying to stir 
things up in the Southwest, in hopes of an ex-
tortionate payoff to himself for not employing 
the forces he was intent on gathering? 

The truth about his scheme, which 
fizzled out hundreds of miles upstream 
when a few ne’er-do-wells gathered on 

an island in the Ohio River—where Burr 
was not even present—may never be known. 
Newmyer focuses instead on the roles played 
in the case by President Thomas Jefferson and 
Chief Justice Marshall. Jefferson seemed ob-
sessed with the destruction of his former vice 
president, even going so far as to send a special 
message to Congress in January 1807 stating 
that he had learned that “designs were in agi-
tation in the Western country unlawful and 
unfriendly to the peace of the Union, and that 
the prime mover in these was Aaron Burr,” 
whom he also identified as “the principal actor, 
whose guilt is placed beyond question.” 

By publishing this conclusion in an official 
state paper, Newmyer writes, “Jefferson pro-
nounced Burr guilty of treason for attempting 
to separate the western states from the Union.” 
Although he nowhere uses the word “treason” 
in the message, it’s clear what impression Jeffer-
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son intended to make on the public mind, and 
U.S. attorney George Hay was ordered by the 
president to go for broke on exactly that charge. 

Did the president, as Newmyer argues, 
“lay waste to the fundamental principles of 
due process” with his public declaration of 
Burr’s guilt before trial? Or can the nation’s 
chief magistrate, invested with all the “energy” 
required to uphold the laws and defend the 
Constitution, be legitimately granted some 
leeway? Wasn’t he, like the prosecutors work-
ing on his behalf, merely declaring a defen-
dant’s guilt, just as they would preparatory to 
proving it at trial? Unfortunately, Newmyer 
superimposes an enlarged, modern image of 
the presidency’s force and influence on the 
more modest office that early presidents were 
still feeling their way toward exercising.

Still, jefferson’s zeal for ensuring 
Burr’s utter ruin was unseemly at best, 
and entirely unhelpful to the cause of 

justice. Luckily for Burr, his chief trial judge 
was a man neither enamored of Jefferson nor 
cowed by him—though as a friend and ad-
mirer of Hamilton, Marshall had no reason 
to love the defendant, either.

Burr, himself a lawyer, provided his own 
defense along with six co-counsel, including 
legal giants Edmund Randolph and Luther 
Martin. The prosecution had three lawyers 
on its side, including William Wirt, who was 
later to serve as attorney general for a dozen 
years under two presidents. Marshall (and 
the remarkably silent Judge Griffin) listened 
to hours of arguments on the meaning of the 
Article III clause on treason, complete with 
learned disquisitions on the history of English 
treason law since Edward III. There was first-
class lawyering on both sides.

As a preliminary matter, Marshall had to 
decide whether his court could require the 
president to divulge evidence demanded by 
the defense. Marshall rightly answered in the 
affirmative, setting an important precedent 
that would haunt Richard Nixon and Bill 
Clinton in the distant future. Jefferson dis-
gorged the documentary evidence to which the 
defense had a right under the 6th Amendment, 
though he never conceded his legal obligation.

But the most sustained argument, giving 
rise to Marshall’s own greatest performance 
in the case, concerned the principles of the 
treason clause, which required showing that 
the defendant had engaged in “levying War” 
against the United States, and that he had 
committed an “overt act” to which two wit-
nesses could testify. The prosecution’s whole 
case rested on three items: (1) the occurrence 
of some mysterious events on Blennerhas-
sett’s Island in the Ohio River (on the edge 
of what is now West Virginia, then in Rich-
mond’s jurisdiction), at a time when Burr was 

not present; (2) the testimony of a not very 
credible witness, the military governor of the 
Louisiana Territory, James Wilkinson, who 
had himself been up to something with Burr 
before turning on him; and (3) the evidence of 
a letter written in cipher, said to be in Burr’s 
own hand (though it probably wasn’t), which 
was cryptic even when deciphered and impli-
cated Wilkinson enough to be explosive for 
the prosecution if examined too searchingly.

What Marshall ruled, in response to Burr’s 
motion to suppress much of the evidence in the 
case, was that only the events on Blennerhas-
sett’s Island really mattered, since only there 
could any “overt act” be detected that might 
come within shouting distance of even prepar-
ing to levy war. Marshall had interpreted the 
treason provision more briefly a few months 
earlier, in a Supreme Court case involving two 
of Burr’s confederates, and the prosecution 
saw in his earlier opinion an opening to argue 
for a limited form of “constructive treason,” so 
that a conviction could be obtained for the 
conspiracy preparatory to any acts of war. 

The Chief Justice effectively closed the door 
on it in the Burr trial. It might be possible to 
convict Burr of planning and procuring the 
means of making war on the country, if the 
government could show an overt act known to 
two witnesses, and if war had actually been lev-
ied. But with or without Burr’s presence, noth-
ing much had happened on that Ohio River 

island, and the might-have-beens on which the 
prosecution relied were simply too speculative. 
Once Marshall made his evidentiary ruling, 
the jury had little choice but to acquit.

Thus did John Marshall preserve and elab-
orate a principle that the framers regarded as 
vital to the American rule of law—that the 
criminal offense of treason must be narrowly 
construed, so as not to be employed by the ex-
ecutive as a weapon against political enemies. 
Aaron Burr was hardly a sympathetic victim, 
but that made it all the more important that 
the president’s aim be defeated.

Newmyer is gifted at telling the story and 
sketching the personalities, and at explain-
ing the intricacies in this factually and legally 
complex trial. A sense of the novelty of it all 
comes through repeatedly; these American 
judges and lawyers were finding their way 
toward a concrete understanding of constitu-
tional principles, and pioneering an American 
legal culture in which an energetic prosecu-
tion met an equally aggressive defense, un-
afraid to call the country’s highest magistrate 
to account. And over the whole tale towers 
Marshall, whose own singular, pioneering ca-
reer is almost sufficient alone to instruct us in 
the meaning of American jurisprudence.

Matthew J. Franck is the director of the William 
E. and Carol G. Simon Center on Religion and 
the Constitution at the Witherspoon Institute.
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Book Review by Michael Zuckert

The Thinking Man’s Founder
James Madison and the Making of America, by Kevin R.C. Gutzman.

St. Martin’s Press, 432 pages, $27.99 (cloth), $16.99 (paper)

James Madison, by Richard Brookhiser.
Basic Books, 304 pages, $26.99 (cloth), $16.99 (paper)

James Madison: A Son of Virginia and a Founder of the Nation, by Jeff Broadwater.
University of North Carolina Press, 388 pages, $30

Three new biographies of james 
Madison—and it is not even the an-
niversary of his birth, marriage, or 

death. Why this great interest in Madison 
now? Part of the answer must lie in the larg-
er spirit of our time, in our very great inter-
est in the members of the founding genera-
tion, reflected in a spate of biographical and 
other studies of Benjamin Franklin, George 
Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Alex-
ander Hamilton, among others. Public in-
terest in Madison has always lagged behind 
interest in the other four of the founders’ 
Big Five. He lacks the glamour of his friend 
from Monticello, the glory of his leader 
from Mount Vernon, the sly wit and poly-
mathism of Franklin, and the flash and dra-
ma of Hamilton. Madison is, it is probably 
fair to say, the “thinking man’s founder,” for 
his greatest calls on our attention, it seems, 
are his contributions to The Federalist, his 
theoretical breakthroughs that found their 

way into the Constitution, and his generally 
cerebral approach to politics. As all three of 
these biographers make clear, Madison had 
ideas aplenty but little panache.

The appearance of these volumes may 
thus represent no more than the turn of the 
dial: the other founders have received their 
share of recent attention and now it is Madi-
son’s turn. But there may be more to it than 
that, for as Americans in the early 21st cen-
tury once again, for the umpteenth time, re-
appraise the founders, it appears that their 
most lasting and important contribution is 
the Constitution. Although it is a matter of 
controversy among our authors how deserved 
is Madison’s popular title “Father of the Con-
stitution,” all three see his role in the making, 
ratification, and amendment of the Consti-
tution to have been among his greatest acts, 
certainly greater than the role of any other 
of the great five. Washington presided at the 
Philadelphia convention but other than put-

ting his immense prestige behind the Consti-
tution contributed little to its making; Frank-
lin attended the convention and spoke from 
time to time, but his interventions were not 
very consequential; Jefferson was in Paris not 
Philadelphia, and other than indirectly influ-
encing Madison through his tireless advocacy 
of a Bill of Rights had nothing to do with the 
proceedings; Hamilton was at the convention 
for a time and in his major speech indicated 
how out of tune he was with the plan around 
which the delegates were coalescing. His con-
tribution to ratification through The Federalist 
and his role in the New York ratifying con-
vention were more substantial, of course, but 
still do not come close to Madison’s part in 
the constitution-making itself. 

The turn to madison, then, does 
or ought to represent the mature form 
of interest in the founders. Our three 

biographers share this perspective to varying 
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degrees. Kevin Gutzman devotes 65% of his 
book to Madison’s career between the time 
he left Princeton in 1772 and the drafting of 
the Bill of Rights, roughly 20 of Madison’s 
85 years. At the other extreme is Richard 
Brookhiser, who gives those constitution-
making years only one-third of his space. 
Holding to the mean is Jeff Broadwater, who 
gives 40% of his space to the constitutional 
Madison and the remainder mostly to Madi-
son’s life after the Constitution’s adoption. 
Their widely disparate allocations of space 
reflect the different themes and emphases 
the authors choose to extract from Madison’s 
career. Broadwater, a professor of history in 
the Department of History and Social Sci-
ences in Barton College, modestly disclaims 
any intention of rivaling the classic biograph-
ical studies of Madison—Irving Brant’s six 
volumes dating from 1941 through 1961, or 
Ralph Ketcham’s massive one-volume opus 
from 1971. Instead, he focuses on “those 
aspects of Madison’s life that are apt to be 
of the most enduring interest to the most 
readers: his fight for religious freedom, the 
debates over the adoption of the Constitu-
tion and the Bill of Rights, the origins of the 
party system, his relationship with Dolley 
Madison, his performance as commander in 
chief during the War of 1812, and his views 
on slavery.” Thus Broadwater’s book tends to 
be more episodic than the others with lightly 
sketched connective tissue linking each of his 
highlighted themes to the next. By contrast 
with Broadwater’s entire chapter devoted to 
Madison’s marriage and Dolley’s political role, 
Gutzman hardly mentions her and when he 
does it is almost entirely in her role as a po-
litical hostess. A history professor at West-
ern Connecticut State University, Gutzman 
even more than Broadwater writes a “public 
life” of Madison, a natural focus, perhaps, for, 
as Madison said of himself, “My life has been 
so much of a public one that any review of it 
must mainly consist, of the agency which was 
my lot in public transactions.”

Brookhiser, a long-time senior 
editor at National Review, is the most 
experienced biographer of the three, 

having previously published on Washington, 
Hamilton, the Adamses, and Gouvernor 
Morris. His book reflects that experience in 
being the most accomplished and readable 
narrative. Nonetheless, he has his particular 
points of emphasis, too. Madison, he argues, 
is both the father of the Constitution and 
the father of American politics. He gives 

more of his space to the post-Constitution 
Madison than the others do because he is 
so impressed with Madison as the creator of 
the first American political party and of the 
American political press. As a professional 
writer, required to live by his wits and sales, 
Brookhiser is more sensitive to Madison’s 
humanly engaging qualities than the oth-
ers. He opens his book in medias res with a 
description of President Madison’s efforts 
to rally his generals and secretary of war to 
do something to repel the British invasion 
of Washington during the War of 1812. As 
Brookhiser puts it: “Madison was not a war-
rior…. But that morning he was the chief 
executive and commander in chief. War was 
five miles away, and he rode to meet it.” It was 

“the courage James Madison showed” on that 
day that first inspired Brookhiser to write 
his biography, and that vignette gets him 
and his readers off on a different foot from 
the usual beginning references to Madison’s 
slight frame, pallid complexion, and bookish 
ways. He might have emphasized this virtue 
more consistently, for “moral courage” is one 
of the underrated characteristics of Madi-
son’s public career. Probably the most impor-
tant example was Madison’s persistent will-
ingness at the constitutional convention to 
press beyond the existing consensus among 
the American political class. 

Brookhiser budgets very little of his space 
to Madison’s role at the convention and to 
what the issues at the convention were. Nor 
does he speak of the political innovations, 
largely due to Madison, that make the Con-
stitution so remarkable. He is ambivalent 
about Madison’s role in constitution-making, 
although not as much as our other two au-
thors. Although “Madison was called the Fa-
ther of the Constitution during his lifetime,” 
he writes, “[i]t is a misleading title if taken too 
literally,” for, among other reasons he “did not 
get exactly the document he wanted.” None-
theless, he concludes, “Madison earned his 
paternity of the Constitution.” 

