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from the editor’s desk

Unsmiling Faces
by Charles R. Kesler

In this year that marks not only the centennial of the be-
ginning of World War I, but also the sesquicentennial of the Civil 
War’s climactic battles, we ought to think more about war than we do.

The grainy old black and white photographs that served to immortal-
ize those enormous, bloody conflicts had a haunting stillness. The camer-
as wouldn't permit  anything else, forcing the subjects to pose absolutely 
motionless; but for all its limitations the technology captured the Stoic 
soul of the peoples who came to know war so well. Whether of the living 
or the dead, common soldiers or great statesmen, the photos show no 
smiles. Joy seems permanently off camera. 

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, in his epic commencement speech at Har-
vard 36 years ago, noticed the same thing from a different direction. Sur-
veying the Communist world’s tyranny and the Western world’s deca-
dence, he said that

the fight for our planet, physical and spiritual, a fight of cosmic pro-
portions…has already started. The forces of Evil have begun their 
decisive offensive. You can feel their pressure, yet your screens and 
publications are full of prescribed smiles and raised glasses. What 
is the joy about?

Granted, Solzhenitsyn himself looked like he could have stepped out 
of a photo of the Eastern front, circa 1914. He was in exile here and not 
happy about it; but the harsh truths he offered came from a friend, not 
an enemy. He diagnosed America and the whole West as suffering from 
a potentially fatal “decline in courage,” and although he underestimated 
our country's moral resilience and capacity for political regeneration—
and greatly overestimated his fellow Russians’ “spiritual development”—
his criticisms remind us that progress, peace, and prosperity are neither 
natural nor inevitable.

Yet it’s always tempting to think they are. Every State of the Union ad-
dress is nowadays a ridiculous gantlet of prescribed smiles and claqueish 
applause, a revolting parody of democratic politics in which only the po-
tentates in the room (most of them, at least) seem to be in on the joke. The 
official mood of the evening—i.e., of the speech which can't quite be taken 
seriously by anyone including the president who is delivering it—is impa-
tience. We must get past the stale political debates and selfish interests 
that prevent us from legislating and regulating—and get back to solving 
society’s problems. “Right now,” as President Obama likes to say.

Modern politicians, especially progressive ones, cannot 
long abide a crisis, even though there are few things they like 
better. Deep down, they know that they are not very good at 

solving crises, that after a while an unsolved crisis becomes a bore, and 
that it is thus far better to resume business as usual so that the next crisis 
may be teed up for an anxious and inattentive world. Did Franklin D. 
Roosevelt ever “solve” the Great Depression, after all? Did Lyndon John-
son ever quite win that War on Poverty? 

“Together, we have cleared away the rubble of crisis,” Obama explained 
in the 2013 State of the Union address, and now, he rejoiced, we can get 
back to the business of government-as-usual. “After five years of grit and 
determined effort,” he added in this year’s message, “the United States is 
better positioned for the 21st century than any other nation on earth…. 
Let’s make this a year of action.”

Every year brings utopia closer, yet it never arrives. Every Year of Ac-
tion ends, therefore, with strange inaction. Yet nothing is ever admitted 
to be beyond the competence of the state and its social scientific advis-
ers—ending war, ending poverty, though never, of course, ending the 
war on poverty. Obama favors the figure of speech known as litotes, the 
deliberate understatement. “The American people don’t expect govern-
ment to solve every problem,” he says frequently—just a vast and growing 
number of them, a bad habit which he is keen to encourage.

Now that health care has been improved beyond all recognition and 
possibly beyond all repair, what social problem shall we solve next? A 
year of inaction might be a wonderful thing after all. 

Both the last Republican and the current Democratic administra-
tion have pursued hubristic enterprises whose peak of overconfidence 
came in the Second Inaugurals. George W. Bush set out to end “tyr-
anny in our world,” on the assumption that history would culminate in 
the most advanced, multicultural style of Western liberal democracy. 
It was only a matter of time before the good news reached Iraq and Af-
ghanistan. Barack Obama is committed not to winning but to ending 
these foreign wars so that he can nation-build at home. He favors the 
moral equivalent of war, pursuing an endless campaign of transforma-
tion against the founding principles and the commonsense of Ameri-
can politics. 

Those old photographs from old wars drive home a different lesson: 
how easily things go wrong; how limited is man’s wisdom; how often the 
good guys lose; why smiles are premature. 
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Understanding
Lincoln

I’m very grateful for Diana 
Schaub’s review of my book, par-
ticularly for the way she centered 
her analysis on what I saw as the 
key themes of my book, rather 
than on side issues, extensions, 
or contemporary applications 
(“Lincoln for Liberals,” Fall 
2013). 

Schaub makes her most 
interesting and pointed critique of 
my reading of Lincoln concerning 
what I call “implicitness.” In 
using this term I develop the view 
that our explicit, propositional 
accounts of our values are never 
fully adequate to them, and that 
our values have entailments we 
cannot anticipate, ones which 
we are forced to confront only by 
experience. 

Schaub is right to say that 
Lincoln always sought in his 
public statements—and in par-
ticular in his public arguments 
against partisan opponents—to 
clarify and sharpen the public 
mind. She also has a point that 
understanding political agents 
to be making implicit commit-
ments they might have explicitly 
disavowed (such as the commit-
ment to racial equality) could 
serve as a license to justify just 
about anything. My argument is 

that Lincoln’s Euclidean habits of 
argument and his respect for im-
plicitness can be reconciled with 
each other, and that he deployed 
the theme of implicitness in a 
way that minimized (but did not 
completely eliminate) the possi-
bility that it could be used in an 
unprincipled way. 

Schaub notices that I em-
braced the idea of implicitness as 
a way of interpreting the evolu-
tion of Lincoln’s ideas about ra-
cial equality. During the debates 
with Stephen Douglas, Lincoln 
made his hostility to slavery clear 
but denied that he sought politi-
cal rights or social equality for 
black people, seeking only to re-
strict the spread of slavery into 
the western territories in the hope 
of fatally weakening it. Once it 
became clear that emancipation 
was a necessary precondition for 
restoration of the Union, Lin-
coln at first sought black freedom 
without black citizenship, call-
ing for black (male) suffrage only 
in the last weeks of the war, and 
even then very cautiously. When, 
however, one looks back at some 
of his wartime declarations, such 
as his 1862 Annual Message, 
Gettysburg Address, 1863 letter 
to James Conkling, and Second 
Inaugural Address, one sees that 
he had laid the groundwork for 
a more robust conception of ra-
cial equality he never came to the 
point of enacting. 

Concerning the transforma-
tion of his public policies on 
these issues, Schaub asks the 
central question: “Is this a shift 
that demonstrates Lincoln’s 
ability to grow and mature, or 
at least his ability to adapt? Al-
ternatively, did he all along hold 
more advanced views on race that 
he judiciously concealed until 
circumstances, which themselves 
bore the mark of his influence, 
allowed for their expression?” I 
don’t think the historical record 
provides very persuasive evidence 
for the second proposition, much 
as I wish it were true. I believe 

that when one looks at the argu-
ments he made about slavery in 
the western territories in 1858, 
one sees him groping in the direc-
tion of racial equality. The matu-
ration of this view was far from 
inevitable from the beginning, 
and the inner logic of its unfold-
ing could only have become clear 
in retrospect. 

My argument about Lincoln 
resembles his own argument 
about Jefferson. The issues in 
Jefferson’s case are more pointed 
because Jefferson’s acts and his 
professions are more contradic-
tory than Lincoln’s were. The 
Declaration did not merely com-
mit the nation to natural rights 
and limited government but to 
an ideal of moral equality at 
odds both with the prevailing 
racism of the society and with 
the specific racism of Jefferson’s 
own convictions, particularly in 
his final years. Yet he trembled 
for his country when he reflect-
ed that God is just, and did his 
best to keep slavery out of the 
old Northwest. The arguments 
we still have about Jefferson are 
strikingly similar to those Lin-
coln and Douglas had about him. 
If we emphasize what in Jeffer-
son’s thought seems to transcend 
the ugly conditions of his time 
and place, we must face the fact 
that not only his life but his pub-
lished and unpublished writings 
frequently contradict them. If we 
treat his words in a “historicized” 
way—in the context of a society 
which would have balked at see-
ing those words as a promise of 
racial or gender equality—then 
we cannot use those words to 
find our moral or political bear-
ings now, because in that case 
their teaching is unacceptable. 
Even Lincoln, let us remember, 
in his 1857 Dred Scott speech, 
understood the founders to be 
promising to black people only 
the right not to be enslaved and 
the right to earn their own bread 
by the sweat of their brows, not 
the right to political or social 

equality, despite what might 
seem to us to be the obvious im-
plication of the phrase “all men 
are created equal.” 

Like Jefferson before him 
with regard to slavery, Lincoln 
committed himself and his na-
tion to an ideal of equality that 
had implications he was not yet 
completely ready to face, but ob-
scurely knew he would ultimate-
ly have to bring both himself and 
our republic to acknowledge. In 
doing so, he believed himself 
to be fulfilling, not overturn-
ing, the values of the founders, 
despite the various inequalities 
the founders not only tolerated 
but embraced, because he saw 
himself as expressing a more 
profound apprehension of the 
founding values of the republic 
than that articulated by the an-
tebellum Constitution. 

Both Jefferson and Lincoln 
were in a position to deny em-
bracing these ideas about equali-
ty, and their denials may not have 
been entirely strategic. Lincoln 
himself never fully and explic-
itly embraced social and political 
equality of the races. And despite 
what would seem to us to be the 
pretty plain language of the 14th 
and 15th amendments, neither 
did the Supreme Court, nor the 
federal government, nor much of 
the political class of the United 
States for nearly a century after 
Appomattox, including many 
of those who inscribed their in-
tentions in the Reconstruction 
amendments. If one honors Lin-
coln’s values it is because they 
run deeper than his hesitations 
did. If one honors the intentions 
of the authors and ratifiers of the 
Reconstruction amendments one 
must look past those hesitations 
to the values, even if doing so 
means setting aside some of the 
lawmakers’ contemporary under-
standing of what equality means. 
To insist upon an originalist 
reading of the Constitution, as 
that word “originalist” is cur-
rently understood, is to deny that 
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racial equality is a key value our 
republic must not trample. Lin-
coln did not know the meaning 
of the promise of equality when 
he made it. 

John Burt
Brandeis University

Waltham, MA

Diana Schaub replies:

Based on John Burt’s re-
ply, two points of disagreement 
emerge: the meaning of the Dec-
laration and the question of “the 
evolution of Lincoln’s ideas about 
racial equality.”

We might as well start at the 
beginning. Burt attaches the 
word “promise” to the Declara-
tion’s language about equality. 
His notion of “implicitness”—
the view that “our values have en-
tailments we cannot anticipate”—
seems to me closely linked to his 
choice of the noun “promise.” A 
promise—as in the “for better 
or worse” of the marital vow—
might well involve more than the 
parties to the promise naïvely 
expect. However, I don’t believe 
that either Jefferson (taking him 
as paradigmatic of the founding 
generation) or Lincoln regarded 
human equality as in the nature 
of a promise. Instead, the Dec-
laration calls it a “self-evident 
truth,” unfortunately not evi-
dent to every self the world over 
(either then or now), but evident 
at least to those Revolutionary 
Americans who had hold of it. 

On Jefferson’s understanding, 
all men—white and black, male 
and female—simply were equal 
in the relevant sense of being en-
dowed with natural rights to life 
and liberty. I suppose one might 
describe this as God’s prom-
ise (or gift) to man, but it is not 
a promise made by men to one 
another or by the government to 
the governed. It is instead the es-
sential truth of the human con-
dition, a truth not invalidated by 
the harsh fact that most human 
beings have lived under political 
orders that violate their natural 
rights—slavery being the most 
dramatic instance. 

Although equality is not a 
promise, it does have political 
ramifications. For Jefferson, it 
meant that black slaves were sure-
ly entitled to liberty, but not nec-
essarily entitled to American citi-
zenship, since natural rights are 
distinct from civil rights. Those 
who have acted to secure their 
own rights by bringing forth a 
government pledged to that ob-
ject should not abuse the notion 
of consent by enslaving non-con-
senting others. At the same time, 
there is no obligation to include 
all others in your body politic, es-
pecially if, as Jefferson sincerely 
believed, inclusion on a footing of 
equal freedom might culminate 
in race war. In the fundamental 
but limited sense of equality spo-
ken of in the Declaration, Jeffer-
son is perfectly egalitarian and 
non-racist.

In his Notes on the State of 
Virginia, Jefferson floats the idea 
of black intellectual inferior-
ity, although he later retracts 
his doubts about “the grade of 
understanding allotted to them 
by nature,” noting that the cir-
cumstantial limitations of en-
slavement might be responsible 
for the deficiencies he observed. 
Though the racist speculations 
in his writings are profoundly 
disappointing and repellent to 
us today, they aren’t necessarily 
incompatible with the meaning 
of the Declaration, since as he 
himself explicitly put it in his 
1809 letter to Henri Grégoire: 
“whatever be their degree of talent 
it is no measure of their rights. 
Because Sir Isaac Newton was 
superior to others in understand-
ing, he was not therefore lord of 
the person or property of others.” 
There is no natural right to rule—
not by whites, not by men, not 
by the rich, not even by the wise. 
The only legitimate foundation of 
rule is consent. 

Lest my own view be miscon-
strued, let me say that my sym-
pathies have always been with 
Frederick Douglass, who believed 
in the possibility not only of com-
mon citizenship but of full racial 
integration and a new composite 
nationality. Nonetheless, I think 

it’s highly significant that Doug-
lass did not argue for black suf-
frage by appealing to the “prom-
ise” or “inner logic” of the Decla-
ration. He fully understood that 
the political claim to equal citi-
zenship required a different sort 
of argument than the natural and 
universal claim to freedom. In or-
der to secure passage of the 15th 
Amendment, Douglass appealed 
not to the Declaration but to 
the Constitution of 1787 (argu-
ing, with documented historical 
warrant, that free blacks formed 
part of “We the People”). He 
highlighted the history of black 
contributions to the building and 
defense of the nation, stretch-
ing from the labor and loyalty of 
black slaves to the courage and 
patriotism of black soldiers. He 
stressed the nation’s debt of hon-
or, and he made blatant appeals to 
white self-interest, warning that 
without civil and political equal-
ity, the Negro would become “a 
scourge and a curse to the coun-
try.” In other words, Douglass’s 
arguments were grounded in the 
specific, historically contingent 
character and experience of the 
American political order. Since 
consent in the United States had 
taken the concrete form of soci-
ety-wide male suffrage (a form 
which was not, in fact, mandated 
by the more open-ended prin-
ciples of the Declaration, which 
allowed for consent to take a va-
riety of institutional shapes), any 
race-based exclusion would be 
invidious. 

What about Lincoln, then? 
Earlier I said that the Declara-
tion presents equality not as a 

“promise” but as a “self-evident” or 
axiomatic truth. Although there 
are places where Lincoln uses the 
orthodox language of “axiom” or 

“standard maxim” to describe the 
primary truth of the Declaration, 
his most famous formulation 
calls human equality a “proposi-
tion” to which the nation “con-
ceived in liberty” was “dedicated.” 
All these terms (“self-evident,” 
“axiom,” and “proposition”) are 
borrowed from mathematics, but 
it is worth reflecting on Lincoln’s 
shift from one Euclidean term 
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to the other. A proposition, un-
like an axiom, requires a proof 
(as early as the Lyceum Address, 
Lincoln speaks of the need for “a 
practical demonstration of the 
truth of a proposition…namely, 
the capability of a people to govern 
themselves”). While “proposition” 
has something of the prospective 
quality of a “promise,” they aren’t 
the same thing.

In the midst of a civil war, 
brought on by a serious falling 
away from the meaning of both 
equality and consent, it seems 
right for Lincoln to imply that 
a truth once firmly held as self-
evident had moved into the ranks 
of a propositional truth that must 
be proved in action—that action 
being the maintenance of the 
Union. His rallying speech is de-
signed to ensure that the nation, 
and the cause of popular govern-
ment, “shall not perish from the 
earth.” He uses the future tense, 
but his words do not soar into the 
Progressive stratosphere. They 
are here on earth (“here” is, in 
fact, the most frequently used 
word in the Gettysburg Address, 
occurring eight times in its ten 
sentences). Not perishing—the 
survival rather than the perfec-
tion of democracy—is the aim. 
Yet, it isn’t a small aim; it might 
even be earth-shaking, since the 
Union preserved will constitute 
the needed proof, and thus will 
be a “new birth of freedom.”

Burt argues that the “ideal 
of equality” had “implications 
[Lincoln] was not yet completely 
ready to face, but obscurely knew 
he would ultimately have to bring 
both himself and our republic to 
acknowledge.” I agree that the 
republic had a great ways to go 
in overcoming racial prejudice; 
however, I think a case can be 
made that Lincoln was not him-
self in need of such conscious-
ness-raising. Burt says he doesn’t 
think “the historical record pro-
vides very convincing or unam-
biguous evidence” that Lincoln 
held more advanced views on 
race that he concealed or quali-
fied for prudential reasons. He 
sees Lincoln as “groping,” dimly 
understanding, finally maturing, 

but still falling short of “fully and 
explicitly embrac[ing] social and 
political equality of the races.” I 
understand the reasons for such 
a view, but I also think that the 
evidence for an alternative view 
can be found in a close reading of 
Lincoln’s own words. 

The Peoria address, his first 
appearance on the political scene 
after the repeal of the Missouri 
Compromise in 1854, contains 
a remarkable passage in which, 
after saying that he would fo-
cus on the extension of slavery 
to the territories, Lincoln in-
stead engages in a comprehensive 
thought-experiment, considering 
what the nation’s options would 
be “if all earthly power were 
given me.” His “first impulse” 
he says “would be to free all the 
slaves, and send them to Libe-
ria,—to their own native land.” 
But he recognizes two sorts of 
difficulties with this plan: the 
freed slaves would not be pre-
pared for pioneering and the 
U.S. doesn’t have the resources 
to transport them. Although 
Lincoln remained interested in 
colonization efforts, he, unlike 
Jefferson, was quite able to envi-
sion other possibilities. He was 
not paralyzed by racial fear.

Since Exodus-style coloniza-
tion is unlikely, Lincoln won-
ders, “What then? Free them 
all, and keep them among us as 
underlings?” In considering this 
option, Lincoln’s concern is that 
such a degraded version of free-
dom might be as bad as slavery: 

“Is it quite certain that this bet-
ters their condition?” Frederick 
Douglass concurred, declaring in 
an 1863 speech in which he too 
considered various scenarios: “Do 
anything else with us, but plunge 
us not into this hopeless pit” 
(“The Present and Future of the 
Colored Race in America”).

So Lincoln pushes on, “What 
next?—Free them, and make 
them politically and socially, our 
equals?” Here, Lincoln’s reflec-
tions get really interesting. His 
first reaction is to say “my own 
feelings will not admit of this,” 
but he quickly amends that to 
say “and if mine would [emphasis 

added], we well know that those 
of the great mass of white people 
will not.” So Lincoln can at least 
imagine a change in his own feel-
ings on this matter. Moreover, 
his next move is to call into ques-
tion these widespread prejudicial 
feelings on the part of whites: 

“Whether this feeling accords 
with justice and sound judgment, 
is not the sole question…. A uni-
versal feeling, whether well or 
ill-founded, cannot be safely dis-
regarded.” Lincoln understands 
the force of white prejudice, hints 
that it is wrong (unjust, unwise, 
and “ill-founded”), and is aware 
of the obstacle it poses even to 
the project of emancipation. If 
he shares this anti-black animus 
to some extent, his insight into 
its nature is the beginning of its 
extirpation.

Despite his statement that 
“We can not, then, make them 
equals,” Lincoln does not give 
up. He moves from these three 
schemes of immediate emanci-
pation (each highly troubled in 
some way) to a final suggestion: 

“It does seem to me that systems 
of gradual emancipation might 
be adopted.” Gradualism does 
not obviate the eventual need to 
figure out where blacks stand in 
the polity; however, it does give 
time for both blacks and whites 
to adjust to new realities. 

The fact that Lincoln sees all 
this, that he walks his audience 
so carefully through it, suggests 
to me that he has an openness to 

“the other” (to use contemporary 
lingo) that is not the result of 
historical developments, but of 
rigorous reflection about himself 
and his fellow man. If the logic 
of bettered race relations really is 

“inner” then it can be understood 
in advance by analysis. It doesn’t 
depend on some Hegelian dia-
lectic or “trial by contraries,” as 
Burt says. It can be arrived at by 
a sufficiently inquiring mind.

Although I agree with Burt 
that, in terms of his policy posi-
tions, Lincoln never came out 
forthrightly in favor of full politi-
cal equality, it seems to me that 
he did express (early and clearly) 
the democratic requirement for 

that eventual outcome, given the 
near certainty that the freedmen 
would remain in America, the 
land of their birth. His cautious 
gradualism on the race question is 
attributable to preparing the pub-
lic mind for that consummation. 

This exchange of letters is derived 
from the discussion between John 
Burt and Diana Schaub posted at 
our online feature, Upon Further 
Review, www.claremont.org/ufr.

Defending
Big Data

Christopher Caldwell has dis-
tinguished himself as one of the 
most prescient observers of soci-
ety, business, and technology. So 
it is a tragedy that, in an atypical 
fog, he has reinterpreted the book 
I co-authored, Big Data, through 
the lens of ideological politics and 
produced extrapolations that re-
semble something one would ex-
pect to read in Dissent magazine 
from the 1980s (“Information 
Slaves,” Fall 2013).

To step back: what’s meant by 
big data, boiled down, is basically 
applying empiricism and statis-
tics to new areas (think Money-
ball), or harnessing information 
to do new things (like self-driving 
cars). It shares a lineage more 
with Galileo’s science than Mark 
Zuckerberg’s Facebook. 

So when Caldwell asserts that 
big data “is going to make a lot of 
people less free,” one can only ask 
what brand of hippy-dippy Left-
ist pap he’s been inhaling. Like-
wise his view that “the alliance 
of Big Data and Big Government 
is an intellectual humiliation for 
those conservatives” who strove 
to reduce taxes to encourage en-
trepreneurship. Putting these 
ideas together makes as much 
sense as a Rorschach test. But 
if anything, it swings in the op-
posite direction: conservatives 
might claim victory in creating 
the environment for a new gener-
ation of information-based busi-
nesses to flourish. 

The review gets weirder. My 
co-author, Viktor Mayer-Schön-
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berger, and I are scolded for 
not calling Google a monopoly 
(we use the terms “dominance,” 

“gatekeeper,” and “data-baron” 
because the market is not mo-
nopolistic). We’re criticized for 
pointing out flaws in the no-fly 
list (it would be odder still to 
defend it). We spend a quarter 
of the book examining the dark 
side of big data only to be told 
we merely “pooh-pooh” it. What 
did Caldwell think we meant by 
our litany of data abuses, from 
Japanese internment to the Na-
zis’ using Dutch civil records to 
round up Jews? Ultimately, the 
review makes me feel a victim of 
friendly fire.

“The situation calls for cau-
tion,” he concludes, as if a pre-
emptive regulatory kommisar. 
His final words (about web users 

“clamoring for their own enslave-
ment”) fall just short of suggest-
ing we have nothing to lose but 
our chains and the world to gain. 
Please bring back the real Chris-
topher Caldwell!