Brookhiser gives his readers very little 
concrete sense of what Madison did not get 
and whether it matters. He does not provide 
what a historian or a biographer ought to 
supply, an account of why Madison wanted 
the features that he did. Though he helps us 
assess Madison as a human being, Brookh-
iser does not attempt to explain Madison 
as a statesman and political thinker. So far 
as he does speak of Madison’s losses at the 
convention he limits himself to the standard 
story about representation: Madison sought 

to have population-based representation in 
both houses of Congress, but the conven-
tion instead compromised and established 
equal representation for states in the Sen-
ate. Brookhiser rightly notes Madison’s let-
ter to Jefferson complaining that “the plan 
should it be adopted will neither effectually 
answer its national object nor prevent the 
local mischiefs which everywhere excite dis-
gust against the state governments.” Granted, 
Madison was very dissatisfied with the con-
vention’s compromise, but that was not the 
basis for his assessment of “the plan’s” short-
comings, as a later letter to Jefferson (Oc-
tober 1787) explains at length. More than 
anything Madison bemoaned the loss of his 
favorite new idea for the Constitution, a con-
gressional veto over state legislation. The veto 
was meant to keep the states in their proper 
federal orbits and to protect the rights of in-
dividuals within the states. It is difficult not 
to conclude that Brookhiser gives us so much 
familiar forest and so few trees because his 
book is under-researched.

Kevin gutzman stands at almost 
the opposite extreme from Brookh-
iser—many, many trees but little 

forest. Indeed one of the striking features of 
Gutzman’s book is the absence of any sort of 
introductory or concluding statement where 
he might attempt to explain his purposes or 
his general sense of the man, his career, and 
his achievements. Many individual features 
of Gutzman’s presentation are quite fine—
the discussion of Madison during the War 
of 1812, for example—but the whole is dis-
appointing in being so chary of conclusions, 
and generally bereft of broad lessons and 
reflections.

Gutzman’s treatment of Madison the 
Constitution-maker particularly suffers from 
this defect. In his case one cannot complain 
about lack of specifics—he provides a quite 
detailed play-by-play, or at least day-by-day, 
narrative of the convention debates. But his 
narrative is under-analyzed. So far as themes 
emerge, they are quite similar to Brookhiser’s 
much sketchier presentation: the battle over 
representation in the legislature. Gutzman 
relates this battle (somehow) to a presenta-
tion of Madison’s original plans, as embodied 
in the Virginia Plan, as simply nationalist, a 
term that at the convention possessed a spe-
cialized meaning that Gutzman does not rec-
ognize. He also overly credits the distorted 
interpretation of the proceedings contained in 
Robert Yates’s notes on the debates. Though 
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Gutzman shows a much better acquaintance 
with the crucial primary sources, he reveals 
the same neglect of the important recent work 
on Madison and the Constitution. That may 
be why his underdeveloped forest ends up 
looking like Brookhiser’s.

So far as Gutzman takes a point of view 
on Madison’s fathering the Constitution he 
seems to be largely disapproving. He stretch-
es the nationalism of Madison’s position in a 
way that suggests disapproval; more explicitly, 
he blames Madison for advocating popula-
tion-based representation in the Senate and 
for resisting what he presents as the sensible 
desire of men like Pennsylvania’s John Dick-
inson to create some larger role for the states 
in the new government. Nor does he appear 
to understand that the crucial Madisonian 
insight into reforming federalism lay not so 
much in increasing the powers of the central 
government as in making the powers effective, 
which involved above all modifying the work-
ings of traditional federalism. Two modifica-
tions were crucial: allowing the central gov-
ernment to act directly on its citizens without 
the intermediation of the states, and limiting 
or, ideally, eliminating state agency in and on 
the central government. Had he better un-

derstood the principles of Madison’s reform 
efforts he would (one hopes) have had more 
sympathy with Madison’s intransigencies.

Gutzman, I’m guessing, is so reluctant to 
put forward a general assessment of Madison 
because his assessment is largely negative, at 
least regarding his part in framing the Con-
stitution. It would have been a stronger book 
had Gutzman brought his reservations to the 
surface and argued them out candidly.

If brookhiser errs in the direction of 
over-generality and Gutzman in the direc-
tion of over-specificity, Broadwater gets 

things just about right. Among other things, 
he faces more forthrightly than the others the 
difficult question of Madison’s alleged swings 
from extreme nationalism to Jeffersonian 
states-rights and back again to nationalism. 
He presents a plausible account of these shifts 
because he sees clearly that the early Madison 
was not an extreme nationalist nor the later 
Madison an extreme states’ righter. Unlike 
the other two, Broadwater grounds his study 
in the best Madison scholarship and thus un-
derstands Madison’s position on the Consti-
tution better. His knowledge and the sobriety 
and plausibility of his judgment of Madison’s 

career are all on display in the following pas-
sage from his Preface:

As much as he worried about state and 
federal relations, he worried more about 
maintaining a republican system and 
striking a proper balance between ma-
jority rule and minority rights…. [I]n 
the heyday of his own nationalism in the 
1780s, Madison valued a strong central 
government primarily as a check on pro-
vincial and capricious state governments. 
His most audaciously nationalistic pro-
posal [was for] a congressional veto over 
state laws…. Madison believed consoli-
dation and aristocracy, on the one hand, 
and states’ rights and unfettered democ-
racy, on the other, both undermined re-
publican government. When he saw the 
political currents shifting too far in one 
direction, he would tilt toward the other.

That, in a few sentences, is as good an account 
of James Madison as there is likely to be.

Michael Zuckert is the Nancy Reeves Dreux 
Professor of Political Science at the University of 
Notre Dame. 
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Essay by Joseph Tartakovsky

Liberty and Union

On july 4, 1828, 90-year-old charles 
Carroll, the last surviving signer of 
the Declaration of Independence, 

turned the first spadeful of earth in the con-
struction of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad. “I 
consider this among the most important acts 
of my life,” he told the crowd, “second only to 
my signing the Declaration of Independence, if 
even it be second to that.” To Daniel Webster, 
then a mostly unknown, middle-aged senator 
from Massachusetts, both acts were part of 
one grand, continuous revolution. “[We] pro-
ceed with a sort of geometric velocity,” Webster 
wrote in 1832, “accomplishing for human in-
telligence and human freedom more than had 
been done in fives or tens of centuries preced-
ing.” Webster’s life would come to stand for the 
proposition that if Americans honored their 
principles, they were destined to a prosperity 
and greatness that would stun the world—but 
that honoring those principles would take a 
full complement of civic and moral virtues.

Demi-God or Devil

The america into which webster 
was born, in 1782, was a third-world 
country. When New Hampshire first 

sent him to the House of Representatives, the 
nation’s per capita gross domestic product was 

still roughly that of Ecuador’s in 2002. His 
parents had known the terrors of midnight 
Indian raids, gray wolves, and digging for 
potatoes with frozen fingers. In 1832 a New 
England doctor could still complain that four 
out of five patients did not bathe from one 
year to the next. Not that doctors had much 
to boast of. As Webster lay dying in 1852, the 
diagnosis, by one of Boston’s leading physi-
cians, was that the statesman had a “mortal 
disease in some one of the great organs of the 
abdomen, but that, after the most careful ex-
amination, he could not tell in which of them 
it was, with any considerable degree of confi-
dence.” His prescription included leeches and 
diets of gruel and brandy.

Daniel’s devoted yeoman father, Ebenezer, 
mortgaged his farm to send his son, at age 15, 
to Dartmouth College, but Daniel wasn’t a 
devoted scholar—like most minds of the first 
order, he read by inclination, which ran to po-
etry and history. Yet a prodigious intellect was 
evident; there is a story that he once startled 
an instructor by memorizing 700 lines of Vir-
gil in one evening. He turned to the law, but a 

“‘student at law’ I certainly was not,” Webster 
wrote, “unless ‘Alan Ramsay’s poems’ and ‘Fe-
male Quixotism’ will pass for law books.” Tri-
als in those days—some before judges commis-
sioned by George II—were a form of popular 

entertainment. Farmers rattled in on carts to 
see the learned brawlers. Webster’s early tech-
nique was described by a court crier in 1807: 

When Mr. Webster began to speak, his 
voice was low, his head was sunk upon 
his breast, his eyes were fixed upon the 
floor, and he moved his feet incessantly, 
backward and forward, as if trying to 
secure a firmer position. His voice soon 
increased in power and volume, till it 
filled the whole house. His attitude 
became erect, his eye dilated, and his 
whole countenance was radiant with 
emotion. The attention of all present 
was at once arrested.

It worked. Webster was drawn from smaller 
New Hampshire cities, finally, to Boston. He 
went on to handle an extraordinary 1,700 
cases: wills, murder prosecutions, debt suits, 
maritime disputes, and the rest.

If ours is the era of the teleprompter (which 
historian Barbara Tuchman said “allows an 
inadequate, minor individual to appear to be 
a statesman”), Webster’s was the golden age 
of self-composed oratory. Citizens gobbled up 
extended orations at rallies, dinners, conven-
tions, funerals, barbeques, and parades. Pre-
eminent were the giants who strode the floor 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2013 
Page 77

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

“[w]hen Mr. Webster ceased to speak, it was 
some minutes before anyone seemed inclined 
to break the silence.”

It was religious inspiration and his holy text 
was the Constitution; his god, George Wash-
ington. Ebenezer Webster, a captain during 
the Revolution, had personally guarded the 
general’s tent after Benedict Arnold’s betrayal. 

“Captain Webster,” Washington supposedly 
said, “I believe I can trust you.” Nothing made 
Ebenezer’s son prouder. He was a child when 
Alexander Hamilton arranged America’s fi-
nances, and later had Aaron Burr as a client. 
He spent five days at Monticello, marveling 
at 81-year-old Thomas Jefferson’s “fixed hours 
for everything.” Webster regularly called on 
John Adams when he passed through Quincy. 
He entered Congress under James Madison—
the “wisest of our Presidents,” after Wash-
ington—even though Webster’s first official 
acts were denunciations of “Mr. Madison’s 
War” against Great Britain. In his retirement, 
Madison—the last of the founders—wrote 
letters endorsing Webster’s arguments in his 
1830 debate with South Carolina Senator 
Robert Hayne over the question of whether 
a state could legitimately nullify a federal law. 
Webster’s celebrated “Second Reply to Hayne” 
ended with the thunderous exclamation: 

“Liberty and Union, now and for ever, one and 
inseparable!” For Webster, America’s promise 
could only be achieved if the country held to 
its founding principles. “The great trust now 
descends to new hands,” he told the audience 
at the dedication of the Bunker Hill monu-
ment in 1825.

Let us apply ourselves to that which 
is presented to us, as our appropriate 
object. We can win no laurels in a war 
for independence. Earlier and worthier 
hands have gathered them all. Nor are 
there places for us by the side of Solon, 
and Alfred, and other founders of states. 
Our fathers have filled them. But there 
remains to us a great duty of defense 
and preservation.

This political faith was the secret resource 
in Daniel Webster’s soul: he not only said 
these things; he felt them. This cause kept him 
working 12-hour days into his seventies. It 
fortified him to leave behind, for months at a 
time, his 1,400-acre working farm (he said his 
oxen were “better company” than senators) 
and his favorite pastime: fishing in New Eng-
land streams with Shakespeare in his pocket. 
He continued to serve in office even though 
it forced him to forego immense lawyers’ fees 
that he desperately needed to pay debts. Am-

bition surely was part of the story, but how to 
explain positions he took that he knew would 
injure his popularity? 

Nothing damaged Webster’s reputation 
more than his denunciation of abolitionism 
during the debate over the Compromise of 
1850, which sought once more to alleviate sec-
tional tensions over slavery. Webster believed 
that heading off war required that the North 
accept a strengthened fugitive-slave law; the 
South, in return, agreed to a free California, 
a tamed Texas, and a ban on the slave trade 
in D.C. Admirers saw a courageous act of 
union-mindedness. “I wish to speak today,” 
Webster said, “not as a Massachusetts man, 
nor as a Northern man, but as an American.” 
But anti-slavery forces saw Judas Iscariot in a 
cravat. This apostasy, fumed Theodore Parker, 
the Transcendentalist minister, was a craven 

“bid for the Presidency.” The mystery is that at 
the Whig Convention two years later Web-
ster got not a single Southern ballot. Could 
the shrewd politician, after 40 years in poli-
tics, have miscalculated entirely?

Webster invariably called slavery a miser-
able “evil” but knew that an attempt by Con-
gress to strike at slavery would “break up the 
Union just as surely as would an attempt to 
introduce slavery in Massachusetts.” The 
Missouri Controversy of 1820 revealed that 
the Southern men of Webster’s generation 
had quietly become much more committed 
to slavery than their parents. By 1840 cotton 
constituted 59% of U.S. exports; in South 
Carolina, half the population was a form of 
property. But Webster thought abolitionists 
hasty and fanatical. He never forgave them for 
their unscrupulous rumor-mongering against 
him (philandering being the main charge) and 
for the third-party candidate they ran in 1844 
that cost Clay the White House to pro-slav-
ery James K. Polk. And whom did that help? 