Kenneth Cukier
The Economist

London, England

John Ford
and Race

Douglas Jeffrey’s review of my 
book, The Searchers: The Making 
of an American Legend (“Monu-
ment Valley,” Fall 2013), begins 
with the bald and misleading 
statement that I have interpreted 
John Ford’s classic western “as a 
film about race” and that my view 
is “typical of contemporary criti-
cism,” which sounds like an insult 
when Jeffrey says it. Well, yes, I 
do believe the movie is about race 
(“They’re not white, not anymore,” 
says the protagonist referring to 
a group of rescued white captives. 

“They’re Comanch.”), but it’s 
about many other things as well—
gender, violence, vengeance, reli-
gion, honor, and the triumph of 
love over hate, to name a few that 
I discuss in my book. Jeffrey also 
claims, incredibly, that I view all 

of Ford’s westerns “through the 
prism of race.” He wants to pick 
a fight with contemporary (read 
liberal) critics and he has no in-
tention of letting any inconve-
nient facts get in his way.

For the record, my book pays 
homage to Ford as a supreme cin-
ematic artist who not only helped 
create the classic western and its 
attendant myths but who, as he 
aged and his artistry matured, 
both deepened and at times un-
dermined and dissected those 
myths. Jeffrey lumps me and my 
book with those contemporary 
villains like Clint Eastwood and 
Quentin Tarantino who he be-
lieves hold a postmodern view of 

“a world with only anti-heroes.” 
It’s easy to see where Jeffrey is 
trying to go with all of this, but 
I reject his insistence on twisting 
my book into a suitable vehicle for 
his simplistic, ideologically-driven 
journey.

Glenn Frankel
The University of Texas

at Austin
Austin, TX

Douglas A. Jeffrey replies:

Professor Frankel refers to my 
“bald and misleading statement” 
that he interprets The Searchers 
in terms of race. In the very next 
sentence he baldly and honestly 
admits it. If being puzzled by this is 
his definition of simplistic, I plead 
guilty. I never of course suggested 
that his book makes no reference 
to gender, violence, and other 
themes, only that its emphasis 
is on race—a fact even a casual 
reader would find undeniable. As 
for our substantive disagreement, 
the quote Frankel offers to support 
his race-based interpretation 
actually undermines it. That the 
rescued captives referred to by 
the protagonist as “Comanch” are 
in fact not Comanche, but white, 
indicates that what he means 
by “Comanch” transcends race. 
The fact that this isn’t obvious 
to someone who has given the 
film as much thought as Frankel 
is further proof, as my review 
suggested, that his brand of 

criticism is severely blinkered by 
the prejudices of our day.

Bluster aside, there is nothing 
else new here. Frankel simply 
reasserts his book’s thesis that 
the “mature” Ford of The Searchers 
was engaged in subverting what 
he had earlier accomplished—a 
misguided notion sufficiently 
addressed in my review. I need 
to clarify for the record, though, 
that I admire Clint Eastwood and 
in no way consider him a villain. 
Quentin Tarantino is another 
matter.

Wagner’s Genius

Thanks to Algis Valiunas for a 
masterful, concise, and insightful 
introduction to Wagner’s main 
works (“Wagner High and Low,” 
Fall 2013). Following Barry Mil-
lington’s Wagner, however, he in-
ordinately fixates on the compos-
er’s anti-semitism. Yes, “the ter-
rible man and his truthful art,” as 
Owen Lee says. Valiunas cites the 
great Austrian composer Mahler, 
a Jew who loved Wagner’s mu-
sic; he is the more mature critic. 
Great art endures because of its 
universal relevance. It is perverse 
to focus on the narrow “German” 
rather than on the universally rel-
evant concept “Art.” Many have 
experienced the truth of Wag-
ner’s contention that, beyond 
suffering and the need for renun-
ciation, Art can lift us toward a 
holy, transcendent intuition of, 
and participation in, something 
beyond discursive concepts. (See 
John Pohanka’s Wagner the Mys-
tic.) That is surely the culminat-
ing, enduring meaning and in-
sight of Meistersinger.

Valiunas does cite Mahler’s 
insight that Mime in the Ring is 
above all a picture of the potential 
for baseness in us all. Much 
turns on our interpretation of 
the conceptual ambiguity of the 
ending of the Ring, and on whether 
or not we understand Parsifal as 
the more mature clarification of 
those last measures of pure music, 
where Wagner felt we could soar 
beyond words and concepts in 
pure Art. “Redemption by love” 

is the common interpretation of 
that very last sublime cadence, 
ending in a most tranquil key. 
It would seem to support, if not 
suggest, Parsifal as a culminating 

“fifth opera” of the Ring. (See Paul 
Schofield’s Redeemer Reborn.) 
Valiunus understands this last 
work much better than Nietzsche, 
who persisted in identifying 
Christianity with the gnostic 
heresy it rejected. Valiunas’s 
description of the work as 

“sublime as clerestory light” and 
“steeped in the healing power of 
Nature” points deftly to Parsifal’s 
word to Kundry, “You weep—
and see, the meadow smiles” 
[watered by her tears]. And also 
to the work’s theme of Durch 
mitleid wissend—Enlightened 
through compassion. All in 
all, a much richer and complex 
understanding of life than that 
asserted by the naïve optimism of 
Feuerbach and the early utopian 
endings of the Ring, and by the 
simplistic, cynical Schopenhauer 
ending of the Ring! There is 
a Cross at the heart of Being. 
Suffering is an inevitable price for 
the joys of living in this universe. 
Recall Herman Melville’s late 
poem “The New Rosicrucians,” 
where “anew we twine/ the Rose-
vine round the Cross.”

William Gillham
Albion, MI

Brush Up Your 
Shakespeare

Although I am grateful to 
Mark Heberle for his review of 
my book, and for many of his 
comments, I am also puzzled 
(“The Play Is the Thing,” Fall 
2013). From its title to its con-
clusion, his review describes and 
criticizes a book that is not the 
one that I have written. I do not 
attempt “to recover—and uncov-
er—the classical political thought 
within five plays” that I examine 
but to articulate Shakespeare’s po-
litical wisdom, which is—to be 
sure, and as I stress—pre-modern, 
but is also something other than 

“classical political thought,” since 
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(for one thing) it takes into ac-
count developments of Christian 
origin. I do not, moreover, “read 
Shakespeare as political philoso-
phy.” I read him as a poet of the 
first rank, who would (as would, 
for example, Homer) have ad-
dressed the same questions of 
high political life—including 
divine justice—that one finds 
addressed in works of Socratic 
political philosophy but who was 
not, as far as we know, intent (as 
were the Socratics) on using the 
examination of those questions 
as a means of leading their read-
ers to a life of philosophy or to an 
admiration of philosophy.

Above all, I do not “assume,” 
as Heberle claims I do, “that 
Shakespeare would have read, 
absorbed, re-imagined, and 
dramatized classical political 
thought”; contrary to what 
Heberle claims, the references 
that I make to Aristophanes, Plato, 
Aristotle, and Machiavelli do not 
rest on any such assumption. 
(My references to Plutarch and 
Holinshed are another matter.) 
They are intended, instead, to be 
of assistance to the reader who 
might find in them reflections 
of a similar or auxiliary kind to 
those prompted by Shakespeare. 
In one instance, to be sure, I 
defend a claim that a character 
(Prospero) is “philosophic” on 
the basis of a statement made 
in a Platonic text (the Phaedo) 
about what philosophy is, but 
even there I do not claim or imply 
that Shakespeare was familiar 
with that work or statement. Nor 
do I, on the other hand, present 
Julius Caesar “as its creator’s most 
sustained and complex critique 

of classical political philosophy” 
(emphasis added). I have to 
wonder where in my chapter on 
Julius Caesar Heberle found a 
single sentence that suggested 
a critique of “classical political 
philosophy,” as opposed to, say, a 
critique of Brutus’s Stoicism and 
Cassius’ Epicureanism (both of 
which are explicitly referenced 
in the play). To repeat, I treat 
Shakespeare as a great poet who, 
like Homer, turned his attention 
to a careful analysis of political 
life—that is, to an analysis of the 
battle between human beings who 
have competing understandings 
of virtue and vice, noble and base, 
just and unjust. 

Heberle appears to find dis-
tasteful or wrongheaded my at-
tempt to examine each play “act 
by act, scene by scene, speech by 
speech.” His distaste is probably 
well founded; I too admire the 
ability of, for example, a Harold 
Bloom to write a short, thematic 
essay on each play. But that was 
not my aim, and if I may say so, 
my approach to the plays has its 
own advantages—chief among 
which is that it does not overlook 
significant details. Heberle finds, 
however, that my final four es-
says, which have fewer scholarly 
footnotes than has the first, are 
also “less coherent” than the first, 
if “still illuminating.” I would 
have been glad for at least one 
example of this alleged incoher-
ence. He notes in the same con-
text that the five plays examined 
in my book have been the subject 
of a course on Shakespeare that I 
have taught, and he suggests that 
my final four essays suffer from 
that fact. I would again have been 

grateful for examples, but none 
are offered, and so I am left to 
wonder how teaching a course on 
five plays for more than a dozen 
years, off and on, reconsidering 
and revising, attempting to make 
my arguments clear to many dif-
ferent students, is detrimental to 
a book of this sort. 

Heberle, finally, faults me for 
excluding from my study the his-
tory plays, “despite their mani-
festly political content.” He ac-
knowledges that in my introduc-
tion I make an argument against 
their inclusion on the ground 
that “political life in these plays 
is distorted and diminished by 
Christian ethics.” He claims, 
however, that this argument 

“would seem to be a good reason 
for examining” them. It would 
indeed, were one interested in 
writing a book on the diminish-
ment of political life by Chris-
tian ethics. But that was, very 
explicitly, not the book I set out 
to write. I also point out in my 
introduction—as Heberle does 
not mention—that in my Mac-
beth chapter I do examine this 
matter. He says nothing about 
that chapter, except to sniff that 
my interpretation of Macbeth 
and of King Lear “would be fa-
miliar to anyone who has spent 
much time with these plays.” Let 
me suggest in reply that I very 
much doubt it. 

In his penultimate sentence 
Heberle argues that according 
to me, Prospero’s “ultimate wis-
dom…discovers no difference 
between a stage play and the ‘in-
substantial pageant’ of the world 
that, like all of us, will ultimately 
‘dissolve’ and ‘leave not a rack be-

hind.’” “And yet,” Heberle con-
cludes, “Shakespeare endures.” 
This conclusion is enigmatic. 
Does Heberle seriously hold 
that the temporary endurance 
of Shakespeare’s poetry suggests 
that that poetry is immune to 
what will dissolve everything else 
in the world? Or that it otherwise 
constitutes a refutation of Pros-
pero’s profoundly insightful lines 
concerning the dissolution of 
the world? Perhaps Heberle has 
a convincing alternative to what 
Prospero says. If so, I would be 
interested to learn what it is.

Timothy W. Burns
Baylor University

Waco, TX

Bravo!

What a great issue (Fall 2013)! 
Michael Nelson and Christo-
pher Caldwell outdo the norm 
for book reviews, right in the 
first few pages. Nelson hits ma-
jor points in his sober review of 
Romney’s campaign.   Caldwell 
provides really a sterling over-
view of the big data question and 
how it ought to be a property 
rights issue. Really, a model of 
not being overwhelmed by a re-
cent development that everyone 
else is genuflecting over as deeply 
as they can. Bravo!

Geoffrey White 
Kanawha, IA

The Parthian Shot’s Mark Helprin 
is on leave to write a book.
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Claremont review of books
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The Smart Set 
Average is Over: Powering America Beyond the Age of the Great Stagnation, by Tyler Cowen.

Dutton, 304 pages, $26.95

Human Capitalism: How Economic Growth Has Made Us Smarter—and More Unequal, by Brink Lindsey.
Princeton University Press, 144 pages, $14.95

Book Review by Charles Murray

People have been pointing out that 
the modern world increasingly favors 
the smart since 1958, when Michael 

Young’s The Rise of the Meritocracy appeared. 
Robert Reich described the increasing re-
wards going to “symbol workers” in The Work 
of Nations (1991). Richard Herrnstein and I 
discussed the implications for social and cul-
tural stratification in The Bell Curve (1994). 
Robert Frank and Philip Cook described the 
dynamics of technologically advanced econo-
mies, which accelerate income inequality, in 
The Winner-Take-All-Society (1995). David 
Brooks skewered the new cognitive elite in 
Bobos in Paradise (2000) and Richard Florida 
celebrated it in The Rise of the Creative Class 
(2002). Countless other books and articles 
have talked about the same topics, while 
treating education as the explanatory vari-
able and never, ever mentioning cognitive 
ability.

Lately, we have two new contributions to 
this literature: economist Tyler Cowen’s Aver-

age is Over: Powering America Beyond the Age 
of the Great Stagnation and Cato Institute Vice 
President of Research Brink Lindsey’s Human 
Capitalism: How Economic Growth Has Made 
Us Smarter—and More Unequal. What do we 
learn from Cowen and Lindsey that we didn’t 
know already?

In average is over, all sorts of things. 
Tyler Cowen has a rambunctious intellect 
that makes him curious about topics far 

afield from economics—the popular blog he 
runs with Alex Tabarrok, Marginal Revolu-
tion, will give you a quick idea—and he has 
drawn on his many interests to tell the story 
of Average Is Over. 

The basics are familiar. The labor market 
is increasingly polarized between those who 
are adept at dealing with the intellectual de-
mands of our high-tech world and those who 
are not, and it’s going to become more so. 
We’re not just looking at meritocracy, says 
Cowen, but “hyper-meritocracy.” He puts 

his own twist on it by pointing out that the 
job market won’t get progressively worse as 
one moves down the ladder from the high-
est-status jobs to the lowest. It’s the jobs in 
the middle that are the most likely to vanish. 
Why? The answer goes to his main theme. In 
thinking about how you will fare in the years 
to come, Cowen writes, the key questions 
will be:

Are you good at working with intelli-
gent machines or not? Are your skills a 
complement to the skills of the comput-
er, or is the computer doing better with-
out you? Worst of all are you competing 
against the computer? Are computers 
helping people in China and India com-
pete against you?

Many white collar jobs in the middle—
jobs held by people with college degrees and 
modestly above-average cognitive ability—
will soon be done better and cheaper by com-
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puters. He asks us to think about Siri on the 
iPhone, that female-voiced robot of whom 
you can ask questions in ordinary English and 
usually get a useful answer. She’s far from per-
fect, but she is radically better than the voice-
recognition software of just a few years ago, 
and we can be certain that she will be radically 
better in the iterations to come. Now think 
about how many millions of jobs that future 
versions of Siri will destroy. For example, I 
still often call an airline’s reservations line for 
human help with complicated options that 
the airline’s website is unable to handle. It’s 
not many years before all those helpful reser-
vation agents will be replaced by an advanced 
form of Siri that I can access directly from the 
website. That’s what Cowen means about the 
dire prospects facing people with skills that 
compete against the computer. 

New technology will replace people who 
work with their hands as well—he gives num-
bers about the robots that are replacing assem-
bly-line workers—but we’re a long way from 
being able to do without, say, human electri-
cians or human surgeons. But that’s where 
the first of his key questions comes in: are you 
good at working with intelligent machines? 
The best electricians and surgeons a decade or 
two from now may not be those who have the 
highest technical skills themselves, but those 
who have “enough” of those skills and are best 
at tapping into the ways that computers can 
augment them. 

Cowen makes this point with ex-
tended passages, running to dozens of 
pages scattered throughout the book, 

that draw upon chess. He knows what he’s 
talking about—he used to play at the master 
level—and chess is an appropriate test-bed for 
thinking about the future. It wasn’t until 1981 
that a computer chess program beat a chess 
master with tournament time controls. Fif-
teen years later, IBM’s Deep Blue beat Garry 
Kasparov, probably the greatest chess player 
in history. Now, a chess program that can 
beat the reigning human world champion can 
be downloaded to your laptop computer for 
about $40. 

One spinoff of this history has been the 
development of “freestyle chess” in which hu-
mans can make use of computers as they play. 
Who are the champions at freestyle chess? 
Not the strongest chess players, but those who 
are best at augmenting the power of the com-
puter—sometimes by knowing when to sub-
stitute their intuitive strategic understanding 
of the game to redirect the computer’s compu-
tation; sometimes by using multiple comput-
ers to cross-check results. 

Cowen, who seems immune to group-think, 
comes up with novel ways to pursue the impli-
cations. For example, he spares us earnest calls 
for more young people to go to college, instead 
observing that contemporary society is already 
exposing almost everyone to the skills that are 
needed to be good at freestyle jobs. Some ex-
tremely large proportion of the people who have 
never been in a college classroom have smart 
phones and play video games. Those who have 
learned how to customize their iPhone or are 
good at playing strategic video games are likely 
to be valuable employees in tomorrow’s free-
style jobs. The person who is good at such jobs 
doesn’t have to be expert in the task at hand; 
he just has to be expert at collaborating with 
the smart machine. Conversely, English majors 
who are not good at working with intelligent 
machines will be hardly better off in the job 
market than the high school graduate who is 
not good at working with intelligent machines.

Another implication of the chang-
ing job market that Cowen discerns is 
the increasing importance of an em-

ployee’s conscientiousness. One reason is the 
prevalence of integrated teams of workers in 
today’s workplace. In an age when a diner had 
three fry cooks, each of them working on in-
dividual orders, a slow or lazy fry cook slowed 
up his orders, but no one else’s. Now, look at 
what’s going on in a McDonalds, with its com-
puterized ordering system, the headsets on 
the staff, and the choreography that goes into 
filling your order. And that’s a simple example. 
Teams working jointly on vastly more complex 
tasks are common throughout the economy. 

“[T]hat means,” Cowen points out, “the screw-
ups of a single person can damage a very large 
and very valuable production chain. To hire 
a risky and iffy worker, without a competent 
overseer, simply isn’t worth it, no matter how 
low the wage.”

Another characteristic of the new economy 
that puts a premium on conscientiousness is 
the expanding role of jobs involving health care 
and personal service. In traditional construc-
tion and manufacturing jobs, foremen directly 
watched the work and inspectors could check 
it. But nobody can afford the time to moni-
tor whether a nurse’s assistant washes her 
hands at the appropriate times even if no one 
is watching her, or whether the hotel maid has 
replaced the used water glass with a clean one 
or just rinsed out the used one. For nannies 
and low-skill caregivers for the elderly, consci-
entiousness—“whether the worker can follow 
some straightforward requests with extreme 
reliability and basic competence,” as Cowen 
puts it—is absolutely critical. And guess what: 

that also helps explain why women are doing 
so much better than men in holding low-skill 
jobs in the new economy. Women tend to be 
more conscientious than men. 

These are just tidbits from a 
sprawling, breezily written, some-
times rambling tour of the horizon of 

the coming economy, job market, and society. 
There are chapters on human intuition (not 
all it’s cracked up to be), on the significance of 
computers becoming human-like and the like-
lihood of convergence of man and computer 
(both possibilities are overblown), the interac-
tion of geography and global economic trends, 
the future of science and economics, and, my 
favorite, the future of education. Many people, 
including me, have prophesied that economics 
and the IT revolution will force transforma-
tions of education from kindergarten through 
grad school, but Cowen’s speculations about 
how those changes might play out are unique-
ly imaginative and mostly plausible. 

He closes the book with a chapter on what 
all this means for politics. Here is how he 
opens it:

We will move from a society based on 
the pretense that everyone is given an 
okay standard of living to one in which 
people are expected to fend for them-
selves much more than they do now. I 
imagine a world where, say, 10 to 15 
percent of the citizenry is extremely 
wealthy and has fantastically comfort-
able and stimulating lives…. Much of 
the rest of the country will have stag-
nant or maybe even falling wages in dol-
lar terms, but a lot more opportunities 
for cheap fun and also cheap education. 
Many of these people will live quite well, 
and those will be the people who have 
the discipline to benefit from all the free 
or near-free services modern technology 
has made available. Others will fall by 
the wayside.

Cowen reminds me of the Duke of Wel-
lington at the battle of Waterloo, when an 
aide riding beside him had his leg blown 
off and cried, “By God, sir, I’ve lost my leg!” 
Wellington replied, “By God, sir, so you have.” 
And so with Professor Cowen: “Others will 
fall by the wayside.” Is that the best he can 
say on behalf of a group that could easily 
constitute a quarter or more of the popula-
tion? Well, yes, pretty much. As usual, his 
subsequent elaboration left me both arguing 
with him and rethinking my own previous 
opinions. 
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Improvements in K-12 
education can easily increase 

rather than decrease 
inequality in educational 

outcomes. 

Brink lindsey is not so cavalier. 
Like Cowen, he combines libertar-
ian preferences for the way the world 

should work with shadings both practical and 
ideological, depending on the topic at hand. In 
Human Capitalism, he focuses on the increas-
ing complexity of modern life, the increasing 
cognitive demands that success in coping with 
that complexity requires, and observes that 
this has created a problem:

[T]oday the primary determinant of 
socioeconomic status is the ability to 
handle the mental demands of a com-
plex social environment. If you can do 
that, you’ll likely have ample opportu-
nities to find and pursue a career with 
interesting, challenging, and reward-
ing work. But if you can’t, you’ll prob-
ably be relegated to a marginal role 
in the great social enterprise—where, 
among other downsides, you’ll face a 
dramatically higher risk of falling into 
dysfunctional and self-destructive pat-
terns of behavior.

Then Lindsey sets out to describe how this sit-
uation came about and to prescribe measures 
that will allow more people to flourish in the 
face of complexity. 

I have a dog in this fight. That passage from 
Lindsey’s introduction is not a bad way of de-
scribing major themes from The Bell Curve, 
which I coauthored with the late Richard J. 
Herrnstein 20 years ago, themes that I re-
visited in Coming Apart (2012). What comes 
next in Human Capitalism should probably 
have led me to recuse myself from reviewing 
it. I will not mince words. In my view, Lind-
sey uses The Bell Curve as a straw man by gro-
tesquely mischaracterizing it, even as much 
of his description of the problem evokes the 
actual presentation in our book. It’s hap-
pened before, but I haven’t gotten used to it, 
and reading those passages did not warm me 
toward Human Capitalism. Then, just as I 
was calming down, I came to the passage in 
which Lindsey scorned me for offering “little 
more than plaintive moralizing” in Coming 
Apart. …Well. How can I tell you anything 
about Human Capitalism that you can be sure 
isn’t an attempt to get even? 

First, I can say that Lindsey’s recommenda-
tions for policy reforms are excellent. He wants 
to reform K-12 education by unleashing com-
petition, compensate for disadvantaged envi-
ronments through early childhood education, 
decrease social exclusion of low-skill adults by 
building on the successes of the Earned In-
come Tax Credit, reform the anti-work effects 

of the disability program, reduce the prison 
population through reform of the nation’s drug 
laws, improve higher education by limiting tu-
ition subsidies, and remove regulatory barriers 
to entrepreneurship and upward mobility. All 
of these are worth considering; in some cases, 
they are measures that I enthusiastically sup-
port and think could make a difference if they 
could be passed (which they can’t). 

Second, I can say that Lindsey’s accounts of 
the rise of complexity, the importance of cog-
nitive ability in dealing with complexity, and 
the cultural polarization that afflicts the Unit-
ed States, are all useful and generally accurate 
statements of important issues. With the ca-
veat that follows, the book can serve as a good 
introduction for people who haven’t previously 
read into these topics. As someone who has, I 
didn’t find much that was new, but I’m not the 
target audience for Human Capitalism. 