Webster’s generation of Whigs tried to 
save the Union through compromise; their 
heirs, the Republicans, accepted war when 
the compromises ran out. Yet many histori-
ans echo the hostilities of the New England 
abolitionists, even while acknowledging that 
had war broken out in 1850, instead of 1861, 
the South would probably have split off into 
a sort of proto-apartheid nation. Webster de-
serves better. His actions to avoid war helped 
ensure that when the fighting actually began, 
the North was more populous, more industri-
alized, and more zealous to extirpate slavery. 
Thirteen presidents held office during Web-
ster’s life; a President Webster would have 
been only the third who did not own slaves, 
after the Adamses. On a few occasions he 
purchased slaves their freedom. In his exten-

of the U.S. Senate: the sparkling, cavalier 
Henry Clay of Kentucky; the intense, logical 
John C. Calhoun of South Carolina; the blus-
tery Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri, whose 
voice shook windows. But none mesmerized 
like Webster. “To have heard the noble effort 
[Webster] made…marked an epoch in the 
lives of those present,” wrote Josiah Quincy, 
Jr., later Boston’s mayor, who saw Webster 
defend a judge against impeachment in 1821. 

“It gave me my first idea of the electric force 
that might be wielded by a master of human 
speech.” Webster’s serious efforts typically ran 
to two-and-a-half hours, sometimes as long as 
four. “I was never so excited by public speak-
ing before in my life,” wrote educator George 
Ticknor, after hearing one speech. “Three or 
four times I thought my temples would burst 
with the gush of blood…. When I came out I 
was almost afraid to come near to him.”

If you encountered Webster at night in 
some solitary place, wrote the New York Mir-
ror, you wouldn’t know whether he was “a 
demi-god or a devil.” His hair was raven black 
and his skin so swarthy that in college he was 
once mistaken for an Indian. Thomas Car-
lyle, at a breakfast with Webster in London, 
was struck by his companion’s “tanned com-
plexion; the amorphous crag-like face; the 
dull black eyes under their precipice of brows, 
like dull anthracite furnaces needing only 
to be blown; the mastiff mouth, accurately 
closed.” “There was a grandeur in his form,” 
Carlyle continued, “altogether beyond those 
of any human being I ever saw.” Webster’s 
costume for important occasions was a black 
long-tailed coat with gold buttons, and a buff-
colored vest; he “moved through the streets of 
Washington and Boston,” said biographer Ir-
ving Bartlett, “like a revolutionary frigate un-
der full sail.” His eyes, large and sunken, were 
objects of particular fascination. A minister 
recalled being halted in an attempt to deliver 
a sermon when Webster, in the front pew, set 

“such great, staring black eyes upon me that I 
was frightened out of my wits.” Many said his 
eyes had a sleepy look, until roused—when 
they “kindled.”

Political Faith

Webster’s argument to the 
Supreme Court in the famed 
Dartmouth College case in 1818 

established the 36-year-old’s reputation as a 
constitutional lawyer. The case involved the 
attempt by New Hampshire’s legislature to 
convert the private college into a public uni-
versity under its control. Justice Joseph Story 
observed of Webster’s four-hour exhibition, 
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sive writings one would be hard pressed to 
find a single word of racial prejudice.

Persuading the Audience

Robert remini, whose daniel web-
ster: The Man and His Time (1997) is 
the standard modern biography, attri-

butes Webster’s repeated failure to get a presi-
dential nomination to his overemphasis on 
Washingtonian loftiness, fatally out of place 
in the democracy-drunk Age of Jackson. Yet 
to friends Webster was a hilarious storyteller 
and a hearty drinker (later in life, too hearty). 
He was an affectionate father who treasured 
notes from his children, especially one that 
reported that his son Charley, two years old, 
went around telling everyone that “Pa’s gone to 
Wa’n to make ‘peeches.” Webster’s friend Peter 
Harvey recalled that when Webster’s first wife 
lay dying in a friend’s home, she told him that 
she preferred the wood fire they had at home 
to the coal one in her room. Webster, he said, 
though still a guest, hired a mason to remove 
the coal grate and have a wood fire built.

Aristotle’s chief rule of rhetoric is that a 
speaker must match the mode of persuasion 
to the audience addressed. In this Webster 
rarely failed. To a large crowd, he was soar-
ing; to courts, logical; to juries, righteous; to 
Congress, driving. At times his prose can read 
like a parody of grandiose Augustan poetry 
(soldiers “chilled by the northern blast, their 
marches traced in blood”) or simply be over-
long. But the prose of the early 19th century 
was overwrought and ornamental; Webster, by 
contrast, took pains to develop a style that was 
taut, forceful, dignified, and precise. He stud-
ied Cicero, William Shakespeare, John Milton, 
Alexander Pope, Isaac Watts, Joseph Addi-
son, Edmund Burke, and the Bible. His other 
teachers were jurors, who taught him that you 
lose if you dazzle but do not persuade. Web-
ster saw early that victory came to those who 
spoke, as he put it, in a “plain conversational 
way.” His secretary Charles Lanman said that 
Webster delivered “ponderous blows, leisurely 
inflicted.” He thought in paragraphs, not sen-
tences, which is why so few Websterian lines 
are ripe for quotation. But it is truly American 
music: flags flutter, waves crash on free shores, 
the machinery of wealth whirs. Webster mas-
tered a calm, majestic control of tone, so inter-
nalized that even letters to confidants are free 
of grudge and heat. “I war with principles, not 
with men,” he told his son Fletcher.

“Twentieth-century historians have shaken 
their heads over Webster’s inflated nineteenth-
century reputation, and well they might,” 
writes Daniel Walker Howe, the dean of Whig 

Party historians. That Webster was right on 
most of the controversies of his day—the na-
tional bank, a foreign policy that condemns 
tyranny abroad, the sin of Indian removal—
seems to count for less than his inability to 
maneuver his way to legislative victory like 
the whiskey-and-poker Senator Clay, or the 
fact that his loyalists clustered around Boston 
and New York City. Webster himself sensed 
that his legacy would rest on his literary pro-
ductions. When a speech achieved such power 
that it moved minds, he wrote, “it is something 
greater and higher than all eloquence—it is 
action, noble, sublime, godlike action.” His 
speech on “First Settlement of New England” 
(1820) shaped the imaginations of schoolchil-
dren for generations. (“This oration,” said John 
Adams, “will be read five hundred years hence 
with as much rapture as it was heard.”) “The 
Constitution Is Not a Compact between Sov-
ereign States” (1833)—superior to his more 
famous “Second Reply to Hayne”—was politi-
cal scripture for Unionists up to the Civil War. 
Webster’s speeches often did for America what 
Winston Churchill’s did for England: they ral-
lied the deepest, best instincts of a people.

Age of Improvement

Even today’s libertarians should 
feel nervous at the powerlessness of 
the federal government in Webster’s 

day. The great case of McCulloch v. Maryland 
(1819) declared, in Marshall’s organ tones, 
that the power to tax involved the power to 
destroy (a line, as it happens, from Webster’s 
brief); so the people of one state, Maryland, 
could not tax a bank that served the people of 
all states. Yet six months later, Ohio enacted 
an illegal tax more punitive than Maryland’s. 
In 1821 the federal government had 6,914 em-
ployees, most of them in the Post Office. In 
1828, then-Vice President Calhoun felt en-
titled to publish a pamphlet describing how 
states could nullify a federal law. 

“Commerce, credit, and confidence were the 
principal things which did not exist under the 
old Confederation,” Webster argued in Ogden 
v. Saunders (1827), “and which it was a main 
object of the present Constitution to create and 
establish.” He envisioned a free, rich continent, 
teeming with the colorful bounties of field, 
steamboats churning the rivers white, mer-
chant houses overflowing with bills of credit, 
goods gliding on newly laid railways, stock 
reports beamed by newly invented telegraphs. 
The stimulation of commerce filled up much 
of the time during his two rounds as secretary 
of state, first under Presidents William Henry 
Harrison and John Tyler (Harrison expired 
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one month into his term) and later President 
Millard Fillmore. “You have many productions, 
which we should be glad to buy,” he wrote the 
emperor of Japan in 1851, in a typical letter, “& 
we have productions which might suit your 
people.” A banker said that diplomat Webster 

“watched our commercial interests more closely 
and acted more promptly than the merchants 
themselves.” Among the happier circumstanc-
es of his life was that his politics coincided 
neatly with the interests of his clients at the 
bar, which he continued to represent even as 
secretary of state. Shippers, financiers, insur-
ance houses, mercantile companies, and banks 
made Webster, in the 1820s, probably the 
highest paid attorney in the nation.

Andrew Jackson arrived in Washington in 
1829 in a carriage and left eight years later on 
a train—a train Occupy Wall Street missed 
by 175 years. Old Hickory was their man, the 
impetuous bank crusher, demagogue-in-chief, 
fearsome enemy of “money power,” and a man 
with few scruples about the niceties of consti-
tutional limits. (Jackson also enjoyed wager-
ing his slaves on horse races.) “It is no matter 
of regret or sorrow to us that few are very rich,” 
replied Webster, in one of many speeches dur-
ing years of opposition to Jackson, “but it is 
our pride and glory that few are very poor.” 

Democratic presidents like Jackson, Madi-
son, James Monroe, and James Polk had at 
times all doubted Congress’s power to sponsor 

“internal improvements,” i.e., waterways, rails, 
roads, and bridges, all Whig preoccupations. 

“What interest has South Carolina in a canal in 
Ohio?” Senator Hayne had asked. The Whigs, 
the party of the business community, was the 
party sympathetic to federal intervention. A 
study showed that Prussia contributed 7% of 
the capital needed to lay that country's first 
railroads; in the U.S., by contrast, the state 
governments ponied up 45% of the initial in-
vestment. The Erie Canal was begun on July 
4, 1817, and within a few years floated twice 
the cargo of the Mississippi. Local headlines 
were made when fresh Long Island oysters 
appeared in western New York. Whigs in 
Congress took inspiration. It would not have 
bothered Webster in the least to learn that 
the elegant brick building in Boston he knew 
as the offices of Ticknor & Fields, publisher 
to Nathanial Hawthorne, Ralph Waldo Em-
erson, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, is 
now a Chipotle Mexican Grill.

This is America!

Does daniel webster matter to-
day? Polemics, however great, usu-
ally die with the circumstances that 

called them forth. This is true for Webster’s, 
most obviously, on the questions of slav-
ery, Union, and nullification—vast, defining 
questions, and finally resolved by civil war. 
But other disputes about American govern-
ment remain as vital as ever. In many of these 
Webster’s papers constitute an eloquent tuto-
rial in republican order, especially in his argu-
ments on the scope of presidential authority, 
laid out in a series of quite respectful cannon-
ades against Andrew Jackson between 1832 
and 1835, and on the breadth of Congress’s 
power under the Commerce Clause, argued 
in many cases but above all in McCulloch v. 
Maryland (1819) and Gibbons v. Ogden (1824), 
both before the Supreme Court. It is no acci-
dent that those two cases were invoked twelve 
times in the briefs from both sides during 
arguments over the Affordable Care Act in 
summer 2012.

“Almost all the business and intercourse 
of life,” he argued in Gibbons, “may be con-

nected incidentally, more or less, with com-
mercial regulations.” In this sentence Web-
ster anticipated the problem with the Com-
merce Clause, that mysterious, all-important 
enumeration, which gives Congress power 
to “regulate” commerce “among the several 
States.” Some of Webster’s boldest argu-
ments prefigure the holdings of the New 
Deal Court, but it was only in the 20th 
century that the Commerce Clause became 
a general power for Congress to enact laws 
in areas that in any plausible, or implausible, 
way touch on buying and selling—work-
place discrimination, child pornography, the 
sale of bald-eagle feathers. The swell of the 
federal government—which is the story of 
American government—would have stag-
gered Webster, but not altogether surprised 
him. How could the Commerce Clause avoid 
a more expansive construction as states in-
tegrated through roads, railways, telegraph 
lines, and cross-border manufacturing? To-
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day, purchasing John C. Calhoun’s Collected 
Works probably involves half a dozen states 
in various stages of editing, publication, pay-
ment, and shipping. Webster, like Marshall, 
hoped that “completely” internal commerce 
might one day largely disappear. But they 
never had much occasion to speak of the lim-
its of federal power. That’s our problem.