What you should treat with 
the utmost skepticism in Human 
Capitalism is an argument threaded 

throughout the book: if only disadvantaged 
children got better educations, we could go 
a long way toward helping those who, Cowen 
casually tells us, are going to fall by the way-
side. Lindsey’s is a mindset that I call educa-
tional romanticism. Like James Heckman, 
Barack Obama, and most editorial directors 
of major newspapers, Lindsey insists that bet-
ter education can significantly raise the cog-
nitive functioning of those in the lower half 
of the distribution, and thereby mitigate the 
effects of the new complexity. 

This is not the place to engage in an ex-
tended discussion of this complicated issue, 
but since I’ve told you to ignore Lindsey’s op-
timism, I should at least list a few of the most 
fundamental reasons for caution. 

Improvements in K-12 education don’t have 
much effect on cognitive functioning, and can 
easily increase rather than decrease inequality 
in educational outcomes. The unvarying story 
of the relationship of education to cognitive 
ability since scholars began looking at the 
issue is this: Cognitive ability rises substan-
tially when education replaces no education—

when children who formerly went straight to 
work in the fields at age six instead complete 
elementary school. Cognitive ability rises 
little, and often not at all, when incremental 
improvements are made to an existing educa-
tional system. Better education can increase 
how much children learn, and that’s good. 
But learning more doesn’t give the child with 
an I.Q. of 85 at age 6 an I.Q. of 100 at age 
18. Furthermore, improvements in education 
typically boost the learning of the clever more 
than they boost the learning of the dull, in-
creasing inequalities in the knowledge and 
skills that children take into the labor market. 

The evidence used to promote the long-
term effects of preschool intervention is shaky 
and has been contradicted by recent and 
methodologically much more powerful evidence. 
I’ve written up the details elsewhere, but 
the short story is that we no longer have to 
agonize over the many problems associated 
with the Perry Preschool and Abecedarian 
Project evidence from half a century ago. We 
now have a large, rigorous replication of the 
Abecedarian approach and a large, rigorous 
evaluation of Head Start that we were 
assured would be definitive. The results of 
both are devastating to expectations that we 
could mount a large-scale preschool program 
that has any long-term effects on anything, 
cognitive or behavioral.*

The environment has an important effect on 
cognitive ability, but almost all of the long-term 
effect comes from the non-shared environment. 
This is the elephant in the corner that the 
educational romantics refuse to confront. 
All serious scholars of the topic accept that 
both the environment and genes have large 
effects on cognitive ability. Whether the split 
is 50-50 or 60-40 one way or the other isn’t 
especially important. What is important, 
and has been consistently and repeatedly 
found in studies of identical twins, ordinary 
siblings, and children adopted at birth, is that 
the environment that siblings share—things 
such as parenting style, socioeconomic status 
of the neighborhood, schools, number of 

*The replication of the Abecedarian approach was the 
Infant Health Development Program. The 18-year 
follow-up was reported in “Early intervention in low 
birth weight premature infants: Results at 18 years of 
age for the Infant Health and Development Program,” 
by M.C. McCormick, J. Brooks-Gunn, S.L. Buka, et 
al. in Pediatrics, volume 117 (2006), pages 771–780. 
The Head Start Evaluation (2012) may be accessed 
at http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/resource/
third-grade-follow-up-to-the-head-start-impact-
study-final-report. My reading of these results may be 
found at http://www.aei.org/article/education/the-
shaky-science-behind-obamas-universal-pre-k/.
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books in the home, how many millions of 
words the parents do or do not expose their 
children to in the first years of life—are not 
nearly as important as most people assume.** 
By adolescence, the shared environment has 
modest explanatory power. The nonshared 
environment—influences such as peer groups, 
accidents, psychological trauma, sibling 
interaction, differential parental treatment, 
birth order—soaks up most of the effects 
on cognitive ability that are not genetic in 
origin. This is the meta-explanation for the 
lack of effects we observe from intervention 
programs that “should” raise cognitive 
ability. Those intervention programs are 
trying to enrich elements of the shared 
environment that empirically turn out to be 
not that important. The comments I’ve made 
about cognitive ability apply to personality 
characteristics as well.

The takeaway from these observa-
tions is not that nothing can be done 
to improve the lives of children. In the 

case of preschool intervention, for example, a 
preschool that gives a child from a punish-

ing home environment a few hours a day in 
a warm and nurturing environment is accom-
plishing a good thing, and I am not going to 
complain that my tax dollars are wasted just 
because I don’t see long-term effects on the 
child’s life trajectory (though I would want to 
verify that the preschool really does provide 
a warm and nurturing environment). Many 
inner-city schools are dreadful and should be 
improved, even though those improvements 
have trivial effects on cognitive functioning. 

But we need to stop acting as if a Lake 
Wobegon solution is open to us. The prob-
lems that Cowen’s new hyper-meritocracy 
and Lindsey’s new complexity bring to people 
who have drawn the short end of the cogni-
tive stick are real, and whether genes or the 
environment gave them that short end is im-
material—as of now, we don’t know how to 
fix either the genes or the causally relevant 
environment. 

Instead of focusing on raising cognitive 
ability, we need to focus on the ways in which 
the little platoons of America’s civic culture 
historically created niches—valued places is 
the term Richard Herrnstein and I used in 

The Bell Curve—for people of all kinds, and 
why those niches are diminishing. Since no 
policy changes that might help are politically 
realistic, I’m also in favor of focusing on the 
only game in town for accomplishing change, 
the culture itself. Americans of all sorts, but 
especially the members of America’s new 
upper class, have gone AWOL in sustaining 
that civic culture. Resuscitating it requires a 
change in the way that America’s new upper 
class sees its obligations.

And how is that to be done? It has to be-
gin by jaw-boning, changing the national 
conversation about our civic culture. That in 
turn brings us to the glaring defect in both 
Tyler Cowen’s and Brink Lindsey’s books: not 
enough plaintive moralizing. 

Charles Murray is the W.H. Brady Scholar at 
the American Enterprise Institute.

**A recent review article, “Why are children in 
the same family so different from one another?” 
written by Robert Plomin and Denise Daniels is 
available online at http://ije.oxfordjournals.org/
content/40/3/563.full.
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Book Review by Wilfred M. McClay

The High-Low Coalition
The Revolt Against the Masses: How Liberalism Has Undermined the Middle Class, by Fred Siegel.

Encounter Books, 240 pages, $23.99

We have this term now in cir-
culation: “the narrative.” It is one 
of those somewhat pretentious 

academic terms that has wormed its way into 
common speech, like “gender” or “significant 
other,” bringing hidden freight along with it. 
Everywhere you look, you find it being used, 
and by all kinds of people. Elite journalists, 
who are likely to be products of university life 
rather than years of shoe-leather reporting, 
are perhaps the most likely to employ it, as 
a way of indicating their intellectual sophis-
tication. But conservative populists like Rush 
Limbaugh and Sean Hannity are just as likely 
to use it too. Why is that so? What does this 
development mean?

I think the answer is clear. The ever more 
common use of “narrative” signifies the wide-
spread and growing skepticism about any and 
all of the general accounts of events that have 
been, and are being, provided to us. We are 
living in an era of pervasive genteel disbelief—
nothing so robust as relativism, but instead 
something more like a sustained “whatever”—
and the word “narrative” provides a way of 

talking neutrally about such accounts while 
distancing ourselves from a consideration of 
their truth. Narratives are understood to be 

“constructed,” and it is assumed that their con-
struction involves conscious or unconscious 
elements of selectivity—acts of suppression, 
inflation, and substitution, all meant to fash-
ion the sequencing and coloration of events 
into an instrument that conveys what the nar-
rator wants us to see and believe. These days, 
even your garage mechanic is likely to speak of 
the White House narrative, the mainstream-
media narrative, and indicate an awareness 
that political leaders try to influence the in-
terpretation of events at a given time, or seek 
to “change the narrative” when things are not 
turning out so well for them and there is a 
strongly felt need to change the subject. The 
language of “narrative” has become a common 
way of talking about such things.

One can regret the corrosive 
side effects of such skepticism, but 
there are good reasons for it. Half-

way through the first quarter of the 21st cen-

tury, we find ourselves saddled with accounts 
of our nation’s past, and of the trajectory of 
American history, that are demonstrably sus-
pect, and disabling in their effects. There is 
a view of America as an exceptionally guilty 
nation, the product of a poisonous mixture 
of territorial rapacity emboldened by racism, 
violence, and chauvinistic religious conviction, 
an exploiter of natural resources and despoiler 
of natural beauty and order such as the plan-
et has never seen. Coexisting with that dire 
view is a similarly exaggerated Whiggish pro-
gressivism, in which all of history is seen as 
a struggle toward the greater and greater lib-
eration of the individual, and the greater and 
greater integration of all governance in larger 
and larger units, administered by cadres of ex-
perts actuated by the public interest and by a 
highly developed sense of justice. The arc of 
history bends toward the latter view, although 
its progress is impeded by the malign effects 
of the former one. 

The standard accounts of the development 
of American liberalism nestle themselves 
into both of these narratives. Such liberalism 
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plains a great deal, including the emergence 
of the top-and-bottom alliance of billionaires 
and welfare recipients that forms the core of 
the Obama coalition. It is an excellent start-
ing place for the kind of reconceptualization 
of recent American history that we so badly 
need. 

In siegel’s view, modern liberalism 
did not begin with Progressivism or the 
New Deal. It began, he argues, with the 

generation of writers in the 1920s who were 
disillusioned by the outcome of the First 
World War, and alienated from the main-
stream of American society—and who made 
hostility to the precepts and practices of 
bourgeois society into the defining mark of 
liberalism. Intellectuals such as Croly, Ran-
dolph Bourne, H.G. Wells, Sinclair Lewis, 
and H.L. Mencken, far from being in thrall 
to the Progressivism of Woodrow Wilson, 
were in fervent revolt against Wilson’s mid-
dle-class moralism. They also were an emerg-
ing social type, part of a “vanguard move-
ment” created by “a new class of politically 
self-conscious intellectuals” which sought, 
Siegel argues, “to create an American aristoc-
racy of sorts,” to provide the stability, hier-
archy, and taste that American mass democ-
racy and bourgeois culture so conspicuously 
lacked. Hence the snobbery and superior at-
titude that one so often finds associated with 
liberalism is, you might say, a feature rather 
than a bug. Snobbery would always be a cen-
tral part of it, because liberalism was from 
the start a “search for status,” undertaken by 
a new social type trying to establish its ascen-
dancy. For Siegel, the history of liberalism is 
very much bound up in the history of intel-
lectuals as a distinct social group, and their 
efforts to establish themselves as a new aris-
tocracy, or clerisy. 

Many of the progenitors and heroes in the 
early years of modern American liberalism 
provide support for this view, but none is more 
convincing than Henry Adams, that quintes-
sential figure of aristocratic disappointment, 
the superior man of superior breeding who 
had to endure the indignity of a society that 
failed to defer to him. “To the gradually co-
hering body of dissenters from the orthodox-
ies of American life,” wrote Lionel Trilling, 

“The Education of Henry Adams was a sacred 
book…despite, or because of, its hieratic eso-
teric irony and its reiterated note of patrician 
condescension.” The famous basher of the 

“booboisie,” H.L. Mencken, echoed these atti-
tudes, along with an openly avowed attraction 
to Friedrich Nietzsche and to the wartime 
cause of Imperial Germany. So too did Ran-
dolph Bourne, honored today as a prophet of 

multiculturalism and scourge of war, but ac-
tually a great admirer of Imperial Germany 
and of, as he called it, “the cosmic heroism of 
the German ideal.” 

Siegel goes on to trace this strain of 
crypto-aristocratic longing through subse-
quent chapters, on the Leopold-Loeb trial, 
the Scopes trial, the Sacco-Vanzetti trial, 
through the ideological maneuverings of 
the “Red Decade” of the 1930s (along with 
Bernard DeVoto’s honorable but futile effort 
to defend the dignity of democracy against 
them), and on into the war years, and the 
postwar era. Siegel has a particularly fasci-
nating chapter on the many ways that the 
’50s have been misrepresented, not least as an 
era of cultural vacancy, a misrepresentation 
that was fostered by aristocratic radicals like 
Dwight Macdonald and the snobbish aristo-
Marxism of the Frankfurt School thinkers 
such as Theodor Adorno and Max Hork-
heimer, who were either incapable of seeing, 
or unwilling to see, the considerable virtues 
of the era’s mass-cultural productions, in 
television, radio, cinema, musical theater, 
and the like—products that we look back 
upon with wonder and gratitude, given the 
pop-cultural sewer in which we now dwell. 
Macdonald’s attack on “middlebrow” culture 
was extreme and pitiless, borrowing exten-
sively from the choicest invective of his pre-
decessor Bourne: “The American culture of 
the cheap newspaper, the ‘movies,’ the popu-
lar song, the ubiquitous automobile” has cre-
ated “hordes of men and women without a 
spiritual country…without taste, without 
standards but those of the mob.” And they 
all lived, of course, in the famous “ticky-tacky 
houses” of the new suburbia. Joseph de Mais-
tre could have said it better, but with no less 
conviction. 

By the 1960s, daniel patrick moyni-
han could say that “the elite intelligen-
tsia of the country are turning against 

the country—in science, in politics, in the 
foundations of patriotism.” And indeed, in 
the remainder of Siegel’s book, which pro-
ceeds through the cultural upheaval of the 
’60s, the McGovernization of the Democratic 
Party, the destructive reign of anti-suburban 
mayors such as Coleman Young in Detroit, 
the rise of victimization and identity politics 
as the defining themes of campus life, along 
with steady instruction in the adoption of a 
postmodern sneer at the bogus “narratives” 
of middle-class life, through the Reagan and 
Clinton and Bush administrations, one sees 
little evidence of a warmly and genuinely 
democratic spirit operating in the Left, the 
kind of spirit that had once animated the 

begins with the emergence of Anglo-Amer-
ican constitutional democracy in the 17th 
century, a system that sought to defend hu-
man freedom by protecting it, using legal and 
constitutional means to limit and contain the 
trespasses and encroachments of power, and 
liberate individuals from subjection to aris-
tocratic or ecclesiastical forms of domination. 
But those efforts in time proved insufficient, 
mostly because of the unprecedented con-
centrations of economic power wrought by 
industrial capitalism, which reduced the con-
stitutional prerogatives of individual citizens 
to something empty, formalistic, and ineffec-
tual. If the sphere of freedom was to be pre-
served and expanded, liberalism would have 
to create the social power that would make 
this expansion possible. Thus began the mor-
phing of what had been a philosophy of lim-
ited government into a philosophy of expan-
sive government. The change was understood 
to be less a change of goals than of tactics. 
It would be necessary, as Herbert Croly fa-
mously put it in his Promise of American Life, 
to use Hamiltonian means to achieve Jeffer-
sonian ends. Thus emerged the Progressiv-
ism of Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow 
Wilson, and the New Deal of Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, and so on, even unto the admin-
istrative sprawl of the Obama Administra-
tion and its reach into the nationalization of 
health care. 

So goes the standard narrative, at 
any rate. But what historian Fred Sie-
gel seeks to do with his refreshing and 

stimulating new book is to challenge the nar-
rative, overturn its hegemony, and begin the 
process of modifying and even replacing it. 
Siegel is a proven master of synthesis, having 
written several fine books that subtly remap 
parts of the history of postwar America, and 
The Revolt Against the Masses is a continua-
tion of such efforts. Like all the best critiques 
of liberalism, it is a critique of liberalism 
from the Left, or at any rate from someone 
who came out of the Left, and who remains 
loyal to what used to be the Left’s most admi-
rable values, such as a genuinely warm regard 
for the lives of the ordinary, working people 
who constitute the backbone of the Ameri-
can economy and democracy. As his subtitle 
suggests, Siegel believes that liberalism has 
proven to be the mortal enemy, rather than 
the generous friend, of such people, and that 
the seeds of this antagonism have been vis-
ible all along for discerning eyes to see. His 
new narrative may not be the be-all and end-
all of American historical interpretations, 
and he rather pointedly declines to claim 
anything that comprehensive for it. But it ex-
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social-democratic ethos of Moynihan’s main-
stream American Catholicism. 

The emergence of the high-low coalition, of 
wealthy “gentry liberals” who saw themselves 
as born to lead, and of ACORN activists and 
public-sector government-employee unions, 
gave no evidence of such a spirit abroad in 
the Democracy. With the 2008 election, an 
alliance of “resentful, extractive, and identity-
driven interests” finally achieved general po-
litical power for the Democratic Party, at least 
on the national level. The story became, and 
remains, “Obama Versus Main Street,” as Sie-
gel’s last chapter title leaves the matter, so long 
as one is including the suburbs, upon which 
(as Stanley Kurtz has argued) an administra-
tive bullseye has been painted. We were prom-
ised that the chief objective of public policy in 
the Obama Administration would be a search 
for sources of economic growth, producing 
meaningful employment (“good jobs”) for the 
middle and working classes. And so it ought 
to have been. But instead, what we have seen 
is a growth in part-time jobs, and a vast and 
unsustainable increase in government entitle-
ments and transfer payments. Such policies 
claim to address the claims of “distributive 
justice” and “spread the wealth around”; but 
they are almost certain to have the effect of 
depressing the work incentives and work ethic 
of such recipients and producing a habit of 
unwarranted and debasing dependency on 
government.

That this shift is being intention-
ally sought is suggested by the astonish-
ingly insouciant response we’ve seen to 

many years of exceptionally bad employment 
news. This has led to statements that border 
on the surreal. Most recently at the time of 
this writing, we have seen Obamacare defend-
ers insisting that a reduction in the workforce 
by the equivalent of 2.3 million workers over 
the next seven years, as recently predicted by 
the Congressional Budget Office (CBO), is a 
virtue of the new law, not a defect. Even the 
compliant White House press corps was as-
tonished by the effrontery of the claim, but 
the larger pattern at work here is clear: what 
is being devised is not merely a safety net for 
the needy, but the validation of a work-op-
tional lifestyle, underwritten by government, 
which would represent a shift in fundamental 
American values. 

And the nation is responding to the new 
menu of incentives and disincentives. Al-
ready the labor force participation rate, the 
percentage of the population over the age of 
16 working or actively seeking work, had fall-
en to 62.9% in 2013, down from 66% in 2007, 
and the lowest rate since 1978. CBO predicts 

that rate will continue to fall, to 60.8% by 
2024, an estimate that may well be very con-
servative. The growing number of Americans 
able to get by without working, thanks to 
an ever-enlarging safety net, now including 
Obamacare’s subsidies for the unemployed 
and underemployed, will almost certainly be 
helpful for Democrats on Election Day. But 
it takes no great gift of prophecy to see that 
this pattern cannot be sustained, and that 
it will soon threaten the sustenance of our 
prosperity and what remains of our republi-
can institutions. Not to mention being anti-
thetical to the values and desires of ordinary 
salt-of-the-earth American working people, 
the people whose cause is Fred Siegel’s cen-
tral animating concern in this book—the 
very people who have seen the arc of history, 
and historiography, so forcibly and nastily 
bent away from them.

In other words, siegel’s book is asking 
us to reconsider the history of the last cen-
tury or so through a different lens—the 

lens offered by our tracking the moves and 
motives of the aspirant intellectual class. It is 
all powerfully persuasive, and immensely de-
pressing, and one is left with the same sense 
one has in reading Paul Johnson’s justly cel-
ebrated book Intellectuals (1988): amazed at 
the damage the intellectual class has done, 
and puzzled as to what to do about it. Cer-
tainly a good beginning, however, is to do 
what Siegel has done: to take a leaf from the 
postmodernist book, and show how “the nar-
rative” of liberalism that predominates in our 
schools and mass media is, like all narratives 
in the deconstructionist account of things, ac-
tually designed to serve the interests of power. 
(Why, after all, should it be any different for 
liberals, if the one universal in all politics is 
the relentless pursuit of power? How can 
liberals, and they alone, be motivated by the 
pure pursuit of justice?) So turn their own 
premises against them, and show that, sadly, 
and infuriatingly, the power of liberalism has 
translated into the steady enrichment of those 
who wield it, and into steadily diminishing 
prospects in the lives of the very people it first 
rose to serve. That is precisely what this book 
accomplishes. It strips away “the narrative,” 
and exposes it as a form of self-justification. 
The Revolt Against the Masses should be read 
widely, by Democrats and Republicans alike—
at least by those among them who genuinely 
care about what is being done to the middle 
and working classes. 

Wilfred M. McClay is the G.T. and Libby Blan-
kenship Chair in the History of Liberty at the 
University of Oklahoma. 
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Book Review by Christopher Caldwell

Schoolmaster to the World
Wilson, by A. Scott Berg.
Putnam, 832 pages, $40

Woodrow wilson was ahead of 
his time. Son of a Southern theolo-
gian and preacher, he was 13 when 

he saw Robert E. Lee parade through the 
streets of Augusta, Georgia, in 1870, but he 
stayed ice-cold to the Southern cause. “Because 
I love the South,” he declaimed at Virginia 
Law School in 1879, “I rejoice in the failure of 
the Confederacy.” He spoke already like a poli-
tician, though he would reach his fifties before 
he got to be one. Wilson’s contemporaries in 
America (William Howard Taft, Theodore 
Roosevelt) and Europe (H.H. Asquith, Lloyd 
George, Kaiser Wilhelm) thought in 19th-
century terms. Wilson had more in common 
with the system-upending radicals of the fol-
lowing generation, such as Lenin and Musso-
lini—or, better still, the Italian Marxist phi-
losopher Antonio Gramsci, because Wilson 
was subtle. Where many 20th-century revolu-
tionaries took the bourgeois order for an ob-
stacle to their aims, Wilson saw in it possibili-
ties for power that were hidden in plain sight. 

The question about Wilson that preoccu-
pied Americans in his lifetime—whether his 
program was compatible with America’s Con-
stitution, and its civilization more generally—
has, for better or worse, been settled. Voters 
and judges have hurried the Constitution 
along the path Wilson laid out for it, swap-
ping liberties for efficiencies and congres-
sional powers for executive ones. If today we 
have a “progressive” or a “living” constitution, 
Wilson can claim to be its father. His record—
consumer regulation, women’s suffrage, the 
Federal Reserve, the income tax, World War I, 
and even his failed design for a League of Na-
tions—set the mold in which the institutions 
of modern government were cast. Back then, 
his governing philosophy (“Sometimes people 
call me an idealist…well, that is the way I 
know I am an American”) sounded sanctimo-
nious and naïve—an affront to the American 
character. Today it is the American character. 
That adds urgency to a central question that 
faces, or should face, all Wilson biographers: 

whether the most sweeping re-founder of 
America was ever quite in his right mind. 

In his new biography, wilson, a. scott 
Berg, whose earlier Lindbergh (1998) won 
the Pulitzer Prize, notes a bizarre com-

pulsion that Wilson acquired in his teens and 
kept till the end of his life. Any time he be-
came part of a group or organization—from 
the Eumeneans at Davidson College to the 
Princeton baseball club to the Johns Hopkins 
Literary Society—he would dig up and then 
rewrite its constitution, usually seizing on 
some neglected provision which, in an emer-
gency, could be wielded to make the system 
more efficient, hierarchical, and subject to 
his own wishes. Wilson became a peripatetic 
academic—studying at Davidson, Princeton, 
Virginia Law, and Johns Hopkins; teaching at 
Bryn Mawr and Wesleyan; finally returning 
to Princeton, where he would serve as presi-
dent for almost a decade—and constitutions 
were his specialty.
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His main thought about his own country’s 
Constitution was that it was inadequate to 
the challenges of the day. (That was the mean-
ing of the word “New” in the New Freedom 
he preached in his 1912 presidential run.) He 
preferred England’s constitution, as Walter 
Bagehot described it—a combination of dig-
nified pomp and efficient power exercised 
unapologetically in loco regis. At 19 he wished 
America had “England’s form of government 
instead of the miserable delusion of a repub-
lic” and confided to his diary that “universal 
suffrage is the foundation of every evil in this 
country.” Though wholly un-English in tem-
perament, Wilson was a sentimental anglo-
phile; he wrote his wife after a first visit to 
Oxford that, if he were ever offered a position 
there, America “would see me again only to 
sell the house and fetch you and the children.”