Friends said that after his humiliation at 
the 1852 Whig convention in Baltimore, at 
which he placed a distant third, Webster 
looked “sad and weary.” Southern hotheads 
had begun to squeak and gibber about a 

“Southern Confederacy.” “To dismember this 
glorious country!” cried Webster—this was 
his nightmare. The Union was a “miracle,” 
and now it appeared that it would be his gen-
eration, the first after the framers, who would 
fumble it away. He had been declawed as a 
Supreme Court advocate, too, after Jackson 
named six of the seven Justices, all largely 
hostile to Webster. Worst of all, family sor-
rows never stopped. In 1848, he buried his 
daughter Julia on the same day he received 
the coffin of his son Edward, dead of typhoid 
fever while serving in the war in Mexico. Four 
of his five children would precede Webster to 
the grave—except Fletcher, who died at the 
Second Battle of Bull Run.

But a few days after Baltimore, Webster, 
now 70, returned to Boston and found him-
self greeted by roaring applause, fluttering 
handkerchiefs, and his portrait on balconies. 
Mothers held up their infants that they might 
one day say they had seen the great “Defend-
er of the Constitution.” He had predicted 
civil war, but his cast of thought in his final 
months was faithful to the prophetic young 
Webster. “This is the New World! This is 
America!” he had said on July 4, 1851. “This 
fresh and brilliant morning blesses our vision 
with another beholding of the birthday of 
our nation; and we see that nation, of recent 
origin, now among the most considerable 
and powerful, and spreading over the conti-
nent from sea to sea.” California, full of gold 
and harbors, joined the union months earlier; 
its rough adventurers, he said, proved more 
fit for self-rule than Cicero’s descendants in 
Rome. The U.S. population surpassed Great 
Britain’s a decade ago. Years earlier Ameri-
cans watched their vessels fall prey to Euro-
pean cruisers during the Napoleonic wars, 
but in 1850 Secretary Webster felt confident 
enough to tell Austria (which had threatened 
us over our support for Hungarian indepen-
dence) that our republic was now spread over 
a region next to which the “possessions of the 
House of Hapsburg are but as a patch on the 
earth’s surface.”

Great Defender

In 1837, on a tour of the west, he 
visited Springfield, Illinois. He met a 
28-year-old fellow Whig, Abraham Lin-

coln, who had read Webster’s lines about “the 
people’s government, made for the people, 
made by the people, and answerable to the 
people” or how “if a house be divided against 
itself, it will fall” or that the “last hopes of 
mankind, therefore, rest with us.” Few deeds 
of Lincoln’s would have failed to gain Web-
ster’s hearty approval. Both were American 
conservatives because they believed that this 
country was heir to great moral principles 
of natural right and a tradition of enlight-
ened patriotism. Webster is the link between 
James Wilson, Alexander Hamilton, and 
George Washington on one side, and Lincoln 
on the other—believers all in national-mind-
ed and energetic government, champions of 
strong central government, sound currency 
and credit, and expansive construction of the 
Constitution. The “peculiar conservatism” 
that defined American statesmanship, said 
Webster, was “to do what was necessary, and 
no more; and to do that with the utmost tem-
perance and prudence.” 

Webster’s great theme was that the inheri-
tance enjoyed by Americans was the most 
noble and precious imaginable, but we had to 
take care to transmit it unimpaired. His writ-
ings brim with words like “defend,” “main-
tain,” “uphold,” “perpetuate,” “support,” and 

“preserve.” “I profess to feel a strong attach-
ment to the liberty of the United States,” said 
Webster, “I feel every injury inflicted upon it, 
almost as a personal injury.” Contemporaries 
attest to the almost physical transforma-
tion Webster underwent when pleading for 
the Constitution. But he needed conflict to 
energize him. This is why Webster’s legend-
ary triumphs are all defenses: against New 
Hampshire’s attack on Dartmouth College, 
Jackson’s scorn for the separation of powers, 
the South’s assault on the Union. Once these 
attacks were made and Webster rose to the 
defense, he was nearly invincible. Not even 
his enemies seem willing to deny this. This 
country never knew a President Webster be-
cause he was a creature of resistance, of pres-
ervation, of guardianship. Yet when the fate 
of America depended on him, as it did in pro-
found degree, he did not fail.

Joseph Tartakovsky is the Claremont Insti-
tute’s  James Wilson Fellow in Constitutional 
Law, a contributing editor to the Claremont Re-
view of Books, and an attorney at the law firm 
of Gibson Dunn & Crutcher LLP.
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Book Review by Charles Horner

Blood-soaked History
Tombstone: The Great Chinese Famine, 1958–1962, by Yang Jisheng, translated by Stacy Mosher and Guo Jian.

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 656 pages, $35

What can literature possibly do against 
the ruthless onslaught of open violence? 

…Any man who has once acclaimed 
violence as his method must inexorably 
choose falsehood as his principle. At 
its birth violence acts openly and even 
with pride. But no sooner does it be-
come strong, firmly established, than it 
senses the rarefaction of the air around 
it and it cannot continue to exist with-
out descending into a fog of lies…. In 
the struggle with falsehood art always 
did win and it always does win! Openly, 
irrefutably for everyone! Falsehood can 
hold out against much in this world, but 
not against art.

—Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn
Nobel Lecture, 1970

It took mao zedong’s new china about 
four years to carry out the “Great Leap 
Famine,” the greatest single crime in the 

history of the world. The term itself, now 
widely used, derives sardonically from the 
Great Leap Forward, a campaign begun in 
1958 to transform Communist China into a 

modern industrialized state in less than a de-
cade. Central to this campaign was a massive 
reordering of China’s countryside, especially 
the forced movement of the hundreds of mil-
lions who lived there into so-called People’s 
Communes. Mao’s agricultural policies mir-
rored those of his inspiration and mentor, 
Joseph Stalin, whose ruthless rural collectiv-
ization campaign in the 1930s caused more 
than 10 million deaths in the Soviet Union. 
In the People’s Republic of China, over the 
decades, historians and demographers have 
come to estimate the deaths caused by Mao’s 
collectivization campaign at about 40 mil-
lion. But there is still spirited debate. Some, 
bent on preserving Mao’s reputation, argue 
for a lower number, say, 20 million. And just 
as there are Holocaust deniers and Rape of 
Nanking deniers, there are also Great Leap 
Famine deniers who attribute the fuss to an-
ti-China racist sentiments or anti-Commu-
nist political machinations. The Communist 
Party of China has its own position. In 1981, 
its Central Committee, prodded by new 
paramount leader Deng Xiaoping, adopted 
a long resolution. The product of careful de-

liberation and drafting, its overall judgment 
was that

Comrade Mao Zedong was a great 
Marxist and a great proletarian revolu-
tionary, strategist and theorist…. [H]is 
contributions to the Chinese revolution 
far outweigh his mistakes. His merits 
are primary and his errors secondary. 
He rendered indelible meritorious ser-
vice…. He made major contributions to 
the liberation of the oppressed nations 
of the world and to the progress of man-
kind.

In deng’s own pithy encapsulation, 
Mao was 70% right and 30% wrong. This 
remains the official view today. Historians 

have not yet established precisely how much 
Mao knew and when he knew it, but he knew 
more than enough and his smug indifference 
to widespread suffering is well-documented. 
His more-than-willing courtiers and col-
laborators—men like Zhou Enlai and Deng 
Xiaoping—also knew, though their own repu-
tations have survived their complicity. Indeed, 
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these days, some even see them as “good guys” 
in China’s post-1949 history, as if they were 
anything other than enthusiastic agents of 
Mao’s criminality. 

No one has ever been called to account 
for the deaths of these tens of millions. The 
portrait of the famine’s main architect hangs 
in honor in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square, 
and his face can also be seen on the coun-
try’s currency. Marking the 110th anniver-
sary of Mao’s birth in December 2003, party 
head Hu Jintao delivered a long and praising 
speech. Then, as described in an official ac-
count, “Hu and other top officials paid trib-
ute at the Chairman Mao Memorial Hall in 
Tiananmen Square, in central Beijing, where 
they each bowed three times to a statue of 
Mao.” Recent observations have been more 
subdued. The government chose Decem-
ber 26, 2012, Mao’s birthday, as the official 
opening date of the Beijing-Guangzhou high-
speed railway (the world’s longest), a low-key 
commemoration by previous Chinese stan-
dards. Meanwhile, the government had also 
organized anti-Japanese demonstrations 
in dozens of Chinese cities, notable for the 
many portraits of Mao Zedong held aloft by 
the marchers. 

We should not assume that the Chinese 
Communist Party’s continuing embrace of 
Mao as its main mascot is sentimental. It re-
flects the party’s assessment that, on balance, 
its legitimacy is enhanced by keeping Mao 
front and center. But this also means that 
Mao’s crimes can never finally rest in peace, 
for even a claim of only “30% wrong” will al-
ways present an irresistible opening—a dare 
if you will—for honest historians and coura-
geous writers.

Yang jisheng, 73, has been a member 
of the Chinese Communist Party for 
over 40 years and was a long-time writer 

for Xinhua, China’s government-run “news” 
agency. Not atypically, he lost family mem-
bers in the calamities of the 1950s and 1960s 
which, in turn, led him to want to learn more 
about the catastrophe’s origins and causes. As 
an industrious, well-connected reporter, he 
traveled widely and conducted interviews; as 
a tireless historian, he searched for archives 
to comb through. The result of his decades 
of effort was Tombstone (Mubei, in Chinese), 
a two-volume, 1200-page tour de force, which 
appeared in its original Chinese version in 
2008, and now appears in an English version 
for the first time.

Tombstone is, first of all, immensely im-
portant for being the work of a Chinese. The 
story of the Great Leap Famine, though it 
has never been as well-known in the West as 

it deserves to be, has been told before in our 
own language—for example, by Jasper Beck-
er in his pioneering study, Hungry Ghosts: 
Mao’s Secret Famine (1996), and by Frank 
Dikötter in Mao’s Great Famine: The His-
tory of China’s Most Devastating Catastrophe, 
1958–1962 (2010). Ralph Thaxton’s chilling 
work, Catastrophe and Contention in Rural 
China: Mao’s Great Leap Forward Famine and 
the Origins of Righteous Resistance in Da Fo 
Village (2008), looked intensely at one village, 
leaving us to our own devices to grasp how 
the cruelty and pain he describes in that one 
place were experienced in thousands upon 
thousands of other places. We know that 
Chinese translations, or at least summaries, 
of these books have found their way into the 
Sinophone world. But the original Chinese 
version of Yang’s book possesses a unique 
authority in that world, which is the world 
that really counts. Though Tombstone is of-
ficially banned in China, it has already gone 
through many Chinese printings. Although 
it is not the first book in Chinese to deal with 
the famine, it is the first literary masterpiece 
to do so. Through its artistry, Yang Jisheng 
has made this decisive episode the property 
of the entire Chinese-speaking world, de-
finitively and indelibly. In this respect alone, 
Tombstone is rightly compared to Aleksandr 
Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago (1973). Sol-
zhenitsyn’s book had a powerful effect on 
Western opinions of the Soviet Union but, 
in the end, it was its effect on opinion inside 
the Soviet Union that mattered most, and 
it played a part all its own in the Soviet sys-
tem’s collapse.

We should thus think of yang’s 
book as existing in two worlds. Its 
role outside of China has now been 

assured by a brilliant English translation, ac-
complished jointly by Stacy Mosher, a long-
time Hong Kong resident and human rights 
activist, and Guo Jian, an English professor at 
the University of Wisconsin who was once a 
professor of Chinese language and literature 
in Beijing. Edward Friedman, a distinguished 
China-focused professor of political science, 
also at Wisconsin, aided in the editing and 
formatting of the work. Their English ver-
sion is about half the length of the Chinese 
original and yet they have re-organized the 
work in a way that amplifies its power. In 
the original, the first volume viewed things 
from the bottom up. It is a vivid account of 
the brutality and cruelty that result when a 
demonic social vision is relentlessly imposed 
by a ruthless totalitarian regime. Western 
readers, by now so familiar with the genre 
as to be at risk of “atrocity fatigue syndrome,” 

will still be overwhelmed by the cumulative 
effect of Yang’s presentation. The second part 
of Yang’s account viewed things from the top 
down. His personal multi-year Long March 
through archives and documents lays out the 
deliberations of the Communist hierarchs as 
they discuss the consequences of their handi-
work. 

In their condensation and reorganization 
of Yang’s original, Mosher, Guo, and Fried-
man effectively weave together these two 
parts of the story. Thus, even as we are im-
mersed in the rapidly deteriorating circum-
stances of millions of real people, we eaves-
drop on conversations of the small number 
of men who have created the disaster. Their 
contrived language, both spoken and writ-
ten—“New China Newspeak,” the Austra-
lian sinologist Geremie Barmé has named 
this other-worldly argot—seems absurd, but 
their surreal lingo is no less murderous for 
that. We sense that there were some doubt-
ers, but they held their tongues except, of 
course, for their extravagant praise of Mao. 
One wonders whether any began to regret 
having enlisted in the enterprise whose com-
manding heights they now occupied, but 
which had become a grotesquery of mass 
murder in which they were now trapped. In 
the short term, there was no escape except 
exile, imprisonment, or death. In this re-
spect, of course, they were as one with their 
powerless peasant countrymen and some 
shared their fate; like Stalin before him, Mao 
turned on many of his enablers. In the longer 
term, many of Mao’s other henchmen landed 
on their feet in the post-Mao dispensation. 
Some of their sons have fared exceptionally 
well in it.