His preference for prime-min-
isterial over presidential govern-
ment—for power-magnifying over 

power-balancing—was the one constant of 
his constitutional philosophy. He avowed it 
to other politicians and schemed towards it in 
private. When it appeared he would lose his 
bid for a second presidential term in 1916 to 
Republican Charles Evans Hughes, he sent a 
letter to the secretary of state with an elabo-
rate and probably illegal plan for his own early 
departure from office, as in a parliamentary 
dissolution. During the battle over the Ver-
sailles Treaty that settled World War I, he 
considered calling on senators to resign and 
fight for their seats over the treaty, promising 
to resign himself if enough pro-treaty sena-
tors lost.

Even including Barack Obama, Wilson 
may have had the shortest career in the public 
eye of anyone elected president. Had it been 
longer, the odds on his election would have 
been longer, too. Wilson did not endear him-
self to his university colleagues, but he always 
impressed them—in the early stages for his 
lecturing style; later on for his unbending self-
righteousness. It was the same everywhere he 
went. 

To a reformer of sufficient self-confidence, 
the very fact that an institution has served 
society well can be a reason to dismantle it. 
In order to adapt Princeton to “modern life,” 
Wilson sought to abolish the system of clubs 
that had been built up over generations. As 
anyone who attended Princeton in the past 
century will realize, he failed. Wilson didn’t 
listen, didn’t understand compromise, and 
couldn’t tell the difference between honest 
disagreement and sworn enmity. He suspect-
ed the board’s opposition was to his person, 
not his plan—but the two blurred in his own 

mind. In 1910, he gave a speech to Princeton 
alumni in Pittsburgh that was so irrational 
(“unhinged” is Berg’s word) that his oppo-
nents had it reprinted and circulated. The 
Princeton debacle was a trial run for his 
failed campaign to get the Senate to approve 
U.S. membership in the League of Nations 
and, more generally, for Wilson’s tendency 
to polarize opinion. His arch-foe, Massa-
chusetts Republican Henry Cabot Lodge, 
would later confide to Theodore Roosevelt: 

“I never expected to hate anyone in politics 
with the hatred I feel toward Wilson.” Just as 
Wilson’s position at Princeton was becoming 
untenable, he was elected governor of New 
Jersey.

“I shall not be a constitutional governor,” he 
said, “because there is one thing that a man 
has to obey over and above the State consti-
tution, and that is his own constitution.” Al-
though he never made any bones about his 
Progressive ideology, he was not the Progres-

base from tariffs (which are somewhat self-
limiting) to income taxes (which can climb 
and climb). He established the debt ceiling (it 
used to be that every bond issue would require 
new legislation). He fought for the women’s 
vote (albeit more slowly than radical suffrag-
ists would have wished) and imposed a kind of 
prohibition as a wartime emergency measure 
(although he would veto the Volstead Act). 
He started an embryonic intelligence agency. 
He urged the adoption of cloture rules to limit 
filibusters. Such reforms allowed him to in-
crease the size of government tenfold.

To forget that Wilson pursued these goals 
in an honest and forthright way would be to 
miss a great secret of his appeal. He enforced 
a 1901 agreement with Britain under which 
U.S. vessels were to receive no special exemp-
tions from Panama Canal tolls. He fought 
crooked corporations by prosecuting individ-
ual decision-makers, feeling the government 
should “divest such persons of their corporate 
cloak and deal with them as with those who 
do not represent their corporations.” (This is 
in marked contrast to the Bush and Obama 
administrations, in which companies have 
paid vast fines for malfeasance related to the 
financial crisis, but no top-level individuals 
have been prosecuted.) But in his most im-
portant task as president, Wilson misled the 
country. 

If the role of the united states in 
World War I is hard to understand, that 
is partly because Wilson understood it 

poorly himself. He called for the war’s autho-
rization on April 2, 1917, on the grounds that 
the United States was fighting for democracy 
in

a war determined upon as wars used 
to be determined upon in the old, un-
happy days when people were nowhere 
consulted by their rulers and wars were 
provoked and waged in the interest of 
dynasties or of little groups of ambi-
tious men who were accustomed to use 
their fellow men as pawns and tools.

Whether he was being disingenuous or 
thoughtless, this was false. Never in history 
had there been a broader groundswell of dem-
ocratic support for a war than there was in 
Europe in 1914.

But for that reason, the common com-
plaint that Wilson lied the country into war 
is not quite fair, either. He didn’t have to. It 
is true that Wilson made his move just weeks 
after fighting the 1916 election on the slogan 

“He kept us out of war.” But there was no anti-
war alternative to Wilson in 1916. Republican 

sive candidate. He was recruited by the cor-
rupt statewide Democratic machine of boss 
James Smith, Jr., and Progressives, in fact, 
opposed him. But the machine was weak—
that is why it needed to put a fresh face on 
its increasingly disreputable operation. Wil-
son was smart enough to see this, and steely 
enough to reject Smith’s every demand for a 
sinecure or a cushy appointment. He caught 
the attention of depleted national Democrats. 
Thanks to a split in the Republican field be-
tween the incumbent William Howard Taft 
and Teddy Roosevelt, aiming to wrest the 
office back from his protégé, Wilson found 
himself in the White House barely two years 
later.

The number of reforms the wilson 
era saw would sound almost superhu-
man if we forgot that the bipartisan 

Progressive Movement already had a long list 
of measures ready to vote on, and legislators 
ready to back them. But most of these reforms 
required a powerful and vastly expanded ex-
ecutive branch, and the Constitution was full 
of mechanisms that made such centralization 
of power impossible. Wilson’s entire life had 
prepared him for the task of disabling those 
mechanisms. He shifted the country’s revenue 

Freud believed that Wilson, 
his head ringing with

scripture, mistook himself
at times for the son of God.
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challenger Charles Evans Hughes backed in-
tervention. So did many of the Republicans 
who would challenge the League of Nations 
at war’s end. There was enough jingoism in 
the United States—especially once the popu-
lar press and Teddy Roosevelt began calling 
for war—to send the country rushing off to 
the trenches in a patriotic fervor, as Europe-
an publics had done in 1914. In fact, that is 
just what happened in America in 1917: pa-
triotism is what Americans thought they were 
fighting for. 

But Wilson thought they were fighting for 
something different. When he urged Ameri-
cans to “make the world safe for democracy,” 
he was not so deluded as to think the country 
was in danger of being invaded. Nor was he 
talking about vindicating America’s system 
of government. On the contrary, he meant to 
reform it out of recognition. He meant to es-
tablish the League of Nations, which he had 
already begun to sketch out in his speeches 
as a “league of honor.” That was America’s ca-
sus belli, as Wilson wanted to see it. In 150 
days of combat, over 100,000 Americans died, 
fighting, so their families and neighbors as-
sumed, to defend their country. But once it 
was over, Wilson, the great rewriter of con-
stitutions, drew the world’s attention to the 

fine print of his oratory, and, like a trial law-
yer triumphantly waving a contract that some 
wronged party had been bamboozled into 
signing, informed them that they had fought 
for no such thing. “If the Treaty is not rati-
fied by the Senate,” he said, “the War will have 
been fought in vain.” This terrifying sentence 
was not rhetoric. 

The price of this misunderstand-
ing was visible in the Treaty of Ver-
sailles. It was high. As Winston 

Churchill and others have said since, Wil-
son made Hitler possible. But the line was 
not direct. Wilson did not actively urge the 
Carthaginian peace that put much of the 
German population at odds with the inter-
national order. He considered himself to 
be fighting both for the League and for fair 
treatment for Germany. But he was a bad ne-
gotiator—his attachment to the League was 
both monomaniacal and visible. Once it was 
obvious that the League was the whole of the 
Treaty to him, he had to pay for it by barter-
ing away everything the other victors want-
ed: for French premier Georges Clemenceau, 
this meant the breaking of Germany, which 
would ultimately produce the Nazis; for the 
Japanese emperor, it meant China’s Shan-

tung province, which, just as disastrously, 
would bring the Sino-Japanese war and Mao 
Zedong. 

It is in the nature of visionary plans to meet 
resistance. That very few nations wanted the 
League of Nations didn’t worry Wilson, nor 
did it stop him from accusing its U.S. oppo-
nents of “breaking the heart of the world.” He 
was so thoroughly prepared to use America’s 
commanding economic position to bring re-
calcitrant Europeans to heel that he some-
times sounds, in his private communications, 
like the villain in a Soviet propaganda film. 

“When the war is over,” he wrote his adviser 
Colonel Edward House, “we can force them 
to our way of thinking, because by that time 
they will, among other things, be financially 
in our hands.” These are America’s allies he 
is talking about. Meeting resistance from It-
aly on a minor negotiating point, he asked a 
financial adviser to make sure a $50 million 
emergency loan was blocked until the country 
came around.

There was only one nation strong enough 
after World War I to resist Wilson’s strong-
arming: his own. The League meant an un-
precedented surrender of U.S. sovereignty, 
for the collective-security arrangements en-
visioned by the League were much more am-
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bitious than those later put in place by the 
United Nations. And what interest did an 
ocean-moated industrial giant have in com-
mitting itself to intervene in (i.e., to escalate) 
wars in every corner of the planet? It had no 
such interest. Like the trustees of Princeton 
presented with Wilson’s plan to destroy the 
university’s institutions, Americans now be-
gan to suspect that the real war aim for which 
they had fought and died was to enshrine 
Woodrow Wilson as a Great Man.

None of the president’s actions 
during and after the Versailles ne-
gotiations dampened this suspicion. 

Berg tells us that when Lloyd George called 
for a peace that would establish the principle 
of “government by consent of the governed”—
the very thing Wilson professed to be fight-
ing for—“Wilson’s spirits sank.” The British 
prime minister was stealing his thunder. At 
an American soldiers’ graveyard in Suresnes, 
he made an implicit comparison of his own 
sacrifice to theirs, insisting that there is 

“something better…that a man can give than 
his life, and that is his living spirit to a ser-
vice that is not easy, to resist counsels that are 
hard to resist, to stand against purposes that 
are difficult to stand against.” 

Convinced that Wilson was embezzling 
glory from the nation, voters gave Republi-
cans majorities in both houses of Congress 
in 1918, and increased them in 1920, a presi-
dential year when Democrats failed to win a 
single state outside the Old South. American 
participation in the League was dead. The 
almost absolute powers conferred on Wil-
son through “emergency” legislation, however, 
lived on.

The political scientist Robert Nisbet wrote 
decades later in Twilight of Authority (1975),

I believe it no exaggeration to say that 
the West’s first real experience with 
totalitarianism—political absolutism 
extended into every possible area of 
culture and society, education, religion, 
industry, the arts, local community and 
family included, with a kind of terror al-
ways waiting in the wings—came with 
the American war state under Wood-
row Wilson.

The Justice Department worked with a net-
work of 250,000 informers—the American 
Protective League—to root out those suspect-
ed of treason. Wilson warned that newly nat-
uralized citizens “have poured the poison of 

disloyalty into the very arteries of our national 
life.” He jailed dissenters, including the gentle 
socialist Eugene Debs. He created a network 
of propagandists, “Four-Minute Men,” to give 
spontaneous-looking defenses of government 
policy during cinema intermissions, and en-
listed a stable of writers—including George 
Creel and Ray Stannard Baker—as court his-
torians, showing that there could be a revolv-
ing door between “idealistic” muckraking and 
servile propaganda. An expanded sense of the 
president’s personal prerogatives developed, 
along with a sinister courtier culture. On the 
eve of the Armistice in 1918, Colonel House 
cabled him: “Autocracy is dead; long live de-
mocracy and its immortal leader.”

The “bought” nature of so much 
World War I opinion about Wilson 
creates a historiographical problem for 

any biographer, but particularly one of Berg’s 
type. Berg has set out to write an intimate 
biography—a story of Wilson the person. Its 
focus is more on Ellen Wilson’s plans for the 
White House Rose Garden, say, than Wood-
row Wilson’s plans for the Saarland. Those 
interested in Wilson the politician will soon 
weary of sentences like: “A buffet supper fol-
lowed—oyster patties, boned capon, Virginia 
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for the death of Secretary of State William 
Jennings Bryan, Wilson replied, “What a 
dear partisan you are…and how you can hate, 
too!” Like many petty people, he was obsessed 
with the “bigness” and “smallness” of various 
human actions. On Armistice Day in 1922, 
addressing a crowd of true believers in the 
League of Nations, he said: “Puny persons 
who are now standing in the way will pres-
ently find that their weakness is no match for 
the strength of a moving Providence.”

Sigmund Freud, who late in life co-au-
thored a controversial study of Wilson, found 
one such episode bizarre and significant. On 
the night of Wilson’s presidential election vic-
tory in 1912, the chairman of his campaign 
committee visited his house in Princeton. “Be-
fore we proceed,” Wilson greeted him, “I wish 
it clearly understood that I owe you nothing. 

God ordained that I should be the next presi-
dent of the United States. Neither you nor 
any other mortal could have prevented that.” 
Freud believed that Wilson, his head ringing 
with scripture, mistook himself at times for 
the son of God. 

But those words could be said in 
a humble way or an arrogant way. The 
question they raise for us is whether 

Wilson was admitting his powerlessness over 
circumstances or claiming to be under God’s 
protection. Berg does not resolve the question. 
He gives Biblical titles and epigraphs to all 
his chapters (“Advent,” “Paul,” “Passion,” 

“Resurrection”) to pretentious effect, without 
making clear whether he’s proposing a parallel 
between Wilson and Christ or endorsing 
Freud’s sense that Wilson is crackers. Instead, 
Berg hazards a partial medical explanation 
for Wilson’s moods: that he was of unsound 
body and mind for large parts of his adult life. 
Wilson appears to have had his first stroke at 
age 35 and suffered an episode of blindness at 
49. A final stroke would incapacitate him for 
the last year of his presidency. Berg wonders 
whether he was suffering from dementia at 
Versailles, remarking on his “impatience,” 
“self-absorption,” “compulsive” and “suspicious” 
behavior, but admitting that “[m]ost of those 
symptoms were, in fact, chronic attributes of 
Woodrow Wilson.” 

The parts of Berg’s book that cover the 
Versailles conference in 1919—when Wilson 
was suddenly exposed, for the only time in his 
life, to the extended and intimate inspection 
of people who were neither fawning relatives 
nor terrified subordinates—are far richer 
and more rounded than the rest of the book. 
It was in Versailles that Wilson met Clem-
enceau, who warned him: “The history of the 
United States is a glorious history, but short”; 
and Harold Nicolson of the British delegation 
who found in him “no gift for differentiation, 
no capacity for adjustment to circumstances.” 
Woodrow Wilson was used to being deferred 
to in his still not especially sophisticated na-
tive land. It had been only 24 months since 
he had first called for a “League of Peace” in 
January 1917, the first step towards entering 
the war. South Carolina Senator Ben Tillman 
had called it “the most startling and noblest 
utterance that has fallen from human lips 
since the Declaration of Independence.” It al-
most surely did not occur to Wilson that his 
ignorance of who started the Franco-Prussian 
war, or of whether Sarajevo is in Bosnia or 
Serbia, might be a reason to moderate his am-
bitions to remake the world in his own image. 

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor of the 
Weekly Standard.

ham, chicken salad, caramel ice cream, and a 
three-tiered wedding cake.”

An intimate biography can be a useful win-
dow on a personalized presidency. The prob-
lem is, no one ever remained intimate with 
Wilson unless he showed he worshipped the 
ground Wilson walked on. Wilson wielded 
against all those who disagreed with him a 
vindictive, grudge-holding, lifelong hatred. 
He had fantasies of revenge and would go to 
great lengths to satisfy them in the smallest 
measure. During a visit to Princeton, he sent 
for his former best friend, Jack Hibben, his re-
placement as university president, only to tell 
him he did not wish to see him. (Berg takes a 
more neutral view of this incident.) His sec-
ond wife, Edith, brought out his nastiness 
like a highlighting solution in an X-ray. After 
getting a note from her in which she wished 
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Book Review by Ken Masugi

Renewing the Republic and Republicans
Lincoln Unbound: How an Ambitious Young Railsplitter Saved the American Dream—and How We Can Do It Again,

by Rich Lowry. Broadside Books, 288 pages, $26.99

At his first inauguration ronald 
Reagan looked out from the Capitol 
to the national monuments before 

him, acknowledged the temple almost two 
miles distant, and declared, “Whoever would 
understand in his heart the meaning of Amer-
ica will find it in the life of Abraham Lincoln.” 
Rich Lowry, the editor of National Review, 
moves his readers’ hearts to love the mean-
ing of Lincoln’s life and rekindle their love of 
America. Without such a recovery, he writes, 
“We are on the path to a class society inimical 
to our ideals and our history. We are not what 
we have been.”

This renewal requires revitalizing the Re-
publican Party and erasing the Monopoly 
game rich man caricature it has become in too 
many eyes. “Most important for Republicans 
now is to commit themselves to that larger 
purpose, a society of equality of opportuni-
ty where all can rise. Limiting government…
can’t just be an end in itself. It must be joined 
to a larger vision of a dynamic, fluid society.” 
This means presenting Lincoln not only as our 

greatest rhetorician and statesman, but as a 
man who understood and encouraged abun-
dant economic opportunity. 

Lowry draws on the best Lincoln scholar-
ship to understand his subject’s mind and his 
actions. But unlike most scholars, Lowry ex-
hibits a Promethean political aim, Lincolnian 
in its zeal. Thus, he follows implicitly the lead 
of Harry V. Jaffa’s revolutionary Crisis of the 
House Divided (1959). It was Jaffa who took 
seriously the question of the truth of Lincoln’s 
principles, and hence their continuing impor-
tance for our own politics. 

Whether the 16th president 
can still be our teacher depends 
on whether we can rescue him 

from what Lowry calls his “body snatchers.” 
Opportunists left and right, such as Mario 
Cuomo and Thomas DiLorenzo, have manu-
factured faux Lincolns, either to praise or con-
demn demagogically. DiLorenzo’s efforts are 
especially transparent, as the many critics of 
his supposedly libertarian critique of Lincoln 

have shown. (See Thomas Krannawitter’s 
“Dishonest About Abe,” CRB, Spring 2002; 
with DiLorenzo’s reply, Correspondence, Fall 
2002. See also my “The Unreal Lincoln,” in 
National Review, October 11, 2002.) As if se-
cession—on behalf of slavery!—could possi-
bly be a limited government principle. Lowry 
cites the figures proving that Lincoln’s war 
policies did not bring about the governmental 
centralization that the later Progressives did. 
And he demolishes the Lincoln-as-racist slan-
der hawked by DiLorenzo and others. 

But it is the Progressives’ Lincoln who 
dominates our understanding. Although 
Theodore Roosevelt, historian Albert Bev-
eridge, and others created this myth, the chief 
fabulist remains Franklin Roosevelt. Besides 
his First Inaugural and his Commonwealth 
Club Address, the key speech for under-
standing the New Deal is FDR’s July 3, 1938, 
short speech at Gettysburg, celebrating the 
battle’s 75th anniversary. Especially during 
the current sesquicentennial commemoration 
of Gettysburg, we should revisit Roosevelt’s 
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reinterpretation. The Civil War, he asserted, 
was about “whether each generation facing its 
own circumstances can summon the practi-
cal devotion to attain and retain that greatest 
good for the greatest number which this gov-
ernment of the people was created to ensure.” 
This utilitarianism in turn means that for a 
democracy, “Never can it have as much ability 
and purpose as it needs in that striving; the 
end of battle does not end the infinity of those 
needs.” For FDR, Gettysburg was fought for 
unlimited government—on behalf of the ma-
jority’s unending “needs,” not for free govern-
ment on behalf of a free and self-governing 
people. 

Lowry begins his revival of the real, 
anti-Progressive Lincoln by bringing up 
some of the statesman’s lesser-known 

speeches, which go to the heart of America’s 
political principles. In a brief welcome to the 
166th Ohio Regiment (August 22, 1864), 
Lincoln succinctly states the war’s purpose: 

I beg you to remember this, not mere-
ly for my sake, but for yours. I happen, 
temporarily, to occupy this big White 
House. I am a living witness that any one 
of your children may look to come here 
as my father’s child has. It is in order that 
each one of you may have, through this 
free government which we have enjoyed, 
an open field, and a fair chance for your 
industry, enterprise, and intelligence; 
that you may all have equal privileges in 
the race of life with all its desirable hu-
man aspirations—it is for this that the 
struggle should be maintained, that we 
may not lose our birthrights—not only 
for one, but for two or three years, if nec-
essary. The nation is worth fighting for, 
to secure such an inestimable jewel.

“I am a living witness that any one of your 
children may look to come here as my father’s 
child has.” How did Lincoln do it? His insight, 
Lowry argues, is as good today as it was then: 

“We are by birthright and through our free in-
stitutions, a nation of aspiration.” 

Lowry singles out other speeches deal-
ing with self-advancement. These include 
the ingenious speeches on inventions during 
and after Lincoln’s unsuccessful Senate cam-
paign (April 6, 1858, and February 11, 1859). 
At the beginning of the first speech Lincoln 
identifies “every man” as a “miner.” He pro-
ceeds to describe the transformation of the 
earth through human effort—at every point 
supported by Biblical quotation, mostly from 
Genesis. In the second, he contrasts inventive 
Young America with Old (Testament) Fogey, 
Adam. Lincoln raises today’s question: will 

Americans continue to advance in a globalized 
economy or will we cease to prosper? 

With lincoln’s words in mind, 
Lowry makes a deft sketch of this 
indefatigable spirit. We see the rail-

splitter who rose in life, the striver who came 
literally out of the woods to enjoy personal 
prosperity and prestige, and who wanted that 
chance for all Americans. The self-taught law-
yer who joined the Whig Party and adhered 
to its economic goals (“the party of the rich”) 
but who gave them a deeper moral basis, to 
create a “republic of striving.”

Another man might have saved the 
Union; only Lincoln could have 
grasped and defined so precisely and 
profoundly what made it worthy of the 
saving. He felt it. He understood it. He 
had lived it.

Lincoln’s life and subsequent political proj-
ect “opened the way for the upward march of 
those behind him and left a legacy to be hon-
ored by ensuring that, in America, the way al-
ways stays open.” Lowry’s Lincoln is both an 
example and a policy guide. He is a political 
man in the best sense of the term, a conniver 
for equality under hostile circumstances, a 

“frustrated engineer,” and still the only presi-
dent to own a patent (for a machine to lift 
stuck boats). Thus, the railroad for Lincoln 
was “the heroic extension of human poten-
tial”—against Russell Kirk’s condemnation 
of the automobile as a “mechanical Jacobin.” 

This is a Lincoln for a middle-class nation 
beset by anxieties about its future—a sim-
mering crisis. As the U.S. drifts further from 
its founding principles, those with the stron-
gest spirits flail in irrational desperation, of-
ten mistaking means for ends. Given his em-
phasis on striving to bring about advancement 
and wealth-creation, we might assume Lowry 
is preaching libertarianism. But he is not. 
Lincoln would unite two disparate factions 
of conservatism, characterized by libertar-
ian Ron Paul and paleo-conservative Patrick 
Buchanan, both Lincoln-haters. By mistak-
ing the New Deal zombie Lincoln for the real 
man, they show the same contempt for Amer-
ica that the Left does. Lowry would respond, 

“In the spirit of Lincoln, our project should be 
equal parts modernization (opening the vistas 
of the economic future) and recovery (of the 
American character and of bourgeois virtues).” 
Though one can quarrel with the author’s vari-
ous policy prescriptions—is there too much 
emphasis on increased immigration?—his 
suggestions amount to a new look at govern-
ment, education, employment, infrastructure, 
and culture, all led by the ethic of striving. 

In seeking advancement for all, “Lincoln 
favored an active government, not a blunder-
buss government.” He “democratized Whig-
gish economics…. In Lincoln, the banks and 
the log cabin met.” This recalls James Madi-
son’s insistence on the centrality of property, 
properly understood: “In a word, as a man is 
said to have a right to his property, he may be 
equally said to have a property in his rights.” 
And conscience is the most sacred of those 
rights. We see this Lincolnian perspective 
as well in the recent Chevrolet television ad 
that describes “the car for the richest guys on 
earth”—who prefer being a partner to making 
partner, who await not the opening bell but 
the school bell. This is a pitch for middling 
folks. It celebrates the work ethic and fam-
ily, and rejects workaholism. Such a unified 
understanding of rights for all would teach a 
Republican never to squeal the self-destruc-
tive slogan “class warfare” when it’s everyone’s 
rights that are being assaulted.

From another quarter, some thoughtful, 
religiously inclined conservatives hear praise 
for capitalism and fear the cloven hoof of 
Ayn Rand. To such critics, property rights 
threaten the denigration of religion, art, and 
philosophy, as though John Locke were John 
Galt. Yet Americans continue to regard them-
selves as children of God, while believing each 
of us owns himself. That’s the way Americans 
live—not using God to justify ruling others; 
but ruling oneself and seeing a fellow human 
being (an image of God) in one’s neighbor. 

The editor of national review is 
himself a model of how the conserva-
tive movement might become one of 

Lincoln men and women. We have to remem-
ber where NR came from. In his compelling 
memoir, Right Time, Right Place (2009), NR 
senior editor Richard Brookhiser describes 
William F. Buckley, Jr., as “[o]ne of [Harry] 
Jaffa’s few converts” on an editorial staff hos-
tile to him. Buckley’s Lincoln conversion left a 
legacy in Brookhiser and now Lowry. 

Following the 2008 elections the chas-
tened House Republicans devoured Amity 
Shlaes’s The Forgotten Man (2007), finding 
hope in its critique of the New Deal. The 
Republican Party and the conservative 
movement—the Tea Party most of all—
would benefit even more from absorbing 
Rich Lowry’s Lincoln Unbound. To a move-
ment and a party that often seem to have a 
death wish, this book might inspire a new 
birth of freedom.

Ken Masugi is a senior fellow of the Claremont 
Institute and is writing a book on the Declara-
tion of Independence and citizenship in the age 
of multiculturalism.
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Book Review by Walter Russell Mead

On the Road Again
Shaping Our Nation: How Surges of Migration Transformed America and Its Politics, by Michael Barone.

Crown Forum, 320 pages, $27

Is the age of mass mexican immigration 
to the United States about to end? In 
Shaping Our Nation, Michael Barone, one of 

the leading students of American demography 
and voting patterns, suggests that this might 
be the case. His contrarian take on Mexican 
immigration is part of a larger concern 
driving his fascinating and iconoclastic new 
book: Barone believes that both liberal and 
conservative commentators are too alarmist 
about the state of contemporary America, 
and he would like us all to relax. 

Most Americans, consciously or uncon-
sciously, use the post-World War II era as 
their baseline when analyzing the state of the 
nation. Conservatives may pine for an era of 
Ozzie and Harriet domesticity, but social sci-
entists (mostly liberal) are in fact much more 
locked into the view that the United States 
from about 1945 to 1965 was “normal” and 
that any deviation from its standards repre-
sents an alarming deterioration in the condi-
tions of American life. The ’40s and ’50s co-
incided with the social sciences’ dramatic rise 
in American higher education, and the con-
ditions observed then unavoidably influenced 

the assumptions and perceptions of later re-
searchers in the field. For Barone, however, 
the relative stability of those postwar years 
was exceptional; for most of its history the 
United States has been a tumultuous, divid-
ed, and rapidly transitioning society marked 
more by conflict and competition among re-
gions, classes, and ethnic and racial groups 
than by consensus and calm. 

Shaping our nation is the latest 
installment in a long project of inves-
tigation and reflection that has taken 

Barone from the first edition of his landmark 
Almanac of American Politics (1972) through 
books like Our Country: The Shaping of Amer-
ica from Roosevelt to Reagan (1990), The New 
Americans: How the Melting Pot Can Work 
(2001), Hard America, Soft America: Compe-
tition vs. Coddling and the Battle for the Na-
tion’s Future (2004), and Our First Revolution: 
The Remarkable British Upheaval that Inspired 
America’s Founding Fathers (a 2007 study 
of Britain’s Glorious Revolution in 1688). 
Through all these works, he has tried to un-
derstand the sources and nature of American 

society’s dynamism. From this train of analy-
sis comes a solidly grounded appreciation of 
the importance, and also the durability, of 
America’s liberal, open society. In particular, 
he understands something that very few on ei-
ther the Right or the Left grasp: that instabil-
ity and turbulence are not a sign of pathology 
in American society; they are its natural con-
dition, and an America that stayed tranquil 
and calm for very long would be in big trouble. 
This volume returns to a topic that has long 
fascinated him. American society is founded 
on the mass migration of peoples, and im-
migration has always been a prime source of 
the turbulence and creativity that undergird 
American wealth and power.

This is an opportune moment for such a 
book because immigration is one of the most 
polarizing questions in American politics, with 
advocates calling for legalization for millions 
of undocumented alien workers and families, 
while opponents call for measures to tighten 
border security and encourage illegals to “self-
deport.” The issue fuses questions of culture, 
identity, economics, and party politics: What 
kind of country do we—should we—live in? 
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Who are the American people, and will im-
migration change our identity? What is the 
effect of immigration on income distribution? 
How will immigrants vote, and will new im-
migrants swell the ranks of what some call the 

“emerging Democratic majority”? 
Shaping Our Nation will ruffle feathers 

on both the Left and the Right, but it offers 
insights that could change the way we think 
about an issue that isn’t going away. 

First, barone hammers home an im-
portant point: disruptive, uncomfort-
able, and challenging waves of immigra-

tion aren’t some new and horrible phenom-
enon. From the 18th century, when waves of 
angry, anti-establishment Scots-Irish immi-
grants destabilized the cultural and political 
status quo of the seaboard colonial societies, 
right up to the present day, the United States 
has experienced successive mass movements 
of immigrants who vexed and changed the 
American order. 

Second, he argues persuasively that waves 
of immigration from abroad are only one di-
mension of the story. Mass internal migra-
tion—from one part of the United States to 
another on an epic scale—has been equally 
disruptive and decisive in shaping this coun-
try. The (forced) migration of slaves from the 
old Atlantic seaboard tobacco and indigo 
plantations to the rich new cotton plantations 
from Georgia to Texas continues to shape the 
politics and culture of the South today. The 
huge migration of New Englanders into the 
Middle West and later into the Pacific North-
west created a transcontinental moral and po-
litical community still observable in present-
day voting patterns. Twin movements of black 
and white workers from the South to new 
opportunities in the industrializing Middle 
West and (during and after World War II) 
in California, changed the face of urban and 
suburban America in ways we still struggle to 
understand and to cope with. 

Third, Barone reminds us that every one 
of these waves, whether originating inside or 
outside the United States, caught contempo-
rary observers by surprise. Each grew quickly 
and led observers to believe that it was going 
to continue—and accelerate—into the dis-
tant future. But each came to a sudden and 
unexpected end. In one case, the U.S. gov-
ernment was responsible, when restrictive 
legislation slashed immigration from much 
of central, eastern, and southern Europe af-

ter 1924. All the other waves of mass migra-
tion, internal and external, have started and 
stopped on their own, without any significant 
government intervention. 

Barone’s suggestion that large-scale Mexi-
can immigration may be drawing to its close 
is based on this analysis. Numerically, he re-
ports, the drop-off in Mexican immigration is 
comparable to the sudden decline in German 
and Irish newcomers in the 1890s. Although 
he acknowledges that it is too soon to be sure, 
he notes that since the economic downturn 
that began in 2007, both legal and illegal im-
migration from Mexico have fallen to much 
lower levels. 

For many recent Mexican immigrants, 
the recession was particularly devastating. It 
struck hardest in states with large recent im-
migrant populations (like the “sand states” of 
New Mexico, Arizona, California, and Ne-
vada), where the collapse of the construction 
industry destroyed many of their jobs. Be-
yond that, the housing bubble destroyed the 

migrants aren’t getting along well. Democrats 
conclude from this that the coming decades 
will be a time of lasting Democratic politi-
cal hegemony; immigrants will be part of the 

“emerging Democratic majority” that analysts 
John Judis and Ruy Teixeira have predicted. 
Hispanic immigrants, despite some GOP 
success among Cuban-Americans (and likely 
success among Venezuelan immigrants es-
caping that country’s implosion), have become 
steadily more Democratic in their voting pat-
terns, with 62% voting for Al Gore in 2000 
and 71% for Barack Obama in 2012. Asian-
American immigrants, too: 31% voted Demo-
cratic in 1992, 73% in 2012.

These voting patterns should trouble GOP 
activists, but Barone’s book points to another 
scenario. Social conservatives oppose immi-
gration largely because they fear for the integ-
rity of the Anglo-American cultural identi-
ty—the synthesis of old and new immigrants 
that the restriction laws of the 1920s tried 
to freeze in place. That old demography has 
been eroding since immigration was liberal-
ized in the 1960s. Barone argues that the U.S. 
population’s relative demographic stability in 
the 1950s was no more “normal” than other 
features of the post-1945 period in Ameri-
can life. The American character that social 
conservatives champion today is the product 
of centuries of demographic change, culture 
clashes, and political struggle. In fact, turbu-
lence and change favor American dynamism, 
and social conservatives, he counsels, can 
and should view the changes taking place in 
America today with wary optimism rather 
than with bleak despair. 

If Michael Barone is right that Mexican 
immigration has peaked and today’s era of po-
litical polarization and cultural conflict repre-
sents a return to American norms rather than 
a dangerous lurch into unprecedented strife, 
Republicans may be able to reach out to im-
migrants with more confidence and less intra-
party conflict. But whatever the political im-
plications of this eminently clear and readable 
book, Shaping Our Nation affords every reader 
both a richer, better informed perspective on 
the forces that made America the country it is 
and a stronger appreciation of the continuing 
dynamism of American life. 

Walter Russell Mead is the James Clarke Chace 
Professor of Foreign Affairs and Humanities at 
Bard College and editor-at-large of the American 
Interest magazine.

savings of first-time homeowners, a group that 
included many immigrants. With the fertility 
rate in Mexico continuing to fall, and a com-
bination of economic reforms and favorable 
international conditions leading to a revival of 
employment opportunities there, the peak of 
Mexican immigration to the U.S. may indeed 
have passed. 

Although barone’s approach is not 
partisan, it could be especially use-
ful to Republicans, who are divided 

between libertarians endorsing open im-
migration and other conservatives taking a 
more skeptical view. The continuing desire of 
millions of people to seek opportunity here 
shows that the U.S. is still a beacon of hope 
around the world. As long as millions abroad 
think, “Yankee go home…and take me with 
you!” the American dream still holds its ap-
peal. Moreover, one might think that many 
immigrants would lean Republican, attracted 
by a political platform that preaches growth 
and opportunity. Yet conservatives and im-

Instability and turbulence
are not a sign of pathology

in American society.
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Book Review by Harvey C. Mansfield

Politics Without the Regime
The Great Debate: Edmund Burke, Thomas Paine, and the Birth of Right and Left, by Yuval Levin.

Basic Books, 296 pages, $27.99

It is not an ordinary debate, nor even 
a great one, but the great debate that Yuval 
Levin brings to our attention. The debate 

is ours today in America and elsewhere in lib-
eral democracies between the Right and the 
Left. It is even more the great debate because 
it raises the fundamental question in human 
thought between taking one’s guidance from 
actual circumstances as opposed to abstract 
principle. The contrast Levin sets forth be-
tween Edmund Burke, the greatest philosoph-
ical champion of the circumstantial, and Tom 
Paine, the most gifted exponent of simple and 
abstract philosophy, is in itself nothing new. 
Paine made sure of it by confronting Burke’s 
best-known work, Reflections on the Revolu-
tion in France (1790) with its best-known cri-
tique in his own Rights of Man (1791-92). But 
Levin’s treatment of this great debate is all the 
more original as it works in familiar ground.

In one sense his book is not original; it 
bears no traces of its origin as a doctoral dis-
sertation—no pedantry, no stuffy language, 
no inconsequential fact. This is a dissertation 
that a graduate student might dream of. Levin 
has to inform us of his indebtedness to profes-

sors Ralph Lerner, Nathan Tarcov, and Leon 
Kass at the University of Chicago, who must 
be satisfied with a student who thanks them 
for gifts he has appropriated so skillfully that 
readers cannot see them.

Levin also acknowledges his partisan po-
sition, one could say occupation, as conserva-
tive—the formidable editor of National Affairs 
and a fellow at the Ethics and Public Policy 
Center—and he might seem to raise suspi-
cion by claiming to enlighten our present-day 
debate: could this be an act of tendentious 
scholarship designed to maneuver the Left to-
day into a situation it would find difficult and 
disagreeable to defend? But in fact Levin is a 
dispassionate moderator rather than a debater 
on the sly, and an analyst rather than a neutral 
reporter. A special virtue of his book is to el-
evate the case for Paine’s view to a level of un-
derstanding it has never received from his sup-
porters, so as to make it a worthy opponent of 
Burke’s. For Burke has almost always been rec-
ognized (Karl Marx was a notable exception) 
as a great thinker and Paine disdained as not 
his equal. Both have been recognized as mas-
ters of rhetoric, with Burke’s gorgeous elabora-

tion matched against Paine’s powerful simpli-
fication. But Levin brings out the thought and 
the logic behind the latter’s rhetoric as never 
before, so much so that at first sight he seems 
to aid the Left more than the Right. 

His gift to the right appears 
when conservatives begin to learn 
better what motivates their oppo-

nents and the partial truth they have hold 
of. Indeed, both the Left and the Right will 
understand themselves better when they see 
something of the inevitability of the differ-
ence between them, and hence the perma-
nence of their existence within a whole com-
prising both sides. Each of them is bound to 
provoke, in a manner to nourish, the other. 
Yet the awareness of the debate gained from 
Levin’s book will not put an end to the debate. 
There is no secure victory to be conceived for 
either side, and no average middle that can 
bring quiet without temporary defeat for one 
side. Peace in the great debate is an illusion.

Another originality of the book is to make 
the French Revolution relevant to the Ameri-
can. The debate between Burke and Paine 
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arose over the French Revolution, and Amer-
icans are in the habit of distinguishing their 
Revolution from the French and of contrast-
ing the moderation of their revolutionaries to 
the bloody excesses of the French. Moreover, 
Americans like to think that Americans were 
in charge of the American Founding. They 
have felt grateful to Burke and Paine for as-
sisting their cause, Burke in his Speech on Con-
ciliation with the Colonies (1775) and Paine 
in Common Sense (1776), two works that in 
better days were read in American schools. 
But they were not grateful to them for being 
their cause—in opposite ways, as Levin has it. 
Burke was a British statesman and Paine was 
a sometime American, more because Ameri-
ca was with him rather than he with America. 
Neither was an American Founding Father. 
Yet, according to Levin, it appears we owe the 
defining distinctions of our current politics 
to them.

Conservatives are fond of call-
ing for return to America’s founding 
principles as opposed to the Progres-

sives’ departure from them—and rightly so. 
But those principles do not account for our 
political parties, absent from the founding 
but soon to appear. One must look very hard 
in The Federalist for the party difference that 
soon developed between Alexander Hamil-
ton and James Madison, its co-authors. Levin 
asks conservatives to consider the great de-
bate as the one continuing today between our 
parties—normal to us—which constitutes 
the very occasion prompting them to return 
to the founding. One thing they do not find 
in the founding is “liberals” versus “conserva-
tives.” Instead they find Federalists and Anti-
Federalists, a surprisingly diverse division of 
opinion. 

Does the founding make room for the great 
debate or are 1776 and 1787 solely conserva-
tive, as the conservative appeal to them today 
implies? Liberals may be under the delusion 
that conservatism is obsolete and bound to 
vanish, leaving them in charge. But conserva-
tives, the reactive (in this sense, reactionary) 
party, cannot forget that they depend for their 
existence on what they regard as liberals’ delu-
sions. Both parties seem to be quite seawor-
thy vessels, proven indeed over the years to be 
unsinkable, firing at each other with great but 
never fatal effect and somehow scoring many 
hits while shooting from a tilt.

Now it could be said that the necessary 
addition to the founding principles is to be 
found in the statesmanship of Abraham Lin-
coln, who himself led a party calling for the 
return to those principles. One could add that 
the appeal he particularly made to natural hu-

man equality should be more than agreeable 
to liberals today, and that it set the stage for 
present partisan differences over the meaning 
of equality. But before slavery became the par-
tisan issue in American politics, political par-
ties emerged from a disagreement between the 
Jeffersonian republicans and the Federalists, 
in part, over whether to welcome, and how 
to handle, the French Revolution. By arguing 
the relevance today of the Burke-Paine debate, 
Levin brings along the French Revolution to 
us as the baggage of the American Founding. 
He does not make this point, but at the least 
he makes us wonder whether the violence of 
that revolution lies hidden in the vehemence 
of our politics. Burke was appalled at the vio-
lence and Paine suffered in a revolutionary jail 
because of it; where is it in the great debate?

Perhaps the answer is in the fact, as Levin 
insists, that the debate between Burke and 
Paine lies within liberalism, even within mod-
ern thought. Not just our politics, but also our 
thought oscillates between the Abstract of 
Paine and the Circumstantial of Burke. Here 
is the choice between rationalism and empiri-
cism, between the sort of conceiving that zeal-
ously follows its logic to an extreme, liberated 
from all the past, which has lost its force and 
exists merely up-to-now, and only if we wish 
it; and prudent circumspection that keeps 
context always in view and advances from tra-
dition warily, more to continue existing than 
to improve, like a small animal darting to seek 
food from its hidey-hole.

Following levin’s suggestion to see 
the great debate as within liberalism, 
one could note how it compares to the 

debate in the Aristotelian tradition preceding 
liberalism against which liberalism rebelled. 
In Aristotle there is a fundamental debate in 
politics between democracy and oligarchy as 
to who should rule, the many or the few. Ev-
ery regime is one or the other or some sort of 
mix of the two. A regime as such represents a 
settlement of that debate, in that some party 
of one, few, or many has won the debate and 
rules according to its opinion or principle. 
In his view, the great debate is a permanent 
feature of politics and will always continue; 
because there is reason in human nature to 
defend both the equality of all and the supe-
riority of some; any settlement between them 
in the regime is open to challenge from par-
tisans of the defeated side. A modern version 
of Aristotle’s presentation can be found in 
Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, 
where he describes the two “great parties” to 
be found everywhere, as wanting to restrict 
popular power or extend it indefinitely—or, 
as aristocracy and democracy.

Characteristic of liberalism from its be-
ginning in the 17th-century political philoso-
phy of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke and 
their friends is the wish to avoid a form of 
ruling, the wish shared by both Burke and 
Paine, each from his side of the great debate 
as liberalism sees it. To rule is to determine 
a form of government that will promote and 
defend a certain way of life; the Aristotelian 
or Tocquevillian regime seeks to set a stamp 
on society as aristocratic or democratic in 
every regard. It does this mainly through re-
ligion, which was the aspect that stirred the 
hostility of these early, generic liberals. Their 
solution was politics without a regime, in-
tended to produce a society without a domi-
nating religion; so eager were they to coun-
ter religious domination in society that they 
tried to make it impossible for any opinion 
to dominate. They threw out Aristotelian 
politics to foil the Christian politics—and 
above all, the internecine Christian wars—
to which they thought Aristotle had unwit-
tingly given rise.

This general solution had many 
varieties mostly because liberal phi-
losophers and politicians did not find 

it easy to remove pre-liberal prejudice, par-
ticularly religious prejudice. One way to do 
so was to encourage spontaneous behavior 
(usually with incentives, so not fully “spon-
taneous”) in commerce, such as in Adam 
Smith’s “natural system of liberty”; a second 
way was to introduce rational alternatives to 
religious prejudice such as Locke’s “reason-
ableness of Christianity.” A difficulty in the 
first way was that many people would cling 
spontaneously to inherited errors; and a dif-
ficulty in the second way was that the new ra-
tional way of life could require more oppres-
sion to impose than any Aristotelian regime, 
for example, in the French Revolution and its 
later imitations.

Levin’s contrast of Burke and Paine illus-
trates and expands these two general substi-
tutes in liberalism for the regime. His book 
is organized by topics common to Burke and 
Paine or issues between them so that the 
reader finds the great debate of liberalism 
carried on in each chapter, the two authors 
attacking and defending each other, the two 
of them debating philosophy while acting “in 
the arena.” For them, the assumptions of pol-
itics become questions of politics, the first be-
ing “nature and history.” Paine, like Plato and 
Aristotle, insists on going beyond man’s ear-
liest history to his nature, to what always is. 
There he differs from the early liberals (and 
indeed from Jean-Jacques Rousseau as well) 
by discovering not only a state of nature be-
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fore society but also a “natural society” after 
it. His liberalism is one of individuals with-
out aggressive individuality, without the self-
ishness that energizes and endangers liberty 
according to more discerning liberal thinkers. 
Burke, with a view to human selfishness, op-
poses any return to a barbaric state of nature 
where selfishness is exposed and even justi-
fied; he appeals instead to “the pleasing illu-
sions” of art that cover over selfishness and 
yet deter it, following “the pattern of nature” 
in the preservation of inherited practices 
rather than returning to original nature in its 
stark simplicity, as does Paine.

From this opposition levin turns 
to that of justice and order. He finds 
utilitarian and natural law interpreta-

tions of Burke unsatisfactory, and fashions 
his own between them in the notion of pre-
scription taken from Roman law and learned 
through the experience of political life rather 
than imposed on it by philosophy. Prescrip-
tion follows the “model of natural generation” 
and produces justice over time—easy to live 
with but difficult to defend rationally. Paine 
does the opposite: he makes a direct appeal 
to the simple order of justice regardless of any 
code of chivalry and decries Burke, who “pit-

ies the plumage, but forgets the dying bird.” 
Accordingly, Paine declares politics to be 
the exercise of choice—just or unjust—and 
Burke defines it as it appears to us, a matter 
of obligation incurred by being born to our 
parents into our society. Paine’s ample no-
tion of choice implies that we have rights first 
and foremost, so that all obligations derive 
from rights and are based on consent. Such 
a conception, Burke believes, overlooks hu-
man sentiments of pride and affection, and 
encourages an unsentimental, ungrateful tyr-
anny of the majority, as seen in the French 
revolutionaries. He goes so far as to deny a 
right of self-government and does not see self-
government in the experience of politics, as 
Tocqueville does.