One should hope that tombstone 
will finally put an end to any remain-
ing Western fantasies about the mo-

res and modus operandi of the regime that is 
the People’s Republic of China. But there will 
always be a corps of incorrigibles. And this is 
not unimportant, for opinion outside of Chi-
na will certainly influence the evolution of the 
world’s stance toward the country, and West-
ern opinions about China will continue to 
have great influence inside China. But what-
ever Tombstone comes to mean for the West, 
at the end of the day it is what Mubei means 
for China that will be decisive.

What, then, will the Chinese people con-
clude about their own experiences? Mubei is 
now an important voice in China’s ongoing 
effort to make sense of the country’s breath-
takingly violent modern history. What is the 
Communist regime’s role in it? What can the 
people expect of a ruling party that still lioniz-
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es Mao Zedong? How can the country escape 
this legacy? How convincingly can the regime 
in Beijing claim that it seeks a “Peaceful Rise” 
for itself in the world while, at the same time, 
it lauds the history of its violent rule at home?

Over the past 150 years, the 
amount of violence in the country 
has been truly stunning. Though the 

Communist Party talks a lot about what hap-
pened before 1949, it steadfastly refuses to dis-
cuss its own blood-soaked history in any way 
that would suggest it wishes definitively and fi-
nally for violence to end. During the 19th cen-
tury China was, at one time or another, at war 
with Britain, France, Japan, and Russia singu-
larly and sometimes with all of the “Powers” 
collectively. These foreign wars, not especially 
devastating in and of themselves, were the 
outward manifestation of far greater domes-
tic violence and upheaval that claimed tens of 
millions of lives and caused incalculable collat-
eral damage. The first two decades of the 20th 
century were a period of ceaseless internal war 
and widespread misery. There were then eight 
years of war between China and Japan—July 
1937 until September 1945—an underappre-
ciated theater of World War II, but a ferocious 
one, comparable only to the German-Soviet 
front in Europe. Millions died.

When that war ended, the Chinese civil 
war resumed. Millions fought on both sides, 
and millions more died, with North China 
feeling most of the effects. In 1950, the new 
People’s Republic of China sent its forces into 
Tibet, and met armed resistance that con-
tinued into the early 1960s. Turkic peoples 
in the northwest of the country also offered 
sporadic resistance against Chinese rule, but 
they, too, were brutally put down. The new 
government then plotted the Korean War 
in 1950, causing the deaths of about a mil-
lion of its own soldiers during its intervention 
to save the North Korean regime. The new 
government next turned against the Chinese 
people themselves, first in the 1950s and early 
1960s as we have seen, and then again in the 
late 1960s, this time with its Great Proletar-
ian Cultural Revolution. Overall, the history 
of this violence is a story of abrupt, dramatic, 
and unpredicted changes—from a dynasty to 
a republic, from a republic to a people’s repub-
lic. We do not, perhaps cannot, appreciate the 
combined horror of it all.

Inside china, the communist party is 
engaged in yet another “struggle” to con-
trol this story. The party has long had its 

own official version, buttressed by obedient 
writers who churned out reams of literature 
designed to extol the Party’s heroic deeds. 
But such “socialist realist” kitsch is no longer 
Chinese literature’s main stock-in-trade. To 
one degree or another, writers—and most 
other creative people for that matter—are 
now part of an adversary culture. Beijing still 
punishes “dissident” writers when the rest of 
the world is not looking; but the regime can 
no longer call into being the literary adula-
tion it once routinely received. Moreover, the 
regime has no control at all over the vast lit-
erature that is being created in the parts of 
Greater China that are beyond Beijing’s reach 
and that it cannot blockade. Even a Mainland 
Chinese writer-in-exile can still reach a huge 
audience at home, despite the regime’s war—
more like a rearguard action really—against 
the internet.

More interesting still is the persistent out-
look of hundreds of millions of Chinese who 
live well outside the rarified world of the urban 
intelligentsia. One of the important conclu-
sions of Thaxton’s extraordinary study is that 
memories of the Great Leap Famine abide, 
and that these are embedded in a kind of pre-
existing folk culture. In this mental world, 
there is a connection between past and pres-
ent and between the living and the dead. In 
this respect, Becker’s metaphor of the hungry 
ghost is well chosen because, for hundreds of 
millions of Chinese, evildoers can be haunted 

not only metaphorically but literally, and 
there are tens of millions of scores to settle. 

The Chinese Communist Party is now 
scrambling to keep up with all of this. Most 
recently, it has decided to focus on China’s 

“century of humiliation” at the hands of for-
eigners and to recount in loving detail, and 
also to highlight in museums, the atrocities 
committed in China by foreigners, especially 
by the Japanese. Thus, in the West, we read 
much about how the regime is stoking “na-
tionalist” sentiments, but the creative world 
is not responding. The regime has therefore 
been reduced to taking what it can get.

In fact, it probably reached its high-
water mark on October 12, 2012, when 
the Swedish Academy announced that 

the 2012 Nobel Prize for Literature would 
be awarded to the Chinese writer, Mo Yan, 
who, said the Academy, “with hallucinatory 
realism merges folk tales, history and the con-
temporary.” The announcement set off con-
troversy about Mo’s suitability, given that he 
is a vice president of the China Writers As-
sociation (and thus, presumably, a member in 
good standing of the Communist Party) and 
an apologist for censorship. Nonetheless, Mo 
Yan is hardly a cheerleader for the New China 
the Communist Party has wrought. His pen-
chant is to view things from the perspective of 
the brutalities and crudities of the elemental, 
rural, peasant, and village China; he does not 
try to rally his readers to the support of the 
party’s grand national projects. 

Even so, as Kenyon College sociology 
professor Anna Sun describes it, “Mo Yan’s 
prose is an example of a prevailing disease 
that has been plaguing writers who came of 
age in what can be called the era of ‘Mao-ti,’ 
a particular language and sensibility of writ-
ing promoted by Mao in the beginning of the 
revolution.” 

It is unfortunate that the Swedish Acad-
emy, in dignifying Mo Yan’s “hallucinatory 
realism,” passed up an opportunity to honor 
Yang Jisheng’s masterpiece of realism. Tomb-
stone is in every respect deserving of a Nobel 
Prize for Literature—though not since 1953, 
when Winston Churchill won for his history 
of the Second World War, has non-fiction 
been honored as “literature.” Fortunately, the 
influence of Yang’s great work continues to 
grow inside China, and we now have a version 
of it in English that instructs us why.

Charles Horner is senior fellow at the Hudson 
Institute and author of Rising China and Its 
Postmodern Fate: Memories of Empire in a 
New Global Context (University of Georgia 
Press).
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Book Review by James Kirchick

Captive Nations
Iron Curtain: The Crushing of Eastern Europe, 1944–1956, by Anne Applebaum.

Doubleday, 608 pages, $35

In 1952, hans-joachim geyer, a low-
level courier secretly working for the West 
German Federal Intelligence Service, was 

captured in East Berlin by agents of the Stasi, 
the spy network of the German Democratic 
Republic (GDR). Geyer, a former member of 
the Nazi Party, had little difficulty in switch-
ing allegiances. According to now available 
Stasi files, Geyer quickly admitted his work 
on behalf of the Federal Republic and went 
so far as to offer up his services to the GDR. 
With his assistance, the Stasi was able to roll 
up over 100 West German spies operating in 
East Germany and seize hundreds of valu-
able documents. So helpful was Geyer (whose 
work lasted only a year before his cover was 
blown) that the GDR paid a large pension to 
his widow after his death.

Geyer’s story is one of many which Anne 
Applebaum tells in her magisterial new book, 
Iron Curtain: The Crushing of Eastern Europe 
1944–1956, in order to demonstrate how the 
Soviet Union dominated half of the European 
continent for over four decades. Geyer was 
hardly the only former fascist who found the 
transition to Communism a rather easy one. 
As his Stasi file recounted, ideology was less im-
portant to Geyer than the fact that he “wants to 
please everybody,” a characteristic trait of those 
who made their peace with totalitarian regimes 
of both the right and left. Although Geyer’s 

collaboration was of the active variety, most 
people living under the totalitarian yoke of the 
Soviet Union and its Eastern Bloc regimes went 
along passively. In painstaking detail, Apple-
baum, the author of a Pulitzer Prize-winning 
history of the Gulag system and a columnist 
for the Washington Post, provides a chronicle of 
the ugly little compromises that countless citi-
zens made to go along and get along: “everyone 
who endured a university course in Marxism-
Leninism in order to become a doctor or an 
engineer; everyone who joined an artists’ union 
in order to become a painter; everyone who put 
a portrait of [Polish Communist Party leader 
Bolesław] Bierut in his office in order to keep 
his job.” Rare was the individual who actually 
stood up to the dictatorship. 

Winston churchill is widely as-
sumed to have coined the phrase 

“Iron Curtain” in his famous March 
5, 1946, speech delivered at Westminster 
College in Fulton, Missouri. But it was actu-
ally nearly a year earlier that he first used this 
striking image to describe the political and 
ideological barrier that the Soviet Union was 
erecting between the territories it occupied af-
ter World War II and those granted their free-
dom by the Western Allies. In May 1945, just 
as Soviet troops were making their way into 
liberated Berlin, Churchill wrote to President 

Harry Truman that “[a]n iron curtain is drawn 
down upon their front. We do not know what 
is going on behind.” As Applebaum relates, 
Churchill knew full well what was happening 
in the Soviet-dominated half of Europe thanks 
to a steady stream of reports from Polish exiles.

While taking the whole of Soviet-dominat-
ed Central and Eastern Europe as its canvas, 
Iron Curtain focuses on three countries: East 
Germany, Hungary, and Poland. Although 
the individual histories of these nations’ tran-
sition into hard Communist dictatorships 
have been retold in countless books, memoirs, 
and films, what distinguishes Applebaum’s 
volume is its holistic approach to the Stalinist 
postwar crushing of Eastern Europe.

Applebaum identifies four crucial 
shared features in the way Moscow es-
tablished control in all of the nations 

that would later constitute the Warsaw Pact. 
The first was the creation of a secret police 
force, something which “gave minority com-
munist parties an outsized influence.” Though 
the secret police operated with a modicum of 
official sanction and were ostensibly loyal to 
the state, their behavior was often blatantly 
outside the law and their loyalties lay with the 
local Communist Party leadership and not 
the post-war provisional governments. Secret 
police forces throughout the region, trained by 
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the Soviet’s own NKVD, solely pursued the 
interests of Moscow, targeting anyone who 
stood in the way of Communist domination. 

The second commonality was the quick ef-
fort to take control over mass media, namely 
the radio. Though it laid waste to East Berlin, 
the Red Army deliberately avoided bombing 
the Nazi German state radio station. Anti-
Communist and non-Communist broadcast-
ers were summarily fired. Next, Communists 
set about crushing civil society, the organiza-
tions and associations independent of gov-
ernment like women’s and youth clubs, anti-
fascist organizations, churches, etc. The Com-
munists could not tolerate anything they did 
not control; any independent organization, 
no matter how innocuous, was a potential 
threat to their hegemony. “To a Soviet officer, 
educated in Bolshevik schools and trained in 
the Red Army or the NKVD,” Applebaum 
writes, “an active participant in any political 
group other than the communist party was a 
suspicious figure by definition, and probably a 
saboteur or spy.” The final, and most ruthless 
policy, was ethnic cleansing, mainly of Ger-
mans but also of Poles and Hungarians, either 
to West Germany or to the Gulags.

Soviet domination of Eastern Europe was 
cemented in place within five years of Nazi 
Germany’s defeat, and would last for forty 
more. Other than “a few Poles who kept their 
pistols hidden in the barn, waiting for a bet-
ter day,” there was by 1950 no “political op-
position anywhere in Eastern Europe,” Apple-
baum notes, the only non-Communist parties 
in existence being puppet opposition. As early 
as 1946, for instance, Red Army commanders 
had already fused together the East German 
Social Democratic and Communist parties; 
in just a few short months, some 20,000 So-
cial Democrats were harassed, jailed, or killed. 