Then comes a contrast of reason and pre-
scription in politics—Paine’s rational politics 
of Enlightenment for which only rational 
government is legitimate, versus Burke’s pre-
scription that rejects theory as too simple and 
endows practice with an imputed reason. The 
reason is imputed by Burke—who in this is, 
like Tocqueville, a modern philosopher for 
non-philosophers—and he finds it in the 
rules of prudence. For Paine, reason is strong 
enough on its own to defeat cunning politi-
cians, though it may need Paine’s help to deal 

with priests. Reason in the individual is not 
perverted by human selfishness, and in society 
knowledge once learned cannot be unlearned. 
In this view, reason is inherently progressive; 
it not merely defeats prejudice for a time but 
destroys it for good.

Next in the debate comes the duality of 
revolution and reform. Paine argues for revo-
lution that returns to first principles in order 
to redeem an illegitimate government. Only a 
complete reform will be permanent, and only 
permanent reform is reform; government 
drawn from nature—i.e., from scratch—will 
be as lasting as nature. Burke, on the contrary, 
thinks that modest reform made in response 
to changing circumstances (for circumstances 
always change) and to the lessons of history 
(not to be dismissed) will be more effectual 
and more just because it takes account of the 
impermanence of human affairs and answers 
only to the call of necessity when change is 
compelled, not to the untimely wish for per-
fection. Unlike Aristotle, neither Burke nor 
Paine discusses revolution and reform in the 
context of the regime, as changing or preserv-
ing the regime. They speak of change as we do 
today, either of total, transformational change 
that puts an end to change or of evolutionary 
change that never ends—not as change from 
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Book Review by Jeffrey H. Anderson

Up from Obamacare
The Pipes Plan: The Top Ten Ways to Dismantle and Replace Obamacare, by Sally C. Pipes.

Regnery Publishing, 126 pages, $16.95 

Priceless: Curing the Healthcare Crisis, by John C. Goodman.
The Independent Institute, 392 pages, $24.95

Together, sally c. pipes’s the pipes 
Plan and John C. Goodman’s Priceless 
tell the story of a health-care system 

largely controlled and undermined by the fed-
eral government, which is now poised to take 
over the rest of that system and finish the job 
of ruining it. The means of this death blow, 
of course, will be the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act, or Obamacare—unless 
Republicans succeed in repealing it shortly af-
ter President Obama leaves office in 2017. 

The importance of repeal can hardly be 
overstated. The American Founders would 
never have imagined one-fifth of our econo-
my—and hence some large chunk of our ex-
istence—almost entirely controlled by federal 
legislation or (worse) federal administrative 
fiat. A political party that’s genuinely commit-
ted to limited government and liberty cannot 
make peace with such an astounding level of 
centralized control over Americans’ lives. 

A nearly incomprehensible 2,700-page 
“law”—and more than ten thousand pages 
of bureaucratic regulations that have already 

been written to supplement it—is rather 
plainly incompatible with government of, by, 
and for the people.

Fortunately, Obamacare is horribly un-
popular and is arguably getting even more so. 
The president never won the battle of ideas 
that James Madison said will, in all free gov-
ernments, ultimately prove decisive. Instead, 
Obama strong-armed his plan through Con-
gress—rather spectacularly sacrificing his 
party’s large majority in the House of Repre-
sentatives in the process—and then had the 
unique good fortune to run for reelection 
against a man who was not only the architect 
of a somewhat similar plan implemented in 
Massachusetts but who was also among the 
minority of Americans who thought, as he 
later put it, “Obamacare was very attractive.”

Most Americans don’t share Mitt Rom-
ney’s view. In fact, sooner or later, some prom-
inent 2016 presidential candidate is going to 
realize that running against Obamacare is the 
path to the presidency. The proof is in the poll-
ing. Even as Obama was basking in the post-

election glow of his 4-point victory, CNN’s 
polling showed that registered voters opposed 
his signature legislation by 10 full percentage 
points (52 to 42%) and that independent vot-
ers liked it even less (opposing it by a margin 
of 22 points—57 to 35%). 

By the time of Obamacare’s third anniver-
sary in late March, the Kaiser Health Track-
ing Poll showed that only 37% of Americans 
liked the overhaul. That was down 9 points 
from Kaiser’s tally three years earlier, in the 
month immediately following the bill’s pas-
sage. In other words, even before its full-
fledged rollout early next year—which prom-
ises to be anything but smooth—Obamacare 
is already aging poorly.

The pipes plan offers a pithy over-
view of what, specifically, is so bad 
about Obamacare. Less a plan than a 

citizens’ primer, Pipes’s slim volume is an easy 
and well-documented read. The author, presi-
dent of the Pacific Research Institute and one 
of the most implacable critics of Obamacare, 
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✧ BY WHAT 
AUTHORITY?
An Evangelical Discovers 
Catholic Tradition
Mark Shea

In this newly updated, expand-
ed version of his popular work 

of apologetics, Shea presents a 
lively and entertaining look at 
his conversion to Catholicism 
from Evangelicalism and his 
discovery of Christian tradition. 
As an Evangelical, Shea accepted 
the principle of “sola scriptura” 
(Scripture alone) as the basis of 
faith. Now as a Catholic convert, 
he skillfully explains how and 
why Sacred Tradition occupies a 

central role in Divine Revelation.
“A crystal clear and compelling case for Sacred Tradition, on 
the basis of logic, history and Scripture. It is simply the best  
I have found.” 

— Scott Hahn, Author, Rome Sweet Home 
BWA-P. . . . Sewn Softcover, $16.95

✧ INTO ALL TRUTH
What Catholics Believe 
and Why — Milton Walsh

An excellent presentation of 
the main beliefs of Catholi-

cism, beginning with the Res-
urrection, revealing the Good 
News that God invites every 
person into a profound commu-
nion with the Holy Trinity. With 
extensive use of the Bible, the 
Catechism, and the documents 
Vatican II, Into All Truth ex-
plains clearly and succinctly the 
dogmas of the Catholic Church 
that flow from her faith in the 
Trinity. Each dogma is traced 
back to the faith of the first  
followers of Jesus, and its development over time is explored.

“You will not find a better resource on what the Church 
teaches, and how to apply it in your lives, than Walsh’s book.” 

— Karl Keating, Author, What Catholics Really Believe
LG-P . . . Sewn Softcover, $17.95

✧ FAITH OF THE 
FATHERLESS
The Psychology of Atheism
Paul Vitz

Vitz, a psychology profes-
sor and former atheist, 

starts with Freud’s “projection 
theory” of religion—that be-
lief in God is merely a product 
of man’s desire for security— 
and argues that psychoanalysis 
actually provides a more satis-
fying explanation for atheism. 
Disappointment in one’s earthly 
father, whether through absence 
or mistreatment, frequently 
leads to a rejection of God.  
A survey of influential athe-

ists shows that this “defective father hypothesis” provides a  
consistent explanation of their “intense atheism”. A survey of 
the leading defenders of Christianity confirms the hypothesis, 
finding few defective fathers. Vitz also gives an intriguing com-
parison of male and female atheists, and a consideration of oth-
er psychological factors that can contribute to atheism.

“A minor classic, and a book that should be on the short list of 
all those who want to understand, in the deepest terms, the ill 
effects caused by the failures of fatherhood.”

—Benjamin Wiker, Author, Architects of the Culture of Death
FFL-P . . . Sewn Softcover, $17.95

✧ THE LAYPERSON’S 
DISTINCTIVE ROLE
Cardinal Francis Arinze

This important book describes 
in positive, clear terms who 

the lay person is, his distinctive 
role in the Church, and how the 
lay apostolate differs from the 
role of the clergy and religious. 
Cardinal Arinze draws from the 
dynamic teachings of the Sec-
ond Vatican Council, the riches 
of the Synod of Bishops on the 
Lay Faithful, and the writings 
by recent Popes, to present to 
lay people a practical, attractive 
and demanding call to witness 
to Christ in society.

LPDR-P . . .  Sewn Softcover, $9.95

BEARING WITNESS TO
FAITH & TRUTH
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one regime to another (hence truly “transfor-
mational,” as from one form to another). In 
the idea of total change from prejudice to rea-
son all the way to a new man lies the tempta-
tion to violence suggested by liberalism.

Levin’s last topic is the polarity of 
generations, past and future, and the 
living—Burke’s respect for past wis-

dom versus Paine’s “eternal now” (as Paine 
calls it). The principle of consent gives the 
vote to the living, deciding for themselves, as 
Paine would have it, but the trouble is that 
the living are born into a given society rath-
er than into an open world. Enlightenment 
will erase this disadvantage and with its new 
education make possible a “state of constant 
maturity.” Paine’s sovereignty of the living re-
quires—Republicans today will note—that 

one generation not burden the next one with 
excessive debt. They would not, however, be 
so happy with Paine’s advocacy of an in-
heritance tax for the same purpose of giving 
the next generation a fresh start. For Burke, 
it is order that is eternal, not the now: “the 
great chain of eternal order.” Nature’s order 
is maintained through generation, and hence 
by human respect for generations, those that 
have been and those to come. Nature and art 
cooperate for Burke, whereas for Paine, art 
is nature’s servant. For neither thinker is hu-
man art meant to conquer nature.

For neither, too, do humans rule. Both 
Paine and Burke look on government as pro-
viding the necessary restraints on liberty, and 
the central Aristotelian question of who rules 
is presented in terms of the institutions and 
principles needed to restrain the liberty that 

human nature demands and from which poli-
tics takes its start. Paine admits the necessity 
for wisdom embodied in experts who serve 
the people but rejects a “monopoly-govern-
ment of wisdom.” Burke argues for a “virtu-
ous liberty,” but he means virtue for the sake 
of liberty rather than liberty for the sake of 
virtue. To become effectual, liberty must be 
restrained; so the political problem becomes 
reconciling liberty with its necessary re-
straints. This statement of the problem, com-
mon to Paine and Burke, is always a sign of 
liberalism. It puts the rule of law in place of 
the rule of men, so that rulers forget the vir-
tue that makes them superior and worthy to 
rule in the name of their virtue; they become 
civil servants. “Civil servant” applies easily to 
Paine’s experts, but seems strange if used to 
describe a gentleman like Lord Rockingham, 
Burke’s patron, the sort of minister presiding 
in the English constitution whom Burke rec-
ommends. Yet he declines to define his gen-
tlemanly ministers by their actual virtue and 
refers to their qualification as “presumptive 
virtue,” accorded to them more by their situa-
tion of responsibility than by any eminence of 
virtue regardless of place.

The difference between paine’s ex-
perts and Burke’s gentlemen would 
produce a very pronounced contrast in 

the sort of society in which one or the other 
dominated. At some point one might want to 
use the Aristotelian word “ruled” (archein) to 
describe that difference. One might then want 
to question, with Aristotle, whether the rule 
of law, even in a liberal society, is impartial as 
claimed or whether it in fact reflects the rule 
of certain men who pass the laws and admin-
ister them. The next step would be to propose 
a mixed regime of those lawgivers that might 
ensure greater impartiality in the law, some-
thing for both sides or in the middle or tran-
scending them. The sides in question are de-
mocracy and oligarchy, the two great parties 
and the hidden source of the great debate to-
day between liberals and conservatives, which 
Yuval Levin illuminates in his new book. It 
might be that we today have a kind of mixed 
regime in our liberal democracy in which de-
mocracy rules with the aid of liberals (now 
understood in the specific sense referring to 
the example of Tom Paine) and conservatives. 
In that case neither of our two parties rules 
but both serve our democratic ruler, each 
speaking in one of its ears.

Harvey C. Mansfield is the William R. Kenan, 
Jr., Professor of Government at Harvard 
University, and a senior fellow at the Hoover 
Institution.
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Resilient America
Electing Nixon in 1968, Channeling 
Dissent, and Dividing Government
Michael Nelson

“One of America’s most eminent presidential scholars 
takes on one of America’s most contentious elections. 
Nelson writes with a historian’s sensibility, zeroing 
on key personalities and decisions, but also with a 
political scientist’s feel for systemic developments.” 
—David Courtwright, author of No Right Turn: 
Conservative Politics in a Liberal America

360 pages, 20 photographs, Cloth $34.95

New from KANSAS

Rock Island Requiem 
The Collapse of a Mighty Fine Line 
Gregory L. Schneider

“Schneider’s careful research shows that misguided 
regulation forced a troubled railroad out of busi-
ness and made bankruptcy lawyers rich. Rock 
Island Requiem reminds us how the all-powerful 
Interstate Commerce Commission turned the 
railroad industry into a basket case, much to the 
nation’s loss.”—Marc Levinson, author of The Box: 
How the Shipping Container Made the World Smaller 
and the World Economy Bigger

400 pages, 26 photographs, Cloth $37.50

Understanding Clarence Thomas
The Jurisprudence of Constitutional 
Restoration
Ralph A. Rossum

“Rossum brings Thomas and his constitutionalism 
vividly to life. He makes clear that Justice Thomas 
is nothing less than a judicial treasure and an 
unyielding friend of the Constitution.“—Gary L. 
McDowell, Tyler Hynes Interdisciplinary Chair of 
Leadership Studies, Political Science and Law at  
the University of Richmond

304 pages, Cloth $34.95, Ebook $34.95
NEW IN PAPERBACK

Theodore Roosevelt and the 
American Political Tradition
Jean M. Yarbrough

“Thoroughly researched, carefully argued, and well 
written, this book offers fresh insights into how  
TR became permanently etched in the American 
imagination and left a legacy that poses fundamental 
challenges to the Framers’ Constitution. A must 
read for anyone who wants to understand the deep 
philosophical and historical roots of contemporary 
developments in American political life.”—Sidney M. 
Milkis, author of Theodore Roosevelt, the Progressive 
Party, and the Transformation of American Democracy

352 pages, Paper $24.95
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Book Review by Gladden J. Pappin

The First Conservative?
Edmund Burke in America: The Contested Career of the Father of Modern Conservatism, by Drew Maciag.

Cornell University Press, 304 pages, $29.95

Edmund Burke: The First Conservative, by Jesse Norman.
Basic Books, 336 pages, $27.99

“It would be an invidious thing,” 
Edmund Burke once said, “to remark 
the errors into which the authority of 

great names has brought the nation, without 
doing justice, at the same time, to the great 
qualities whence that authority arose.” In 
these remarks, taken from a 1774 speech to 
the House of Commons against the Tea Act, 
Burke attacked the last remaining element of 
the Townshend Acts, but was careful not to 
attack Charles Townshend himself. Though 
he was not above invective at the proper time, 
Burke understood the difference between 
honoring the man and attacking his legacy. 
Two recent interpretations of Burke offer ex-
amples of each approach.

Drew Maciag and Jesse Norman approach 
Burke in quite disparate ways. Maciag, an 
intellectual historian, chronicles the use and 
abuse of Burke’s authority throughout Ameri-
can history, with an eye toward criticizing the 
conservative appropriation of Burke. Norman, 

a Conservative member of the British Parlia-
ment and a trained philosopher, gives us a 
sparkling biography of Burke and a distilla-
tion of his main political principles. Norman 
wants to make Burke available to conservative 
thinkers once again, while Maciag thinks that 
that approach is always flawed.

For Maciag, Burke’s reception in America 
is a story of the ideological exploitation of 
Burke’s authority on behalf of causes that 
he never could have known. By showing the 
twists and turns of the American Burke, he 
hopes to pave the way for a progressive read-
ing of the good Burke, the pre-French Revolu-
tion Burke, freed from the concerns of Ameri-
can conservatism. 

Maciag constructs his own 16-page “Burke 
in Brief,” a yardstick by which to measure 
Burke’s American readers. Maciag’s Burke is 
a Janus-faced “progressive-traditionalist,” ini-
tially opposed to many elements of the “arch-
conservative power structure” of his day, but 

then turning toward their defense. Prior to 
1790, Burke was “a Whig reformer and pro-
gressive thinker.” After 1790, Burke appears 
to Maciag “obsessively single-minded and nar-
rowly focused.” The Burke who opposed the 
French Revolution was motivated, as Maciag 
says in a later chapter, by “fear rather than 
conservatism.” The reformist thinking which 
should have been Burke’s legacy was over-
shadowed by the dour visage of reaction.

Americans have tried and failed 
to understand Burke, in Maciag’s 
reading. When John Adams was 

called “the American Burke,” it was myth-
making; an attempt to search for respectable 
antecedents that would justify America’s self-
image. When the Jacksonians and the tran-
scendentalists read Burke, only the reformist 
Burke appeared. Maciag has little patience 
for admirers of the later anti-revolutionary 
Burke, like the Whigs Rufus Choate and Ed-
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ward Everett. He faults them for using Burke 
to make a myth about America, but then he 
says that Whig conservatism “failed to link 
its worldview with American ideals.” It seems 
that everyone was a failure. Only Joseph Story 
is close to “the Burkean core,” as Maciag sees 
it, because Story embraced Burke’s “progres-
sive-conservative philosophy” rather than his 
mysticism.

According to Maciag, then, Burke was a 
man of two -isms, progressivism and tradi-
tionalism, or liberalism and conservatism. A 
form of the Whig interpretation of history, 
now largely passé among academic historians, 
undergirds Maciag’s account. Those who are 
on board with the known direction of history 
are progressives. Those who fail to adjust (as 
Maciag says of John Adams) are traditionalists. 
Since Burke was “always shifting from one side 
of the vessel to the other,” efforts to make him 
face port or starboard necessarily fail.

Maciag’s peculiar approach frequently 
leads to bizarre and unhelpful generaliza-
tions. Speaking of Joseph Story and Burke, 
Maciag wagers that “perhaps he and Burke 
were both ahead of and behind their own 
times, depending on the circumstance.” Ev-
ery age features a contest of -isms, such as the 

“irreconcilable tug of war between traditional-
ism and exceptionalism” that marked the era 
of Teddy Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. 
In one breath, Maciag mocks Burke’s overre-
action to the French Revolution, and in the 
next asserts that the French Revolution was 
an epochal change. Was Burke ahead of his 
time or behind it?

It is remarkable that Maciag ascribes the 
Whig interpretation of history to Burke, even 
though British historian Sir Herbert Butter-
field didn’t coin the term until 1931. For Ma-
ciag, Whiggism means taking all changes as 
faits accomplis, and so Burke’s shift toward re-
action in the 1790s was a failure to follow his 
own principles. Yet this approach doesn’t even 
make sense of the prerevolutionary Burke. 
Was British misrule in Ireland, America, or 
India not already a fait accompli to which 
Burke should have adjusted?

In this sort of framework, it’s a fore-
gone conclusion that Maciag would have 
no use for postwar American conserva-

tives, whom he prefers to psychologize rather 
than understand. Strangely, he treats Russell 
Kirk, Peter Stanlis, and the “Austrian-born” 
Leo Strauss (who was actually born in Ger-
many) without reference to the Cold War, as 
though their interest in Burke reflected the 
down-and-out status of conservatives, desper-
ately longing for what Maciag calls “the legiti-
macy of a respected father.”

Writing intellectual history in this man-
ner tends to lead to condescension, and Ma-
ciag treats postwar conservative interest in 

“the natural law” with gentle mockery. Most 
scholars agree that Burke tied human laws to 
some grounding in nature. However, he re-
jected the use of nature or natural right as 
a trump to overthrow existing institutions. 
The dispute between Strauss and Burke’s 
Catholic interpreters concerned the status 
of political foundings, which Burke tended 
to view organically. In one place Maciag 
criticizes the “use of ‘right reason’ as a moral 
trump card”; in another, he says Burke had 
an “almost irrational fear of rationalism.” 
Which is it?

For Maciag, doubts about progress are 
basically irrational, and the forgotten early 
Burke was a progressive. Maciag, who does a 
brisk trade in -isms, claims that exceptional-
ism, egalitarianism, equalitarianism, individ-
ualism, liberalism, environmentalism, and so 
forth have all left Burke behind. Well-adjust-
ed people get with the program. Those who 
follow Burke’s “monarchism, mysticism, Old 
World traditionalism” have got the wrong 
-isms. To be sure, in Maciag’s view few Ameri-
cans actually follow the Burke of mysticism. 
But if any did, he would surely blame them.

Because of the opposition Maciag imposes 
on the pre- and post-revolutionary Burke, he 
doesn’t attempt to explain why a supporter 
of reform shifted to being an opponent of 
revolution. Yet the change isn’t so strange. 
Burke thought that the British constitution 
encouraged a politically fecund debate about 
the value of reform. In opposing the French 
Revolution, he opposed the loss of the politi-
cal context in which reform could occur by its 
usual means.

Maciag uses a later, more radical distinc-
tion between liberalism and conservatism in 
order to assert Burke’s incoherence and the 
incoherence of any attempt to interpret Burke. 
Since one can’t consistently follow someone 
who was inconsistent, Burke’s American read-
ers always fall into one or the other extreme of 
Maciag’s pincer strategy.

Jesse norman’s book eschews the sim-
plistic dichotomies on which Maciag de-
pends. Instead he paints a vivid picture 

of Burke’s career, drawing out the threads 
that unite Burke’s apparently opposed stands. 
Norman’s biographical reading of Burke 
dominates the first half of his book, and it 
has the effect of making Burke’s reactionary 
shift of the 1790s take a more natural place 
in the context of Burke’s practices of reform. 
Though Norman’s Burke disliked dry scholas-
tic reasoning from an early age, his decision to 
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go into politics wasn’t a departure from learn-
ing. Burke instead looked for knowledge of 
the human things in the place where he was 
likely to find it.

In Norman’s interpretation Burke’s early 
works introduce themes that remain impor-
tant to him later. By way of satire, his Vindica-
tion of Natural Society (1756) emphasizes the 
organic growth of societies over time in the 
absence of rational planning. His Account of 
the European Settlements in America (1757) 
brings out the general, shared character of hu-
man nature as well as the particular elements 
that distinguished each political culture.

Norman finds the same combination of 
the general and the particular in Burke’s first 
mature political works. His detailed 1769 Ob-
servations on economic policy concludes with 
a statement on the heterogeneous character 
of the British constitution, which human rea-
son in rationalizing would ruin. Burke’s more 
famous Thoughts on the Cause of the Present 
Discontents (1770) begins his exposition of 
party government in opposition to the king’s 
rule through the use and abuse of personal 
favorites.

In Burke’s attempts at conciliation with 
the American colonies, and his pleas for lib-
eralization of trade with Ireland (even at the 
expense of the Bristol merchants whom he 
represented), Maciag finds proof of a softer-
hearted Burke. Norman’s Burke is instead 

“filled with a profound hatred of injustice and 
of the abuse of power,” which animated his 
response to injustices in Ireland, India, and 
France. Indeed, Burke’s disgust at the Irish 
Penal Acts contains language as fierce as any-
thing found in the Reflections on the Revolution 
in France. When popular resistance to the per-
ceived accommodation of Catholics brought 
riots all the way to Burke’s door in 1780, he 
witnessed a “rapid and near-total collapse of 
society” that would later come to mind as he 
studied the revolution in France.

Norman takes the view that 
Burke’s Reflections “refines and ex-
tends ideas with which Burke had 

been working for almost thirty years.” The 
debate over whether he had a reactionary turn 
after 1790 was already a live one when Burke 
wrote his apologia, An Appeal from the New to 
the Old Whigs. Burke’s work of the 1780s also 
continued into the 1790s, as he pressed his 
impeachment of Warren Hastings, a govern-
ment official who had corruptly misruled In-
dia—Burke’s last effort from an era in which 
reform was possible.