That the soviets and their commu-
nist allies throughout the region were 
able to accomplish so much so fast was 

due to two factors: a ruthless, ideological lust 
for power combined with the devastation and 
poverty of postwar Eastern Europe. The differ-
ence between the Allied and Soviet approaches 
to liberated territory was nowhere clearer than 
in divided Germany. For West Germans, this 
was the Stunde Null, or Zero Hour: an oppor-
tunity to wipe the slate clean, move on from 
(if not necessarily confront) the horrors of the 
Nazi past (the full reckoning with which would 
not begin until the 1980s) and enthusiastically 
embrace the Westbindung of newly elected 
Chancellor Konrad Adenauer. West Germany, 
along with the rest of Western Europe, enjoyed 
generous American aid in the form of the Mar-
shall Plan, which was also offered to the Soviet 
Union and Eastern Bloc countries; but Stalin 
prohibited them from taking it.

Contrast American munificence with So-
viet rape (literally) and plunder. To this day, it 
is unknown how many German women were 
attacked by marauding Red Army soldiers, 
but some estimate the number to be as high 
as 2 million. As the U.S. was pouring money 
into West Germany in an attempt to avoid a 
repeat of the disastrous post-conflict recrimi-
nation following the First World War, the So-
viets were dismantling what little was left in 
their part of the country. Before the war was 
even over, the Soviets had delineated arbitrary 
amounts of various goods they would take as 
reparations. “Between a third and a half of 
eastern Germany’s industrial capacity disap-
peared between 1945 and 1947,” Applebaum 
reports. Even the animals of the Leipzig Zoo 
were sent to Russia. 

Benito Mussolini had defined totalitarian-
ism very simply as “Everything within the state, 
nothing outside the state, nothing against the 
state.” In the lands it occupied, the Soviet 
Union immediately went about building up to-
talitarian regimes modeled on its own. Initially, 
it hid the iron fist. Free elections were held in 
the Eastern Bloc countries, which the Commu-
nists actually thought they would win outright 
(they did win a plurality in Czechoslovakia, an 
exception). But as it became clear to the Sovi-
ets that their Communist brethren were not as 
popular as they thought, other, firmer tactics 
were deployed, though sparingly. “The Red 
Army and the NKVD knew that in societies 
as uncertain and unstable as those of postwar 
Eastern Europe, mass arrests could backfire,” 
Applebaum writes. “But arrests carefully tar-
geted at outspoken people could have a wider 
echo: if you arrest one such person, ten more 
will be frightened.” Wartime anti-fascists were 
not spared abuse, indeed, they were especially 
suspect. A Hungarian (non-Communist) war 
hero who took up arms against the Germans 
was sent to a labor camp and beaten by a guard 
who shouted that “someone who was able to 
organize a plot in 1944 can easily be an enemy 
of the people after 1945.”

The crucial distinction between 
totalitarianism and authoritarianism, 
as defined by Jeane Kirkpatrick in her 

famous 1979 essay for Commentary, “Dictator-
ships and Double Standards,” is the former’s 
tendency—its need—to invade every possible 
aspect of the individual’s life. And so Apple-
baum regales her readers with descriptions of 
how the East Bloc regimes attempted to reor-
der not just society, but man himself. Massive 
steel mills were constructed across the region, 
which represented not merely a boost to indus-
trial production but the “most comprehensive 
attempt to jump-start the creation of a truly 
totalitarian civilization.” The proliferation of 
youth groups (and the infiltration of pre-exist-

ing, non-Communist ones) stemmed from an 
“obsession with young people” deriving from a 
“deep belief in the mutability of human beings.”

The Communists tolerated a modicum 
of religious practice, though those religious 
leaders who evinced any opposition to the 
regime were dealt with harshly (perhaps the 
most infamous case being Hungarian Cardi-
nal Josef Mindszenty, who sought asylum in 
the American Embassy in Budapest for 15 
years). Communism became a secular religion. 
In East Germany, the regime created a Ju-
gendweihe, “a secular alternative to Protestant 
confirmation services,” designed to equip the 
youth of the GDR “for active participation in 
the construction of developed socialist society 
and the creation of the basic preconditions for 
the gradual transition to communism.” By the 
1960s, over 90% of the country’s youth were 
indoctrinated in such fashion. 

Those who escaped the tentacles of 
the Communist state were extremely 
rare; for instance, the Budapest hair-

dresser who was able to keep her business 
from being nationalized only because she was 
so popular with the party bosses’ wives. Even 
such menial details of daily life as how a res-
taurant should be run were not exempt from 
Communist meddling. Across the Eastern 
Bloc, waiters practically disappeared; table 
service, after all, was a bourgeois luxury.

With a handful of exceptions (East Ger-
many in 1953, Hungary in 1956, Czecho-
slovakia in 1968), the Soviet Union was able 
to dominate Eastern and Central Europe 
without deploying much violence. “For the 
extraordinary achievement of Soviet commu-
nism—as conceived in the 1920s, perfected 
in the 1930s, and then spread across Eastern 
Europe after 1945—was the system’s ability 
to get so many apolitical people in so many 
countries to play along without much protest,” 
Applebaum concludes.

Few believed at the time that Eastern Eu-
rope would be dominated by Communism for 
half a century. Poland, for instance, was deep-
ly religious and anti-Bolshevik. Czechoslova-
kia boasted a relatively decent, multi-ethnic 
democracy between the wars, with a standard 
of living that rivaled any country on earth. But 
herein lies the grim lesson of Anne Apple-
baum’s indispensable Iron Curtain: “if enough 
people are sufficiently determined, and if they 
are backed by adequate resources and force, 
then they can destroy ancient and apparently 
permanent legal, political, educational, and 
religious institutions, sometimes for good.”

James Kirchick, a fellow with the Foundation for 
Defense of Democracies, is a foreign correspon-
dent based in Berlin and a former writer at large 
for Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty in Prague.
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Essay by Colin Dueck

Geography and World Politics

Becoming the world’s only super-
power can cause strange dreams. In 
the case of the United States, which 

achieved this status over 20 years ago, many 
who should know better have dreamed that 
economic interdependence, multilateral insti-
tutions, technological change, global democ-
ratization, the rise of non-state actors—even 
Barack Obama’s charming personality—will 
have a transformational effect on world affairs, 
rendering irrelevant the geopolitics underly-
ing American national security. But geopoliti-
cal competition between major world powers 
obviously continues, and these dreams, which 
are recognizably liberal dreams, remain delu-
sive and dangerous.

The very word “geopolitics” strikes such 
dreamers as having a kind of reactionary, out-
moded, even sinister quality. It represents to 
them a distasteful way of thinking about the 
world. In reality, geopolitics is simply the anal-
ysis of the relationship between geographi-
cal facts on the one hand, and international 
politics on the other. These geographical facts 
include natural features, such as rivers, moun-
tains, and oceans along with elements of hu-
man and political geography, such as national 
boundaries, trade networks, and concentra-
tions of economic or military power. To try to 
make foreign policy while closing one’s eyes 
to geopolitical factors in world politics is like 
trying to play chess without noticing the con-

figuration of the board, and the powers of the 
pieces. 

A number of excellent recent books show 
the continued relevance of classical geopoliti-
cal insights today. Jakub Grygiel’s Great Pow-
ers and Geopolitical Change (2006) uses his-
torical case studies from the 16th century to 
show that states prosper or decline depending 
on whether they match their foreign policies 
to underlying geopolitical realities. C. Dale 
Walton’s Geopolitics and the Great Powers in 
the 21st Century (2007) argues that the com-
ing era of great power competition centered 
on the eastern half of the Asian continent 
will be characterized by the need for shifting, 
fluid alliances, requiring considerable Ameri-
can versatility and skill. Angelo Codevilla’s 
A Student’s Guide to International Relations 
(2010) reminds us that a geopolitical frame-
work is not incompatible with an apprecia-
tion for the ways in which cultures, regimes, 
and civilizations differ in their approaches 
toward international relations, and that the 
United States is entirely justified in pursuing 
its own distinct interests abroad rather than 
conforming to progressive visions of trans-
national governance. Alexandros Petersen’s 
The World Island: Eurasian Geopolitics and the 
Fate of the West (2011) makes a powerful case 
for the U.S. and its NATO allies to pursue 
a vigorous forward strategy around Russia’s 
perimeter, with the aim of integrating the 

smaller nations of the former Soviet Union 
more deeply into Western-oriented market 
and democratic institutions. And Robert 
Kaplan’s The Revenge of Geography (2012)—
one of his best books in years—provides a 
characteristically engaging geopolitical world 
tour for the reader, concluding with recom-
mendations for close U.S. cooperation with 
Mexico on issues of trade, immigration, and 
counternarcotics.

In addition to their useful differences, these 
books present certain common themes of geo-
political analysis, which might be summed 
up as follows: The international system is a 
competitive arena in which great powers play 
a disproportionate role, struggling for (in the 
bland terms of modern social science) securi-
ty, resources, position, and influence. Military 
force is critical to that influence. Given their 
essential autonomy, states not unreasonably 
tend to fear their own encirclement by other 
powers, and try to break out of it through 
strategies of counter-encirclement. The reali-
ties of geography and material capability set 
very definite constraints on foreign policy 
decision-makers, which they ignore at their 
peril. At the same time, there is considerable 
room for human agency and political leader-
ship to respond to these constraints and pur-
sue worthwhile ends with skill, courage, and 
success. Despite technological and institu-
tional changes over the years, these underly-
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ing features of world politics have never really 
changed much. This is one reason the study of 
history is instructive for statesmen.

Classical Geopolitics

What has changed, among other 
things, is the distribution of power 
within the international system. 

Today, it is China’s economic and military 
power that is rising, not only on land, but 
at sea. Yet the basic patterns of its rise are 
hardly unprecedented. So it is appropriate 
that we go back for perspective, and even wis-
dom, as these recent books do, to the classical 
geopolitical theorists. In the past century or 
so, three stand out: Alfred Mahan, Halford 
Mackinder, and Nicholas Spykman.

U.S. rear admiral Alfred Mahan was in 
his time the preeminent theorist of maritime 
power in world politics. Disturbed by the lack 
of governmental or popular attention to the 
state of the U.S. Navy, in 1890 he published 
his greatest work, The Influence of Sea Power 
upon History, 1660–1783. In it, he argues that 
sea power is central to the rise and decline of 
great nations. Sea power is defined by Mahan 
as not simply a strong navy—although it cer-
tainly includes that—but a national orienta-
tion toward the ocean, in terms of geographi-
cal position, commercial shipping, maritime 
production, and intelligent policies. The mili-
tary essence of sea power, for Mahan, is the 
concentrated possession of numerous capital 
ships, with well-trained and aggressive crews, 

in the face of more aggressive competitors. 
Effective control over vital maritime choke 
points, bases, and ocean lanes would allow 
the seagoing nations to project their influence 
inland while constraining the expansion of 
great land powers such as Russia—but that 
control would have to be exercised and main-
tained energetically.

Halford Mackinder was much less con-
fident than Mahan that Anglo-American 
command of the sea could be used to check 
the consolidation of great land powers in 
Europe and Asia. A British parliamentarian 
and founder of the discipline of geostrategy, 
Mackinder formulated his core argument 
only a few years after Mahan’s appeared. In 
a Geographical Journal article from 1904, and 
later in a book entitled Democratic Ideals and 
Reality, Mackinder asked his readers to think 
of Europe, Asia, and Africa as one great conti-
nent, which he called the “world island.” This 
single world island, Mackinder pointed out, 
contained much greater human and natural 
resources than the rest of the planet’s islands 
and continents combined. Moreover the world 
island’s “Heartland”—at its maximum extent 
including Russia, Mongolia, Iran, Tibet, Cen-
tral Asia, and Eastern Europe—had the great 
advantage of virtual inaccessibility to sea 
power. Historically, it was not so unusual for 
land powers to defeat and overcome sea pow-
ers. After all, sea power was ultimately based 
upon the land. Were the European and Asian 
continents ever to fall under the domination 
of a single political entity emanating from the 

capable of defeating enemy navies in battle. 
The possession of such naval forces, when 
properly led, carries the immeasurable ben-
efit of driving the enemy’s fleet and commerce 
from the open seas. Mahan refers to this type 
of naval predominance as “command of the 
sea.” In wartime, command of the sea allows 
maritime powers to intervene decisively on 
land, whether through naval blockade, or in 
direct support of allied armies. In peacetime, 
command of the sea allows for the operation 
of friendly maritime trade, which in turn 
gathers wealth to finance the maintenance of 
the navy. Maritime shipping, a strong navy, 
and the benefits of seaborne commerce thus 
operate in a kind of virtuous circle for the 
leading naval powers, giving them a great ad-
vantage over nations whose capabilities are 
bound mainly to the land.

Mahan argued that the self-reinforcing 
nature of sea power was best demonstrated 
in modern times by the rise of Great Britain, 
which achieved worldwide preeminence by 
defeating the navies of Spain, Holland, and 
France in turn. But he worried that modern 
democracies were not sufficiently attuned to 
the necessity of maintaining sea power. His 
own United States, in particular, he viewed 
as preoccupied with internal matters, and 
neglectful of its navy. He therefore recom-
mended not only the expansion of the U.S. 
battle fleet, but the careful development of 
naval bases, canals, and coaling stations over-
seas, so that the oceans would act as a strate-
gic asset for America rather than as a liability 
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Heartland, that entity would necessarily over-
power through sheer weight the outer cres-
cent of insular maritime nations such as the 
United States, Great Britain, Australia, and 
Japan. In this sense, the most relevant prec-
edent for the future might not be European 
maritime dominance, but the sprawling Mon-
gol empires of the 13th century.