The key insight of Norman’s Burke is that 
membership in human society shapes men 
before being shaped by them. The reformist 

spirit accepts both of these aspects, seeking 
to preserve what is best in what is given and 
to improve it where possible. Many social in-
stitutions store and transmit the knowledge 
that becomes a reference point for human 
activity.

Norman’s exposition of Burke brings to-
gether the themes of reform and conservation, 
for the parliamentary institutions dear to 
Burke, including political parties, were sites 
of debate. The party system should preserve 
the viewpoints out of which genuine reform 
can arise. At their best, parties offer stability, 
openness, moderation, leadership, and dis-
cussion. The political designs that Burke lam-
bastes as “abstract” had no use for partisan 
dispute. Though France’s National Assembly 
made “Left” and “Right” into political terms, 
the Right was progressively expunged—cul-
minating in the purge of the moderate repub-
licans in 1793. The revolution had divided 
Left and Right only in order to wipe out one 
of the two parties.

Edmund burke appears in norman’s 
book as the exponent of a well-func-
tioning party system, led by statesmen 

distinguished for their virtue. Though Burke 
died before the advent of liberal individual-
ism, his thought “carries within it a devastat-
ing analysis and critique” of the attempt to 
found policy only in the social sciences. The 

“simplifying assumptions” which animate 
modern economics ignore man’s social nature, 
and cannot grasp the transgenerational char-
acter of human society. Political judgments 
involve trade-offs that social science cannot 
always resolve. Statesmen must preserve the 
particular moral community in which judg-
ments about shared goods are possible—not 
viewing human beings as analytical arche-
types but considering them in the variety of 
their motivations.

Norman calls Burke “the first conservative,” 
but admits that he “would have rejected” some 
elements of modern market-based conserva-
tism, and even the more strident tones of reli-
gious conservatism. The varied uses of Burke 
which so gall Drew Maciag come in part from 
Burke’s own wish to preserve the space within 
which political leadership may grow and exer-
cise itself.

True, it’s never quite clear where Burke’s 
temperament is going to cash out in the mod-
ern setting. Jesse Norman’s book provides the 
guideposts, and leaves it to his readers to ex-
ercise their own judgment. Perhaps that’s just 
how Burke would have wanted it.

Gladden J. Pappin is a distinguished fellow of the 
Notre Dame Institute for Advanced Study.
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Book Review by Darren Staloff

Founder by Day
To Secure the Blessings of Liberty: Selected Writings of Gouverneur Morris, edited by J. Jackson Barlow.

Liberty Fund, 720 pages, $30 (cloth), $14.50 (paper)

Gouverneur morris has always 
been enigmatic. Most commonly 
known as the penman of the Consti-

tution, Morris in fact had a long record of ser-
vice in the early republic, as is ably demonstrat-
ed in To Secure the Blessings of Liberty, the new 
selection of his writings edited by J. Jackson 
Barlow. During the revolution, he sat in the 
New York Provincial Congress and Assembly 
and the Continental and Confederation Con-
gresses, and served for four years as assistant 
superintendent of finance under Robert Mor-
ris (no relation). After the Philadelphia con-
vention he travelled to Europe where he served 
as an unofficial emissary to the Court of St. 
James’s for the Washington Administration 
before becoming minister plenipotentiary to 
France. Upon his return to the United States 
he did a brief stint in the United States Senate 
and then, in the final decade of his life, served 
on New York commissions that created the 
Erie Canal and the present-day rectilinear 
urban grid for Manhattan north of Houston 
Street. Throughout his life he proved an able 
publicist, drafting numerous newspaper es-
says and state papers, and delivering celebrat-

ed funeral orations for George Washington 
and Alexander Hamilton. 

Despite these accomplishments, Morris 
never captured the affections of his country-
men. The reasons are not hard to discern. 
He hailed from one of the wealthiest and 
most powerful families in colonial New York, 
which also happened to have a marked pro-
clivity for eccentricity and worldliness. When 
it came to libidinal matters, Gouverneur 
more than lived up to that reputation. During 
a dinner party in Paris, he famously divided 
the world of men into two classes, “one made 
to head families, the other to give them chil-
dren.” He classed himself among the latter. By 
his mid-20s he had earned a reputation as an 
unrepentant rake. Despite his complaints of a 
heavy congressional workload, his friend John 
Jay quipped that he was “daily employed in 
making oblations to Venus.” Although afflict-
ed with physical impairments—he had singed 
much of the flesh of one arm in his youth, and 
lost a lower leg in an accident at age 28—Mor-
ris was an extremely attractive and charming 
interlocutor who enjoyed dancing on his peg 
leg and seducing married women. Most be-

lieve he lost his leg in a carriage accident, but 
some contemporaries and several current 
scholars claim he lost it leaping from a bed-
room window to avoid the ill-timed return of 
a cuckolded husband. In either case, he found 
consolation for his loss in the arms of Eliza-
beth Plater while he convalesced in her hus-
band’s home. So notorious was his reputation 
that when Anne Willing Bingham climbed 
into his carriage for a ride during a picnic, her 
husband dispatched a runner to command 
her to get out immediately (she refused). 

Perhaps his most famous illicit 
affair occurred during his sojourn in 
Paris. There he fell in love with Ma-

dame Adelaide de Flahaut, the young wife 
of an aged veteran whose pension included 
a residence in the Louvre. By all accounts it 
was a passionate and fraught affair—Mme. 
Flahaut maintained throughout a relation-
ship with the father of her child, the noto-
rious bishop of Autun, Charles Maurice de 
Talleyrand, and eventually added to her mix 
a young British nobleman, Viscount Henry 
Wycombe—with furtive sacrifices “to the 
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Cyprian Queen [Venus]” in carriages, an-
techambers, and even the waiting room of a 
convent. Adelaide seems to have been the only 
sustained relationship among his many casu-
al assignations until his eventual marriage on 
Christmas day 1809, at the ripe age of 57. To 
the great surprise of his assembled guests, he 
suddenly announced that they were about to 
witness his marriage to his housekeeper, Ann 
Cary Randolph. To marry one’s housekeeper 
was in itself eccentric, but when that house-
keeper was Miss Randolph it was downright 
scandalous. 

A scion of one of the first families of Vir-
ginia, Ann or “Nancy” as she was known, had 
been embroiled in one of the great sex scan-
dals of the Old Dominion. After a falling-out 
at home, the 16-year-old Nancy moved in 
with her older sister who had recently mar-
ried her cousin, Richard Randolph. At their 
aptly named plantation, Bizarre, she was 
pursued both by Richard and his two broth-
ers, Theodorick and John (the later leader of 
the Quids in Congress), and subsequently 
claimed to have agreed to marry Theodor-
ick. In any event, some seven months after 
Theodorick died of tuberculosis, Nancy give 
birth to a child that was found dead on a 
pile of shingles and was widely believed to 
be Richard’s. Richard shortly found himself 
on trial for murder and incest for having im-
pregnated his sister-in-law. With the help 
of his legal team of Patrick Henry and John 
Marshall, Richard was acquitted but died not 
long after of a mysterious ailment. Nancy’s 
reputation was utterly ruined. Finally in 
1805, over a decade after her disgrace in 1792, 
her cousin John exiled her to a life of wan-
dering that brought her to Morris’s attention 
in New York. Morris’s choice of a wife, one 
over 20 years his junior and mired in scandal, 
elicited howls of protest from his family. His 
response was vintage Morris. “[I]f the world 
were to live with my wife, I should certainly 
have considered its taste,” he wrote to one rel-
ative, “but as that happens not to be the case, 
I thought I might, without offending others, 
endeavor to suit myself.”

Two themes run through morris’s 
amatory intrigues. His preference for 
married women suggests both a fear 

of commitment and an utter indifference to 
accepted moral conventions. But his choice 
of lovers also suggests an attraction more to 
wit and learning than to mere beauty. In fact, 
his own principal charm was a willingness to 
engage with and listen to women. His diary 
gives evidence of his respect and admiration 
for the views of intelligent women, particu-
larly in matters of politics. And there is plen-

ty of evidence that Morris genuinely cared 
about his lovers. When in a social gathering 
in London he learned of Elizabeth Plater’s 
death, he left the room immediately lest his 
comrades see him break down in tears. Like 
Aaron Burr, Morris genuinely liked women 
and took them seriously. Nonetheless, his 
libertine life disqualified him from the role of 
a national icon.

Morris’s eccentricities and moral lapses 
were not confined to his sex life. His long re-
cord of public service was marred by extended 
and unexplained leaves of absence from his 
official duties. His support of the rule of law 
was stained by his attempt at Newburgh to 
use the Continental Army to pressure Con-
gress into adopting more nationalist policies. 
For all his avowed eagerness for diplomatic 
engagement with France, his intrusion into 
French Revolutionary politics on behalf of 
the monarchy—a practice he persisted in 
even after his appointment—compromised 
his standing as American minister during 
the ascendancy of the Jacobins. His national-
ist credentials were certainly tarnished by his 
dalliance with disunion in the run-up to the 
Hartford convention, the meeting in the win-
ter of 1814-15 in which New England Feder-
alists opposed to the War of 1812 considered 
secession from the Union. 

Perhaps most damning of all, however, 
was his unabashed elitism. His observations 
of a gathering of “the mob” with their gentry 
counterparts at a protest meeting in Manhat-
tan in 1774—undoubtedly his most quoted 
remarks after the preamble to the Consti-
tution—drip with aristocratic scorn: “Poor 
reptiles! It is for them a vernal morning, they 
are struggling to cast off their winter’s slough, 
they bask in the sunshine, and ere noon they 
will bite, depend on it.” It is no wonder that 
Morris has seemed a fundamentally flawed 
founder.

In the last decade, however, a small 
but impressive body of books has sought 
to rehabilitate him, among them, William 

Howard Adams’s Gouverneur Morris: An In-
dependent Life (2003); Richard Brookhiser’s 
Gentleman Revolutionary: Gouverneur Morris, 
the Rake Who Wrote the Constitution (2003); 
and Melanie Randolph Miller’s Envoy to the 
Terror: Gouverneur Morris and the French 
Revolution (2005). These historians make a 
good case for Morris’s real virtues and politi-
cal achievements.

Although Morris may have been absent 
during his tenure in the New York legisla-
ture, he was a critical figure in drafting that 
state’s constitution, pushing for a strong ex-
ecutive, a bicameral legislature, and protec-

tions for religious freedom. During his so-
journ in Congress, he served on a dispropor-
tionate number of committees and drafted 
an even more disproportionate number of 
papers and committee reports, helping to re-
organize the army and Congress itself, and 
to articulate diplomatic positions toward 
France, Britain, and Spain. During his ten-
ure as assistant superintendent of finance, 
he drafted almost all the documents and 
formulated many of the policies of Robert 
Morris, policies that raised the funds to keep 
the Continental Army intact during some of 
its darkest hours and gave it the resources 
to eventually achieve victory at Yorktown. 
More than merely the penman of the Con-
stitution, Morris had an outsize influence on 
both the form and substance of that docu-
ment, speaking more than any other delegate 
and leaving a large imprint on the design of 
the senate and executive. 

If his diplomatic tenure was rocky, this 
was largely the result of tumultuous con-
ditions within the French government, as 
one faction gave way to another and terror 
became the order of the day. Morris, the 
only foreign ambassador to remain in Paris 
during the Jacobin carnage, dealt with no 
fewer than seven different ministers of for-
eign affairs, one of whom ended his tenure 
upon the guillotine, another murdered in 
prison. For extended periods he received nei-
ther instruction nor information from then 
Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson. Given 
the circumstances, William Howard Ad-
ams has argued that “the record of his intel-
ligence, courage, and honesty in the face of 
one of history’s major political earthquakes 
remains with few counterparts in American 
diplomatic history.” If his attempts to influ-
ence French constitutional development in 
a more moderate direction proved impolitic, 
they were certainly no less so than his pre-
decessor Jefferson’s, who collaborated with 
leading elements of Lafayette’s Patriot fac-
tion and Brissot de Warville’s Girondins 
to undermine the monarchy at whose court 
he was a representative. And for all his elit-
ism, Morris was also a staunch abolitionist, 
whose denunciations of slavery are among 
the more piquant speeches at the constitu-
tional convention.

In this new edition of morris’s writ-
ings, the focus shifts from public-spirited 
deeds to the thought behind them. Bar-

low is the Charles A. Dana Professor of Poli-
tics at Juniata College and To Secure the Bless-
ings of Liberty comprises 45 separate writings, 
each with a brief introduction. The selections 
focus on matters of public finance, consti-
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tutional design, and domestic and foreign 
politics. Underlying them all, however, is a 
strikingly enlightened theory of politics first 
expressed in 1776 in Morris’s short memo 
called Political Enquiries. Private musings at 
the moment he finally embraced indepen-
dence, Political Enquiries drew heavily on sta-
dial theories of history associated with the 
Scottish Enlightenment. Whereas Lockeans 
saw the roots of society and government in a 
compact among individuals in a state of na-
ture, Morris envisioned a process of evolution 
from a “rude” society based on hunting and 
pastoralism to a more civilized one based on 
agriculture and private property in land. The 
ultimate and most progressive stage, however, 
was that “produced by Commerce,” one that 
Morris thought Europe had achieved in the 
16th century. Each stage of social evolution 
required different political institutions as the 
need grew to secure the property rights that 
underlay social progress. Since the goal of 
government was social happiness and since 
that happiness was produced by commerce, 
Morris privileged civil over political liberty. 
The maximum of political liberty, marked 
by strict democratic equality, was thus a di-
rect threat to civil liberty and needed to be 
checked. “Every separation of the Executive 
and judicial Authority from the Legislative 
is a Diminution of political and Encrease of 
civil Liberty” as was every other “Check and 
Balance” on majoritarian democracy. Only 
by such checks could “political Liberty itself 
be secured” because its “Excess becomes its 
Destruction.” 

Morris’s fixation on checks and 
balances gave his constitutional 
thought a distinctly Adamsian 

cast (John Adams had also drawn heavily on 
historical studies in his mature political writ-
ings). Like the sage of Braintree, Morris was 
dismissive of exaggerated claims “about the 
natural equality of mankind,” claims belied 
by their literary champions who “have taken 
so much pains to show their own superiority.” 
That aristocratic privilege should give way to 
strict legal equality was morally undeniable, 
but that in no way would obviate differences 
of wealth, talent, and reputation. In fact it 
was this natural inequality that lay behind 
Morris’s embrace of bicameralism; given the 
ineluctable split between common property 
owners and the social elite, each should con-
trol one branch of the legislature to defend 
their interests against the other. It was these 
checks and balances rather than some abstract 
declaration that secured political and civil 
liberties because “if the constitution secures 
these rights” such a declaration “is unneces-
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sary, and otherwise it is useless.” Like Adams, 
Morris saw the people and the elite with the 
same jaundiced eye.

Given Morris’s belief in the socially pro-
gressive character of commerce, it is little 
surprise that his fiscal and economic writings 
had a decidedly modern, Hamiltonian hue. 
Attempts to impose wage and price controls 
were self-defeating because “unless the re-
wards of industry are secure, no one will be 
industrious”; and besides, such controls were 
politically detrimental because “the tempta-
tion of interest to contravene or elude” them 
led to their inevitable violation. This in turn 
resulted in “the dangerous lesson, that laws 
may be broken with impunity.” Any fiscal 
or economic policy must appeal to interest 
rather than public-minded patriotism if it 
was to be successful. Even speculators and 
monopolists, despite their base motives, “may 
produce actions beneficial to society” by es-
tablishing markets and driving competition. 
The free market activities of self-interested 
individuals were also essential to establishing 
the public credit of the fledgling nation. The 
utility of paper money could only depend on 
the public’s confidence that it would retain its 
value, a confidence that was destroyed by too 
many emissions and requiring citizens to ac-
cept them as legal tender. Instead, Congress 
should limit the volume of paper money and 
back it with foreign loans and import taxes 
and excises. By the second half of the 1780s, 
Morris was calling for an assumption of state 
debts by the national government, the fund-
ing of the debt at par, and the establishment 
of a national bank, the central features of 
Hamiltonian finance.

Perhaps most striking of all is 
the light Morris’s vision of historical 
progress shed on his political mus-

ings. Like Edmund Burke, he was mortified 
by the abstract theory driving the leaders of 
the French Revolution. Given the mass illit-
eracy, inequality, and primitive commercial 
development of France, any attempt to im-
pose a democratic republic could only result 
in disaster. Instead Morris proposed a consti-
tutional monarchy modeled on Great Britain, 
with an upper house appointed by the crown 
but shorn of all legal and aristocratic privileg-
es. On the American front, the struggle be-
tween Republicans and Federalists had little 
to do with democrats and monocrats; it was 
a conflict between an agricultural slave sys-
tem and a commercial society based on free 
labor. It was from that perspective that Mor-
ris condemned the dismantling of the Navy, 
President Jefferson’s disastrous embargo, and 
the dogmatic brinkmanship leading to war 

in 1812 under President James Madison. 
These were the policies of “an administra-
tion of slave holders, who, envying the pros-
perity of the northern states, endeavored to 
dry up its source by ruinous and commercial 
restrictions and have now, actuated by the 
same spirit, exposed them to the desolation 
of a war alike unnecessary and unjust.” Given 
the choice between dismantling the Union or 
submitting to the anti-commercial domina-
tion of a slaveholding elite, Morris reluctantly 
embraced the former. 

The portrait that emerges from Mor-
ris’s writings, expertly collected and anno-
tated here by Barlow, is that of a founder in 
full, both gifted and flawed and profoundly 
worldly. Lacking the brilliance of Hamilton, 
the profundity of Adams, the inspiring vision 
of Jefferson, or the character of Washington, 

Morris will likely forever be relegated to the 
second tier of early national statesmen. Yet, 
given his distinguished service and agile and 
enlightened mind, he should rank toward 
the top of that cadre. To look for affection 
for Morris is to ask too much, but respect is 
more than his due. Perhaps his legacy is best 
captured in his own words: “I have frequently 
been the servant of the people, always their 
friend; but at no moment of my life their flat-
terer, and God forbid that I ever should be.” 
There was never much danger of that.

Darren Staloff is professor of history at the City 
College of New York and director of the Hertog 
Scholars Program at Macaulay Honors College, 
CUNY. He is the author of Hamilton, Adams, 
Jefferson: The Politics of Enlightenment and 
the American Founding (Hill and Wang).
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Book Review by Joseph Epstein

As American as Humble Pie
Humility: An Unlikely Biography of America’s Greatest Virtue, by David J. Bobb.

Thomas Nelson, 240 pages, $24.99

“Don’t be so humble, you’re not that great.”
—Golda Meir to one of her cabinet ministers

What is the importance of hu-
mility to leadership, especially to 
political leadership? Have there 

been political leaders in whom humility was 
among their chief qualities? What are the dis-
tinctions between humility and modesty: are 
they synonymous, quite different in their na-
ture, or is modesty merely a subset of humil-
ity? Can nations, like men and women, attain 
humility, or is it a private virtue? 

David J. Bobb, the president of the Bill of 
Rights Institute, argues that humility was 
central to the United States at its founding, 
and that if the nation is now to regain its early 
promise, “As individuals and as a people, we 
must rediscover our greatest virtue.” He be-
gins by recalling that the Founding Fathers, 
readers of Edward Gibbon, were cognizant 
of the perils of national greatness through 
the example of the decline of Rome. “Early 
Americans knew that for their enterprise 

to become great, humility would be neces-
sary,” he writes. “They also knew that of all 
the virtues of the human heart, humility is 
most hard-won.” Our own age, he feels, is one 
of “arrogance [that] obscures the idea that 
humility is the indispensable virtue for the 
achievement of greatness.” His book is a con-
certed effort to reinstate humility to what he 
feels is its rightful place among the essential 
political virtues. “Our challenge today,” he 
notes toward the close of his book, “is how to 
rediscover humility.”

In his early pages, Bobb sets out his defi-
nition for humility. He begins by establishing 
its opposite. The opposite of humility, in his 
view, is not pride but arrogance. Arrogance, he 
holds, is pride devoid of merit. Humility, he 
emphasizes, is not weakness; quite the reverse, 
it can supply an inner strength through sup-
plying “power over oneself in self-government.” 
Things begin to grow murkier when he claims 
that “a statesman is a politician with humil-
ity.” That noise you just heard was Talleyrand, 
Metternich, and Bismarck leaving the room. 

Bobb offers a useful survey of 
some of the great thinkers on the 
subject of humility. The Three 

A’s—Aristotle, Augustine, Aquinas—are 
featured. For Aristotle, as for the Greeks 
generally, humility did not exist, at least not 
as a political virtue. The great political virtue 
for them, as set out in Aristotle’s Ethics, was 

“magnanimity,” constituting greatness of 
soul. Through a clear vision of one’s abilities, 
magnanimity conferred a lofty self-regard 
based on a properly high measure of one’s 
own worth. Although Bobb mentions no 
names of Greek statesmen, Pericles surely had 
magnanimity; and so, in a perverse way, did 
Alcibiades, with vast quantities of seductive 
charm and bad habits thrown in at no extra 
charge. Bobb reports that another statesman 
without a high humility quotient, Winston 
Churchill, given a copy of the Nicomachean 
Ethics, is supposed to have remarked that 
it was “extraordinary how much of it I had 
already thought out for myself.” When told 
of Clement Atlee’s modesty, Churchill is said 
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to have retorted, “But then he has a lot to be 
modest about.”

Jesus was responsible for bringing humil-
ity into philosophical and political discourse. 
Humility for Jesus was enjoined “in both 
word and deed.” As he instructed, “everyone 
who exalts himself will be humbled, but he 
who humbles himself will be exalted.” One 
ought naturally to be humble in the presence 
of God, who is everywhere and in control of 
everything. Humility begins life as a religious 
concept, but it is less than clear what its politi-
cal import might be.

After jesus, religious thinkers, 
when setting out their requisites for 
princely conduct, needed to find a 

place for humility. For Augustine, Bobb notes, 
“the City of God is the city of the humble. Rul-
ers must never forget that their power is nec-
essarily limited before the vastly greater power 
of God. The good ruler is the compassionate 
ruler.” Power and treasure are negligible next 
to the ultimate prize of salvation. The wise 
politician recognizes that he, too, is ultimately 
a servant—cause enough for cultivating hu-
mility, which Augustine reckoned as higher 
than “cleverness, effectiveness, and strength.”

Thomas Aquinas is the compromise figure 
here, holding magnanimity and humility to 
be twin virtues. High aspirations need not 
rule out compassion, nor humility high as-
piration. Humility, for Aquinas, was “praise-
worthy abasement,” and “the role of humility 
is not to repress our appetite for high and dif-
ficult projects, but rather to keep a sense of 
proportion in our reckoning.” Pride and hu-
mility, held in proper balance, Bobb writes, 
apropos of Aquinas, aids a leader in becom-
ing “great in soul,” and “wholly given over to 
the pursuit of virtue, desirous of honor for the 
right reason, and determined never to forsake 
his virtue.” Nice work if you can get it, but not 
many politicians have tried. 

No surprise that humility in Machiavelli’s 
scheme is useful chiefly as a screen. A prince, 
he wrote, “should appear all mercy, all faith, 
all honesty, all humanity, and all religion.” 
The heavy accent here of course falls on ap-
pear. Humility is to be feigned, called into 
play when needed to achieve other aims. The 

“inversion of the golden rule,” Bobb writes, 
“defines Machiavelli’s new politics.” Do unto 
others, so to say, before they do unto you. 