Mackinder suggested that starting in 
about 1500 A.D., with the launch of what 
he called the Columbian era, Western Eu-
ropean nations had been able to employ spe-
cific naval and technological advantages to 
explore, penetrate, and colonize the rest of 
the world. The Asian Heartland had there-
by been outmaneuvered. But by the start of 
the 20th century, that era was coming to 
an end. The surface of the earth had been 
largely navigated and partitioned by Europe’s 
great empires; the international system was 
now closed, without more possibilities for 
external discovery. Furthermore, railways 
now crisscrossed massive distances, bring-
ing new advantages to trade, transport, and 
communication by land. The future tendency 
would therefore be toward the consolidation 
of continental-sized land powers in Eurasia, 
raising the danger of Britain’s relative decline 
and encirclement. The aftermath of the First 
World War, including the Bolshevik Revo-
lution and Germany’s failed bid for conti-
nental dominance, illustrated Mackinder’s 
argument that the Eurasian landmass could 
not be allowed to fall under the control of 
a hostile authoritarian power. His specific 
response was to call for the creation of an 
independent tier of East European buffer 
states, at the Heartland’s perimeter, to guard 
against either German or Soviet expansion. 
But like Mahan, Mackinder feared that mod-
ern liberal democracies were not inclined to 
think strategically over the long run. Wood-
row Wilson’s brainchild, the League of Na-
tions, confirmed his fear. Mackinder urged 
the West’s great maritime democracies to 
defend themselves by establishing favorable 
balances of power on land; Wilson created 
the League with the intention of putting an 
end to balances of power altogether.

The failure of the League of Nations to 
prevent fascist aggression led to a new wave of 
Western geostrategy, in which Nicolas Spyk-
man was the leading figure. A Sterling Profes-
sor of International Relations at Yale, Spyk-
man built on Mackinder’s work and modified 
it significantly in two books written during the 
early 1940s: America’s Strategy in World Poli-
tics, and The Geography of the Peace. In particu-
lar, Spykman introduced the concept of the 

“Rimland,” a belt of nations stretching from 
France and Germany across the Middle East, 

to India, and finally to China. What distin-
guished Rimland nations was their amphibi-
ous nature: they were neither purely land pow-
ers nor sea powers. But taken together, it was 
these Rimland powers—and not Mackinder’s 
Heartland—that contained most of the hu-
man population and economic productivity on 
the planet. Spykman therefore characterized 
great geopolitical struggles such as the Second 
World War not as contests of sea power versus 
land power, but as conflicts between mixed al-
liances—each on sea and land—over control 
of the Rimland. And control of the Rimland 
meant control of the world.

Spykman renamed Mackinder’s outer 
crescent of maritime powers the “Offshore 
Islands and Continents.” To offshore island-
ers like the Americans, a purely naval or iso-
lationist approach is always appealing. Aware 
of his countrymen’s intense reluctance to en-
gage in military conflicts overseas, Spykman 
nevertheless denied that an isolationist policy 
was a viable option for the United States, ei-
ther during or after World War II. If the U.S. 

of the leading Offshore Continent (Ameri-
ca), a Rimland dominated by the Heartland 
(Russia) was no improvement on a Heartland 
dominated by the Rimland (Nazi Germany 
and Japan).

For both Spykman and Mackinder, the 
geopolitical nightmare for the West was an 
autocratic Heartland-Rimland conglomera-
tion able to dominate the Old World to such 
an extent that the seagoing Anglo-American 
democracies would be outmaneuvered. This 
dire scenario has often been dismissed over 
the years as highly improbable. But the great 
struggles of the 20th century, including two 
world wars and one cold one, were fought to 
prevent it, and without American interven-
tion there is good reason to believe that ei-
ther an authoritarian Germany or the Soviet 
Union would have dictated world politics for 
decades to come.

Eastern Rimland

The other way in which mackind-
er’s 1919 book, especially, appears to 
have been prophetic, was in its predic-

tion of a long-term power shift from West to 
East, reversing the trend of previous centuries. 
During most of the modern era, Europe was 
at the center of international politics, with 
the world’s most capable militaries, most dy-
namic economies, and most assertive foreign 
policies. As Brendan Simms shows in Europe: 
The Struggle for Supremacy (2013), the focus 
of great power competition from the early 
modern era well into the 20th century was 
ultimately the Holy Roman Empire and its 
successor states. Even during the Cold War, 
when Rimland nations in Western Europe 
were finally overshadowed by the actions of 
external superpowers, the European conti-
nent—particularly Germany—remained the 
supreme geopolitical prize for which those 
superpowers contended. The end of the Cold 
War was taken by many liberal dreamers to 
mean the end of geopolitics. But in reality, 
it merely introduced a new distribution and 
ranking of great powers, characterized by a 
predominant America, a resentful Russia, a 
strategically incoherent European Union, and 
a rising set of Asian nations. As the Chinese 
economy has grown rapidly, allowing them 
to build up and modernize their armed forc-
es, there has been a massive shift in relative 
economic and military capabilities from the 
Atlantic to the Pacific. The chief focus of in-
ternational great power competition is now 
along the eastern rather than the western end 
of Spykman’s Rimland. 

In geopolitical terms, China is not a Heart-
land but a Rimland power. That is to say, it is 

did not exercise effective control over the air-
space and sea lanes of the two oceans on either 
side of it, then somebody else would. Specifi-
cally, Spykman pointed out the southern cone 
of South America was so far away from the 
United States that German influence there 
was a real possibility if Hitler was permitted 
to win the war in Europe. U.S. hemispheric 
defense would then inevitably collapse into 
something even more impoverished and con-
strained, allowing the Axis powers to domi-
nate vital resources from Europe and Asia. 
Altogether, the Rimland’s combined potential 
meant there was simply no safe resting place 
for Americans on this side of the water. The 
U.S. would have to ensure, through serious 
and costly effort, that the resources of the 
Old World were not combined and mobi-
lized against the New World. Spykman was 
more optimistic than Mackinder that this 
could actually be done, through the exercise 
of a forward strategic presence and with the 
development of modern American air power. 
He further warned, in anticipation of World 
War II’s conclusion, that from the perspective 

The end of the Cold War
was taken by many

liberal dreamers to mean
the end of geopolitics.
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accessible by sea and land, with security con-
cerns in both directions. The collapse of the 
Soviet Union represented a windfall for China, 
reducing the threat from the north. Starting 
in the 1990s, Beijing also resolved many of its 
border disputes with neighboring countries. 
This has sometimes been taken as an indica-
tion that China has few aggressive intentions. 
But in fact the resolution and security of Chi-
na’s vast land frontier—an exceptional achieve-
ment, by historical standards—allows Beijing 
to be more assertive and expansionist at sea. 

In recent years, aware of America’s pre-
occupations with economic recession and 
Mideast terrorism, China has begun throw-
ing its weight around in the South and East 
China Seas, triggering a series of dangerous 
maritime incidents with Japan, South Ko-
rea, the Philippines, and Vietnam, as well as 
with U.S. surveillance ships. At the same time, 
China has built up and modernized its navy, 
both to lend greater weight to its diplomat-
ic assertions in the region and to protect its 
extensive and growing merchant marine. As 
James Holmes and Toshi Yoshihara detail in 
their very useful book, Red Star over the Pacific 
(2010), numerous Chinese naval strategists 
explicitly invoke Admiral Mahan and his con-
cept of sea command. 

China’s practical goal appears to be com-
mand over the South China Sea. Admittedly, 
the Chinese navy—the People’s Liberation 
Army Navy, as it is called—is still not compa-
rable to the U.S. Navy, but it doesn’t have to 
be. By building up large numbers of frigates, 
submarines, and land-based missiles ready to 
attack U.S. forces in unorthodox fashion—for 
example, in concert with cyber strikes—China 
has created a new correlation of forces which 
an American president might be reluctant to 
challenge during a crisis. The purpose of the 
Chinese naval buildup is not to go looking for 
war with the United States, but to deter the 
U.S. from acting in the region, notably in de-
fense of Taiwan. Securing control of Taiwan 
would constitute not only a sweeping national 
accomplishment for the Chinese Communist 
Party, but a dramatic improvement in China’s 
geopolitical situation at sea. What Chinese 
strategists call the “first island chain,” stretch-
ing from Japan to Malaysia, would then be 
breached. Beyond that, the Chinese them-
selves may not know how they plan to use their 

newfound sea power. But history suggests they 
will continue to define their maritime interests 
more expansively as they acquire greater and 
greater maritime capabilities.

China and America

China is in a position to challenge 
the U.S. for predominance along the 
East Asian littoral, and has consider-

able interest in doing so, especially given its 
grinding sense of historical grievance. For 
many Chinese, to achieve such predomi-
nance would be a return to the natural or-
der of things, in which the Middle Kingdom 
leads within East Asia. The Russians, for 
their part, share with China a long-term de-
sire to expel American influence from their 
immediate spheres of influence. The most 
persuasive accounts of Sino-Russian cooper-
ation tend to suggest it is opportunistic and 
pragmatic. Still, from an American point of 
view, this is not exactly reassuring. If these 
two massive, authoritarian powers are able 
to cooperate pragmatically and case by case 
against American interests, the U.S. will face 
a severe geopolitical challenge in much of 
Eurasia. When Rimland powers are able to 
secure their land borders, as China seems to 
be doing, and then convincingly take to the 
seas, this has to worry offshore powers like 
the United States.

President Barack Obama came into of-
fice hoping for cooperation with China on a 
range of issues such as climate change and 
arms control; sustained Sino-American stra-
tegic competition was probably the last thing 
on his mind. He soon discovered that prais-
ing China’s growing power, as he did when 
visiting Beijing in 2009, only encouraged its 
self-assertion. As America’s Asian allies grew 
increasingly concerned by Chinese aggres-
siveness at sea, the Obama Administration 
eventually announced a strategic “pivot” to-
ward Asia. But at the same time the admin-
istration cut U.S. naval strengths significant-
ly—strengths that will be crucial to balance 
Chinese influence. It didn’t help when Obama 
displayed his strategic insouciance during a 
2012 presidential election debate, mocking 
concerns over America’s shrinking Navy. 

It is neither unusual nor irrational for great 
powers to engage in long-term geopolitical 

competition during peacetime. This is ex-
actly what is happening between the U.S. and 
China now, whatever liberal dreamers may 
want to dream. In his edited volume, Com-
petitive Strategies for the 21st Century (2012), 
Thomas Mahnken of the Naval War College 
shows that although this competition does 
not rule out the possibility of cooperation 
in certain areas, it does oblige us to leverage 
our strengths against our competitor’s weak-
nesses for decades to come. The last time the 
U.S. government developed a genuinely grand 
strategy in relation to another great power 
was during the 1980s. China is not the Soviet 
Union, but there are still lessons to be learned 
from America’s Cold War competition with 
Moscow, which after all ended peacefully and, 
for the U.S., successfully.

One of the explanations for the lack of 
grand strategy toward China today is the tac-
it and widespread assumption that American 
power is in relative and irreversible decline, 
while China’s rise is more or less ordained. 
But as Georgetown University’s Robert Li-
eber points out in his new book, Power and 
Willpower in the American Future (2012), 
America’s “decline” is vastly overstated. The 
United States possesses capabilities and ad-
vantages denied to any other power. These 
include the world’s largest economy, its most 
powerful armed forces by far, its leading uni-
versities, a persistent edge in technological 
innovation, an unusual attractiveness for im-
migrants, vast natural resources on a conti-
nental scale, deep financial markets, underly-
ing political stability, tremendous resilience, 
and a set of flexible international alliances. 
China poses a serious geopolitical challenge, 
but it lacks these advantages, and Chinese 
leaders know it.

Americans still have the ability to choose 
whether we want to play a leading role in the 
world. If we abdicate that role, we will one day 
awaken not to liberal dreams come true but 
to nightmarish realities that a sensible foreign 
policy could, and should, have averted.

 
Colin Dueck is associate professor in the De-
partment of Public and International Affairs 
at George Mason University, and the author of 
Hard Line: the Republican Party and U.S. 
Foreign Policy since World War II (Princeton 
University Press).
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Crisis of the Strauss Divided: 

Essays on Leo Strauss
and Straussianism,
East and West

by Harry V. Jaffa

“Leo Strauss was the greatest mind in political 
philosophy in the twentieth century, and possibly 
in other centuries as well. That, I am well aware, is 

a judgment I share with very few, if any.”
(Harry V. Jaffa, from the Epilogue)

“In Crisis of the Strauss Divided, Jaffa explains to his critics why a defense of Lincoln and
the Founders is, paradoxically, consistent with political philosophy…. Political philosophy
means nothing without a lively concern with the problems of life here and now.”

“[O]ne of the best short and comprehensible treatments of…reason and revelation ever put to paper.”

- Thomas G. West, Hillsdale College

- Steven F. Hayward, Ashland University
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Lessons of Benghazi

In the rush to paper over its failures in the september 11, 
2012, terrorist attack on the U.S. consulate in Benghazi, Libya—which 
claimed the lives of four Americans, including Ambassador Christopher 

Stevens—the Obama Administration seems unaware that these are funda-
mental rather than merely anomalous.

In March, the Wall Street Journal reported that “In the wake of the attack, 
the military has examined how to improve its rapid response forces,” specifi-
cally by “adding special operations teams of roughly 10 troops to ships car-
rying larger Marine Expeditionary Units.” MEUs shipborne in amphibious 
ready groups usually number 2,200 marines in special forces, reconnais-
sance, armored reconnaissance, armor, amphibious assault, infantry, artil-
lery, engineer and aviation battalions, companies, and platoons. They can 
get over the beach fast, and they fight like hell.

On March 21, 2011, during Operation Odyssey Dawn, an American F15 
went down in Libya. Immediately after the Mayday, the 26th MEU started 
rescue operations from the USS Kearsarge, and a short time later two of its 
Harrier fighter jets, two CH53 helicopters, and two MV22 Ospreys were at 
the scene, with more than a hundred Marines. Hundreds more might easily 
have arrived if required. Forces like this could have shattered the assault in 
Benghazi in minutes. Adding a few to such echelons rich in special forces 
would have little relevance. Fine in itself, the proposal is an obfuscation. The 
issue is not the composition of already capable MEUs but rather that one 
was not available when the attack took place.

 From World War II onward, the U.S. Sixth Fleet stabilized the Medi-
terranean region and protected American interests there with the stan-
dard deployment, continued through 2008, of a carrier battle group, three 
hunter-killer submarines, and an amphibious ready group with its MEU or 
equivalent. But in the first year of the Obama presidency this was reduced 
to one almost entirely unarmed command ship. No MEU could respond to 
Benghazi because none was assigned to, or by chance in, the Mediterranean.

Whereas during most of the Obama years the United States has kept one 
ship in the Mediterranean, during World War I Japan deployed 14 destroy-
ers and a cruiser there. But today—with the Muslim Brotherhood watching 
over the Egyptian powder keg, terrorist warlords murdering our diplomats 
in Libya, al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb reaching up from the Sahel into 
the Mediterranean littoral, instability in Tunisia, Bedouin kidnappers in 
the Sinai, Hamas rockets streaming from Gaza, Lebanon riding the Hez-
bollah tiger, Jordan imperilled, and a civil war raging in Syria—what pos-
sible reason could there be for a powerful Sixth Fleet?

Benghazi is a lesson in failings of probity writ small and large. Our policy, 
relentlessly pursued by the president, is to disarm. As China and Russia in-
vigorate their defense-industrial bases, we diminish ours. We are stripping 
our nuclear deterrent to and beyond the point where it will encourage pro-
liferation among opportunistic states, endow China with parity, and make 
a first strike against us feasible.

In Korea, we depended upon tactical nuclear weapons, then pulled back 
after the North deployed chemical and biological weapons to check them. 
The obvious course was to build up conventional forces, but instead we cut 

them drastically. Although now with precision-guided munitions we can 
pick off much of what the North has, it will retain sufficient mass to make 
war’s outcome uncertain and inflict millions of civilian casualties.

We hide behind nearly toothless Europeans who provide skittish diplo-
matic cover rather than substantive military support. With reduced naval, 
air, and ground forces, we bluff in the South China Sea, nurture adventur-
ism in quarters of which we are not even aware, yet, and prove that though 
our diplomats may beg for protection, terrorists can spend eight hours at-
tacking an American diplomatic post with utter impunity.

One finds in charles arnold-baker’s companion to brit-
ish History (1996) the telling lines: “In the absence of most of the 
troops, there was an insurrection…. Colchester was burned; the 

IXth Legion…ambushed and mostly destroyed.”
Would that the president, or Hillary Clinton, possibly the next president, 

comprehend this. Clinton’s record air-mile tenure as secretary of state, in 
which restless ambition was the cause of unambitious restlessness, brought 
one of the most confused approaches to the international system ever foist-
ed upon the long suffering Republic, unless you think donating Egypt to 
the Muslim Brotherhood was Napoleonic genius. Was her January per-
formance before the Senate Benghazi hearings, in which she accepted re-
sponsibility while at the same time angrily rejecting it, worthy more of the 
Queen of Hearts or the Cheshire Cat? Her husband, famously confused 
even about the meaning of is, always kept an MEU in the Mediterranean.

History and the present tell us unambiguously that we require vast reserves 
of strength used judiciously, sparingly where possible, overwhelmingly when 
appropriate, precisely, quickly, and effectively. Now we have vanishing and in-
sufficient strength used injudiciously, promiscuously, slowly, and ineffectively.

Since 1972, the Democratic Party has reflexively advocated the reduc-
tion of American military power, even at the defining junctures of the Cold 
War. The George W. Bush Administration spent a well intentioned two 
terms more or less switching out Sunni for Shiite in Iraq, poking hornets 
in Afghanistan, destabilizing Pakistan, and decapitalizing the armed forces. 
The Tea Party, knowing only the importance of fiscal discipline, does not 
understand the risks it is willing to accept to national security. And to the 
extent the current administration actually perceives the need to provide for 
defense, it always seems proudly to decide not to.

Do Americans understand that war and death abhor a vacuum of 
strength and will rush in when weakness opens a place for them? Do we 
care? At the moment, the power of decision rests with those who don’t. 

For the sake of comfort and illusory promises, a false idea of goodness, 
and the incoherent remnants of New Left ideology, we as a people have 
chosen drastically to diminish our powers of action in the world even as 
they bear upon our self defense. Having established and advertised this, we 
will rue the day we did. Benghazi, a brightly illustrative miniature, is only a 
symbol of things to come.

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



♦ Francis: PoPe oF the 
new world
Andrea Tornielli

“Francis, rebuild my Church!” 
That is how St. Francis of As-

sisi heard the call of Christ. It is also 
how Jorge Mario Bergoglio, at the 
age of 76, and a Jesuit, seems to have 
accepted his election to the papacy 
with the choice of a name that no 
other pope has ever chosen.
 Who is Pope Francis, elected in 
one of the shortest conclaves in his-
tory? Who is the man chosen to be 
the first pope from the Americas and 
the first Jesuit pope? How does he 
understand his call to serve Christ, 
his Church, and the world? In the words, the ideas, and the per-
sonal recollections of Pope Francis—including material up to the 
final hours before his election—the most highly regarded Vatican 
observer on the international scene reveals the personality of this 
man of God, gentle and humble. He made following Christ and 
the way of non-violence the pillars of his pastoral ministry. This 
complete biography offers the keys to understanding the man 
who was a surprise choice, even a kind of revolutionary choice, for 
pope. It is the story of the humble pastor of one of the world’s larg-
est archdioceses; a cardinal who takes the bus, talks with common 
folk, and lives simply. It is the story of why the cardinal electors of 
the Catholic Church set aside political and diplomatic calculations 
to elect a pope to lead the renewal and purification of the world-
wide Church of our time.
FPNW-H . . . Hardcover, $19.95

♦ the ear oF the heart
An Actress’ Journey from  
Hollywood to Holy Vows
Mother Dolores Hart, OSB  
and Richard DeNeut

Dolores Hart stunned Hollywood 
in 1963, when after ten success-

ful feature films, she left the world 
to enter a contemplative monastery. 
Now, fifty years later, Mother  
Dolores gives this fascinating  
account of her unique and amazing 
life. Dolores was a bright, beauti-
ful college student when she made 
her film debut with Elvis Presley in 
Loving You. She acted in nine more 
movies with other big stars such 

as Montgomery Clift, Anthony Quinn and Myrna Loy. A turning 
point in her life came while playing St. Clare in the movie Francis 
of Assisi. Mother Dolores has travelled a charmed yet challenging 
road in her journey toward God, giving up everything to become 
a bride of Christ, as she answered the mysterious call she heard 
with the “ear of the heart.” 
Lavishly illustrated with many photos.

“A story of courage, sacrifice and fulfillment. It will lift your 
heart and mind in admiration.” — James Drury, The Virginian
“This fascinating story teaches us to seek God no matter where 
we are – even in front of a camera.” — Raymond Arroyo, EWTN

LH-H . . . Sewn Hardcover, $24.95

♦ the Miracle oF 
Father KaPaun
Priest, Soldier and Korean War Hero
Roy Wenzl,Travis Heying

Emil Kapaun — priest, soldier and 
war hero — is a rare man. He 

was just awarded the highest mili-
tary award, the Medal of Honor, and 
is being strongly considered by the 
Vatican for sainthood. Witnesses in  
the book attest to Fr. Kapaun’s hero-
ism: the Protestants, Jews and Mus-
lims who served with the chaplain 
in battle or suffered with him as 
prisoners of war. These Korean War 
veterans agree that Fr. Kapaun did 
more to save many lives and main-
tain morale than any other man they know. Then there are the 
miracles—the recent healings attributed to Fr. Kapaun’s interces-
sion that defy scientific explanation. Under investigation by the 
Vatican for his canonization, these cures witnessed by non-Catho-
lic doctors are also discussed.  Lavishly Illustrated.

“What a great book! I could not put it down and read it in one 
sitting. Fr. Kapaun’s story will inspire you to be the saint that 
God is calling you to be!” — Fr. Larry Richards, Author, Be a Man

MFK-H . . . Hardcover, $19.95

♦ aMerican church
The Remarkable Rise, Meteoric Fall, 
and Uncertain Future of Catholicism  
in America — Russell Shaw

Has the cultural assimilation of
American Catholics been a 

blessing or a curse for the Church? 
Cultural assimilation, championed 
by Cardinal James Gibbons in the 
19th century, conferred many benefits 
on Catholics. Their absorption into 
the secular culture of America, 
however, now threatens the Catho-
lic identity of the faithful and their 
institutions, including schools and 
hospitals. American Church is a 
richly documented analysis of the  

assimilation process over two centuries. Colorful characters and 
dramatic incidents abound including the anti-Catholicism against 
the presidential campaigns of Al Smith and John Kennedy, and the 
numerous intra-Church conflicts that have divided Catholics since 
Vatican ll. Shaw offers thought-provoking suggestions about what 
the Church needs to do in the face of a decline that threatens its 
very survival.

“A piercing meditation on the past, present & future of  
American Catholicism. Essential reading for all Catholics!” 

— Mary Eberstadt, Author, Adam & Eve after the Pill
GLEG-P . . . Sewn Softcover, $16.95
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Political arithmetic
Simon Kuznets and the Empirical Tradition in Economics

robert William Fogel, enid m. Fogel, mark Guglielmo,  
and Nathaniel Grotte

“It all adds up! Political Arithmetic captures a great intellectual pioneer at 
work and shows how he helped make modern economics a tool for trans-

forming not only mankind’s environment but mankind itself.”
Sylvia Nasar, author of Grand Pursuit

cloth $32.00

Now in Paperback

oN tyraNNy
Corrected and Expanded Edition,  

Including the Strauss-Kojève Correspondence

leo Strauss
Edited by Victor Gourevitch and Michael S. Roth

“Through Strauss’s interpretation, Xenophon appears to us as no  
longer the somewhat dull and flat author we know, but as a brilliant and 

subtle writer, an original and profound thinker. What is more, in  
interpreting this forgotten dialogue, Strauss lays bare great moral  

and political problems that are still ours.”
Alexandre Kojève

PaPer $27.50

leo StrauSS oN maimoNideS
The Complete Writings

edited and with an introduction by Kenneth hart Green
“Since the appearance of Strauss’s writings, the small handful of  

academics familiar with Maimonides has expanded to a sizable group, 
including academics in medieval studies, religious studies, philosophy, and 
political science. For the debate about Strauss and his legacy, for coming to 

terms with Maimonides, and for broaching the dispute between reason  
and revelation, this collection is indispensable.”

Joshua Parens, University of Dallas
cloth $45.00

leo StrauSS aNd the  
rediScovery oF maimoNideS

Kenneth hart Green
“Kenneth Green’s collection of essays rigorously retraces the stages  

by which Strauss came to see Maimonides and his teachings in a new light. 
Leo Strauss and the Rediscovery of Maimonides is an ambitious attempt to see 

Strauss’s preoccupation with Maimonides as a manifestation  
of his overall philosophical concerns.”
Ralph Lerner, University of Chicago

cloth $35.00
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