Early in his book Bobb takes up Ben 
Franklin, who in his autobiography listed the 
12 virtues upon which he wished to improve 
himself, and then added a 13th, Humility, af-
ter which he noted, “Imitate Socrates and Je-
sus.” Franklin regularly graded himself, with 
check marks, on his practice of these virtues. 

Humility he found the most elusive, allowing 
that “I cannot boast of much success in ac-
quiring the reality of this virtue; but I had a 
good deal with regard to the appearance of it.” 
Bobb takes Franklin’s little project of self-im-
provement straight; I always thought it—this 
self-congratulatory roadmap to perfectibil-
ity—one of Franklin’s best cons.

“He was a little model, was Benjamin,” D.H. 
Lawrence wrote in Studies in Classical Ameri-
can Literature. “Dr. Franklin. Snuff-colored 
little man. Immortal soul and all!” Lawrence’s 
antipathy to Franklin could not have been 
greater. On the humility question, he gets a 
chuckle out of Franklin’s invoking himself to 
imitate Jesus and Socrates. Lawrence writes: 

“‘Imitate Jesus and Socrates,’ and mind you 
don’t outshine either of these two. One can 
just imagine Socrates and Alcibiades roaring 
in their cups over Philadelphian Benjamin, 
and Jesus looking at him a little puzzled, and 
murmuring: ‘Aren’t you wise in your own 
conceit, Ben?’”

ible. Contrary to popular misconcep-
tions, modesty is not the underestima-
tion of one’s worth. Rather, it acts as a 
restraint against the inordinate desire 
for recognition.

Humility is one of those words on which 
dictionaries tend to disappoint. Taking the 
Oxford English Dictionary as the standard, hu-
mility is “a modest or low view of one’s own 
importance.” Concise but otherwise not much 
help. I should say that humility is the recog-
nition of one’s own insignificance. Humility 
allows one to understand that the world will 
carry on quite nicely without one’s presence 
in it, one’s substraction from the planet mat-
tering, in the best of cases, only to a small 
number of family members and friends, and 
to them not for long. Yet, somehow, this need 
not negate all hope for achieving a decent life, 
making a larger or smaller contribution to the 
fragile construct known as civilization. Kant 
thought something not dissimilar about hu-
mility, which Jeanine Grenberg summarizes 
as “the moral agent’s proper perspective on 
himself as a dependent and corrupt but ca-
pable and dignified rational agent.”

Although bobb does not mention 
it, humility has not had all that good 
a press. Charles Dickens’s Uriah Heep 

(“I'm a very umble person”) from David Cop-
perfield is as scoundrelly a character as exists 
in English literature. Moliere’s great hypocrite, 
the falsely pious Tartuffe, is another fraudu-
lently umble character with a not-so-secret 
agenda. An old Jewish joke has a rabbi and a 
cantor on the bima, or altar, of their synagogue, 
proclaiming their nothingness in the sight of 
the Lord. When the synagogue’s shamus, or 
sexton, joins them in their self-abnegation, the 
rabbi turns to the cantor and remarks: “Look 
who’s calling himself nothing!” Humility is 
rather easily falsified, and therefore to be dis-
trusted, with all people who claim to be in pos-
session of it found guilty until proven innocent. 

Bobb maintains that humility played a 
serious role in the thoughts of the American 
Founders. He does not, alas, take the time to 
explain how this role was played, apart from 
recognizing that they sensed the limitations 
even of sound government. They wished, he 
writes, to create a government “in which 
goodness could not be counted on, but was 
nevertheless sought.” In the second part of 
his book, he provides five portraits of great 
Americans—George Washington, Abigail 
Adams, James Madison, Abraham Lincoln, 
and Frederick Douglass—to demonstrate 
the strong vein of humility that ran through 
their lives. 

For david bobb “franklin’s dilemma 
is America’s dilemma.” How do we 
maintain pride and practice humil-

ity? “Like the young Franklin,” Bobb writes, 
“young America possessed an extraordinary 
ambition for significance…. How can a nation 
be humble and stay humble while at the same 
time achieving greatness?” An interesting but 
is it a pressing question? Need humility be an 
integral part of the ethos of any nation? Pride, 
like the man said, goes before the fall. But so 
does a lot else: loss of energy, enemies from 
within, want of courage, a dearth of patrio-
tism, too great a craving for opulence and soft 
living, and much more. 

Bobb never quite gets around to a tight def-
inition of humility. He gives the word’s ety-
mology in the word humus, of the earth, which 
suggests not merely a lowness but a ground-
edness. He contrasts it with modesty, when 
remarking on how Abigail Adams’s modesty 
offset her husband John’s pridefulness. Bobb 
writes, percipiently, that

modesty is in reality…about interior 
disposition. Like humility, it is tied to 
truthfulness about one’s own soul. It 
demands honesty about things invis-

Among politicians humility 
and ambition are seldom in 

conflict—ambition shuts out 
humility every time. 
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Here Bobb writes that “part two of this 
book reveals the fact that humility and mag-
nanimity can coexist in the same soul.” This, 
though, is not as evident as he seems to think; 
and one comes away from his brief portraits 
less than certain that humility was a key el-
ement in the lives of any of these American 
figures. James Madison’s thoughts may have 
been suffused by humility less for himself 
than for the citizenry for whom he designed 
the main lineaments of the United States 
Constitution, but in his personal life humil-
ity was scarcely Madison’s long suit. Freder-
ick Douglass’s great virtue was moral courage, 
untouched by meekness or even modesty. As a 
slave and later as a free man, he had too often 
experienced humiliation to put a high valu-
ation on humility. Abigail Adams was never 
less than thoughtful and sensible, and per-
formed a major role in reigning in the darker 
emotions and superior views of her husband 
John, who once called George Washington “a 
muttonhead.” She may have admired humility 
but Bobb is unable to demonstrate that in any 
serious way she embodied it. Come to think 
of it, it is far from clear that the often ironic 
Socrates, despite his perhaps too insistent dis-
claimers to any wisdom, was himself finally a 
notably humble man.

George washington, the first of 
Bobb’s portraits, is lauded, among 
other things, for denigrating the idea 

that he could easily have become monarch over 
the newly independent United States. When 
one of his officers suggested this, Washington, 
in rebuking him, wrote that “if you have any 
regard for your Country, concern for yourself 
or posterity, or respect for me, to banish these 
thoughts from your mind, and never commu-
nicate, as from yourself, or any one else, a sen-
timent of the like nature.”

But is this humility or merely good sense?
Often in his portraits, Bobb asserts that 

one or another of his subjects “subordinated 
his self-interest to higher ends,” with the in-
ference that doing so constitutes humility. His 
subjects—Lincoln especially, but also Wash-
ington and Douglass—often beseech God to 
rise above the conflicts they face. “Washing-
ton,” Bobb writes, “needed the Almighty to 
overcome the temptations he faced.” Is this 
humility? Or is it instead religious emotion? 

George Washington was less known for 
his humility than for his distaste for illusions. 
He married a widow with vast land holdings, 
and advised his stepdaughter, upon her mar-
riage, not to have too high expectations from 

marriage. He was, Thomas Jefferson thought, 
“naturally distrustful of men, and inclined to 
gloomy apprehensions.” His religious training, 
his biographer Douglas Southall Freeman 
wrote, “was of a sort to turn his mind to con-
duct rather than credo.” Washington’s amour-
propre ran high, and he worried constantly 
about his reputation. He never ventured to 
visit France because he had no French and 
feared the humiliation of requiring a transla-
tor while there. 

None of this of course interfered with 
Washington being exactly the right man at 
the right time to lead the Revolutionary army 
and to stabilize the nascent republic over 
which he presided as its first chief executive. 
He had a profound sense of duty that derived 
from strong character. His genius was for dis-
cerning right action, and in command never 
veering from it. But the element of humility 
would seem to have had little to do with the 
greatness of George Washington.

Abraham lincoln called himself 
“a humble servant in the hands of our 
Heavenly Father.” Bobb feels that 

Lincoln’s “commitment to hearing all sides…
owed its existence to an admirable intellectual 
humility.” Lincoln may have called himself 

“humble Abe Lincoln,” and his humble begin-
nings were heavily stressed during his run 
for president, but character witnesses on the 
scene have argued otherwise. John Hay, who 
served as Lincoln’s private secretary and ob-
served him at close hand, remarked that it was

absurd to call him a modest man. No 
great man is ever modest. It was his in-
tellectual arrogance and unconscious 
assumption of superiority that men like 
[Treasury Secretary Salmon] Chase 
and [Massachusetts Senator Charles] 
Sumner could never forgive. 

Bobb allows that Lincoln was not without 
ambition, but tends, I think, not to give the 
role of ambition in Lincoln its full due. As ear-
ly as 1838, when he was not yet 30, in a speech 
before the Springfield Lyceum, Lincoln said:

Towering genius disdains a beaten path. 
It seeks regions hitherto unexplored…. 
It denies that it is glory enough to serve 
under any chief. It scorns to tread in the 
footsteps of any predecessor, however 
illustrious. It thirsts and burns for dis-
tinction; and, if possible, it will have it, 
whether at the expense of emancipating 

slaves or enslaving freemen. Is it unrea-
sonable then to expect that some man 
possessed of the loftiest genius, coupled 
with ambition sufficient to push it to 
its utmost stretch, will, at some time, 
spring up among us?

And is it any less reasonable to think that the 
young Lincoln may well have had himself in 
mind as that towering genius? 

 Lincoln became more religious after he 
had assumed the presidency and fought the 
great struggle to preserve the Union. On the 
eve of his inauguration, in his farewell address 
in Springfield, he told his audience that he 
well knew the immensity of the task before 
him. Invoking the name of George Wash-
ington, he said: “I feel that I cannot succeed 
without the same Divine aid which sustained 
him, and on the same Almighty Being I place 
my reliance for support, and I hope you, my 
friends, will all pray that I may receive that 
Divine assistance without which I cannot suc-
ceed, but with which success is certain.”

In his later life that there was a 
strong religious dimension to Abraham 
Lincoln cannot be doubted. Bobb writes: 

“In Lincoln’s humility, perhaps more powerful-
ly than in that of any other figure, we see the 
spiritual dimension of this great virtue.” But 
is to invoke God proof of humility, or instead 
proof of belief in God, and in some instances—
though not, to be sure, in Lincoln’s—proof of 
the arrogant belief that God is on one’s side?

Lincoln’s law partner and biographer Wil-
liam Herndon repeatedly iterates Lincoln’s 
intense ambition. Bobb would not see this in 
any way disqualifying, for in his view humility 
and ambition need not be in conflict. And in 
fact among politicians they seldom are, or at 
least not for long—ambition shuts out humil-
ity every time. 

In opposition to its intentions, Humility: 
An Unlikely Biography of America’s Greatest 
Virtue leads one to believe that conjoining 
humility and politics entails a confusion of 
realms. Great nations are never humble, nor 
are politicians likely to be. If America is to 
regain and sustain the grandeur that David 
Bobb sees slipping away from it, the country 
needs to look elsewhere than the loss of hu-
mility as the reason. 

 
Joseph Epstein is an essayist and short story writ-
er, and a contributing editor of the Weekly Stan-
dard. He is the author, most recently, of Essays 
in Biography (Axios Press).
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Book Review by John R. Bolton

Failed State
Smart Power: Between Diplomacy and War, by Christian Whiton.

Potomac Books, 304 pages, $29.95

Christian whiton belongs to a 
“discrete and insular minority”—he is 
a Republican political appointee who 

served at the Department of State. Although 
perhaps not what the Supreme Court had 
in mind when it coined the term, this small, 
embattled group of government alumni has 
earned the right to be heard, especially when 
its members signal their fellow citizens that 
our country’s national security apparatus is 
failing.

Whiton emerged unchastened from his 
experiences in the George W. Bush State 
Department, unlike many Republicans who 
served there, in the intelligence community, or 
even in the civilian ranks of the Defense De-
partment over the years, many of whom might 
just as well have joined the Foreign Service 
union. He defines the essence of “smart pow-
er” as “peacefully shaping political outcomes 
in foreign countries,” a skill no recent presi-
dency has mastered. His book focuses on U.S. 

anti-terrorism policy, the Iranian and North 
Korean drives for deliverable nuclear weapons 
(and proliferation generally), and the risks of 
a rising China. Woven into Whiton’s analy-
sis are examples of mistakes by both the Bush 
and Obama administrations. His policy cri-
tiques are worthwhile, but what really shines 
is his version of Gulliver’s Travels through the 
national security bureaucracy. His journey is 
of course unique, but it reflects larger patterns 
and failures within State and beyond. 

These failures are not well understood even 
by informed Americans, who are repeatedly 
surprised by diplomatic, defense, and intelli-
gence policies contrary to U.S. interests and 
so different from what the presidents say they 
want. As Whiton recognizes, large numbers 
of bright, highly competent professionals are 
trapped in dysfunctional bureaucratic cul-
tures. Without a cultural revolution at State 
and elsewhere—improvement is utterly un-
likely from within.

I confess my bias here, because this 
subject has fascinated me since the late 
1960s, when, as a Yale undergraduate, I 

took a graduate political science course and 
read a new study called Some Causes of Or-
ganizational Ineffectiveness Within the Depart-
ment of State. Written by Chris Argyris, then 
a professor in Yale’s quaintly named “ad-
ministrative sciences” department, this essay, 
commissioned by State, was an eye-opener. 
The culture described was so dysfunctional 
I could not understand how the department 
could effectively advocate American positions 
internationally, let alone cope with the Cold 
War’s existential challenges.

Later, after actually entering the State 
Department world, I found that the Argyris 
critique was, if anything, understated. What 
was true when I joined the Agency for In-
ternational Development in early 1981 was 
just as true when I left the U.S. Mission to 
the United Nations in late 2006. It was one 
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reason I emphasized many of these “causes 
of organizational ineffectiveness” in my own 
memoir, Surrender Is Not an Option (2007), 
and why I welcome this latest contribution to 
the genre. (Elliott Abrams’s Tested by Zion is 
another recent example.) 

This is not simply a conservative or 
Republican critique of State. Whiton 
quotes President John Kennedy’s dis-

missal of State as a “bowl full of jelly” and 
Franklin Roosevelt’s famous comparison of 
the department’s processes to “watching an el-
ephant become pregnant—everything is done 
on a very high level, there’s a lot of commotion, 
and it takes twenty-two months for anything 
to happen.”

Part of State’s problem is that it suffers 
from Europe envy, seeing Western European 
foreign ministries as ideals it should emulate, 
only to find itself interfered with by inconve-
nient political appointees and that distracting 
constitutional inconvenience known as Con-
gress. Europe’s foreign ministries almost run 
themselves, largely protected from domestic 
objections by the elite consensus on foreign 
policy, especially under the European Union. 
More importantly, when national govern-

ments change, European foreign ministries 
at most face a new minister, a few new par-
liamentary under-secretaries, and a tiny num-
ber of new assistants. There is nothing like 
the transition in high-level officials and am-
bassadors that occurs when a U.S. president 
leaves office (even though the numbers are 
actually quite small as a percentage of State’s 
total staffing). Even when a president remains 
but the Secretary of State changes, the senior 
leaders usually change substantially.

Many Foreign Service officers find this 
inconvenient. Change interferes both with 
their ideological predilections and their daily 
habits. And then we have Congress, always 
interfering in State’s work, raising constitu-
ents’ concerns. Imagine having to handle 
Cuban-American complaints about Castro’s 
regime, when what the Foreign Service really 
wants is full diplomatic relations, re-opening 
the American Embassy in Havana, and creat-
ing new postings for careerists. And then the 
constituents themselves, like the families of 
the victims of Libya’s 1988 bombing of Pan 
Am 103, or of the September 11, 2012, Beng-
hazi murders, who require attention and 
sympathy, thereby obstructing arguments 
that the war on terrorism is over. Europe’s 

foreign ministries rarely have to deal with 
parliamentarians or opposition parties, let 
alone individual citizens.

The state department’s culture 
(although not shared by all careerists) 
is simultaneously elitist and paro-

chial. For example, Whiton highlights the 
notion, popular at State, that “China is not 
an adversary.” Not hard to believe, provided 
one ignores the reality of China’s military 
build-up, its provocative territorial claims in 
the East and South China Seas, and its rig-
orously mercantilist trade policies. Whiton 
shows how “panda hugging” careerists at 
State enforce petty constraints against Tai-
wanese officials at Beijing’s instance. Taiwan’s 
diplomats (coming from a vigorous, function-
ing democracy) are not permitted in State’s 
Foggy Bottom headquarters, and high-level 
U.S. officials rarely visit Taiwan. Although 
American representatives frequently meet 
with terrorists (and those who promise to re-
nounce terrorism), the doors are closed to the 
Taiwanese. 

Whiton does not spare other national se-
curity agencies, particularly the intelligence 
community, that hallowed ground for oppo-
nents of the Bush Administration, who re-
peatedly accused Bush appointees of trying 
to “politicize” intelligence, skewing analysis 
in favor of their preferred policies. There was 
never evidence to support that charge, un-
less policymakers asking hard questions of 
intelligence analysts constitutes a form of 
intimidation. The real danger of politiciza-
tion was within the intelligence community 
itself, where guerrilla movements tried to 
spike Bush policies with which they disagreed. 
Whiton emphasizes the badly misguided 
2007 national intelligence estimate on Iran’s 
nuclear program as the paradigm of such mu-
tiny. The Iran case was particularly egregious 
because the estimate at issue was not written 
by intelligence professionals, but by State De-
partment officials on loan to the Director of 
National Intelligence. That is politicization 
with a vengeance.

Readers can agree or disagree with Chris-
tian Whiton’s recommendations for reform. 
My own view is that the problems are more 
cultural than structural, and that something 
more than a simple rearrangement of the bu-
reaucracy is required. But these are debates 
for another day, after the salutary lessons of 
Smart Power have sunk in.

John R. Bolton, a former U.S. permanent repre-
sentative to the United Nations, is a senior fellow 
at the American Enterprise Institute.
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Essay by Helen Rittelmeyer

Up from Colonialism

The penguin anthology of contem-
porary African Writing, published in 
2009, opens with a piece by the Nige-

rian author Chinua Achebe, who died last year 
at the age of 82. Assuming the Penguin editors 
meant “contemporary” in the usual sense of the 
term, this was a remarkable distinction to be-
stow on an author who published his first novel 
in 1958 and his last novel (bar one late-in-life 
flop) in 1966, and who in the last decades of his 
life published little apart from a handful of es-
say collections and a meandering war memoir.

But in another sense it was entirely ap-
propriate to call Achebe a contemporary Af-
rican writer, since African novel-writing has 
scarcely progressed since he inaugurated it 
with the celebrated Things Fall Apart. In the 
decades since that title was published—the 
same year as The Once and Future King, Our 
Man in Havana, and The Dharma Bums—the 
American novel has evolved through a multi-
tude of vogues and phases while the Anglo-
phone African novel has, for the most part, 
remained as it was when Achebe launched 
it: unremarkable in its prose, flat in its char-
acterization, anti-Western in its politics, and 
preoccupied with the confrontation between 
tradition and modernity. 

These characteristics have dominated the 
African novel so thoroughly that most West-
ern readers assume they are essential to it, 

just as madness and melodrama are essential 
to the Russian novel. In fact, the uniformity 
of African fiction is quite artificial. Nothing 
about the continent predestined its fiction to 
be stylistically humdrum and politically ten-
dentious. It was a deliberate collaboration 
between Achebe, his publishers, and West-
ern multiculturalists that made it that way, 
to serve the personal interests of the first two 
parties and the political interests of the third. 

The Gatekeeper

I say collaboration, but conspiracy 
was the word Achebe used, claiming in his 
later years to have been one of the “con-

spirators in the launch of African literature.” 
Although Achebe was never one to underrate 
his own importance, in this case the claim is 
no exaggeration. The locus of this conspiracy 
was the African Writers Series (AWS), an 
imprint of the British publisher Heinemann 
launched in 1962.

It is hard to grasp today just how unprec-
edented the African Writers Series was at 
the time. Before Things Fall Apart, almost 
no African novels had been published in 
England, or indeed in English. Depending 
on how you define “African” and “novel,” the 
number might be in the single digits. In the 
1950s, students at places like the University of 

Makerere in Uganda had started to ask (quite 
rightly) whether, as African students in Af-
rica, they might not be entitled to study a few 
African novels in their literature classes. Their 
professors were not averse to the idea, but 
both parties soon realized that there simply 
were not enough such titles to fill a semester’s 
coursework.

Apart from Heinemann, no Western pub-
lishers were interested in African titles, which 
everyone said would never sell. In Africa it-
self, the publishing industry was still in its 
infancy, partly because literacy was far from 
universal. So, for aspiring fiction writers in 
Africa in the 1960s, Heinemann was practi-
cally the only game in town. And Achebe was 
their gatekeeper.

His official title was “editorial adviser,” 
but that doesn’t convey the extent to which 
Achebe dominated the AWS’s editorial poli-
cy during its early decades. The London edi-
tors in charge of the series were well-mean-
ing liberals, none of whom had grown up in 
Africa or even lived there for any extended 
period, and they were not at all confident in 
their ability to judge African literary excel-
lence. Their anxiety about imposing neocolo-
nial standards led them to defer to Achebe’s 
judgment whether they agreed with it or not. 
One of those editors, James Currey, recalled 
in his history of the AWS how it went at the 



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2013/14  
Page 50

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

board meetings where manuscripts were fi-
nally accepted or rejected: “After the discus-
sion had gone on for some time…Alan Hill 
in the chair would say, ‘Well, James, what 
did the old Chinua say?’” And that would be 
that.

The only thing more important to the edi-
tors than what the old Chinua said was what 
would sell, which is where the multicultural-
ists come in. In the beginning Heinemann 
had trouble getting bookstores to stock its 
AWS titles, but just when its finances were 
looking desperate, it was rescued by the edu-
cation establishment. The early ’60s saw the 
first “multicultural advisers” hired in Brit-
ish school districts and the first stirrings of 
multiculturalist ideology in the universities, 
and these two sources provided some of the 
AWS’s best customers. In the U.S., Things 
Fall Apart became such a curriculum staple 
that it was for a time the second most adopted 
text in American high schools. 

Of course, these buyers were partly driven 
by concerns that had nothing to do with lit-
erature. One of the main reasons educators 
seized upon Things Fall Apart in the first 
place was that it allowed them to perpetuate 
the narrative of a pristine, prosperous Africa 
destroyed by a rapacious, unfeeling West. 
Self-righteous missionaries versus honorable 
pagans, self-serving politicians versus noble 
anticolonialists—these were the sorts of sto-
ries they looked for in future African novels. 
And with Achebe steering the selection at 
Heinemann, they got plenty. 

Paul Cantor has argued in these pages (“A 
Handshake Across the Centuries,” Winter 
2010/Spring 2011) that Achebe’s fiction does 
not convey such a simplistic anti-Western 
message—that, quite the opposite, Achebe “is 
actually insisting on the relevance of Europe-
an wisdom to contemporary Africa.” In Can-
tor’s reading, Achebe’s work features a num-
ber of deliberate references to Ancient Greek 
culture, including scenes of proto-Platonic 
philosophic dialogue, which were included 
to suggest that the Socratic life is as good for 
the Igbo people as it is for anyone in the West. 
This interesting reading may or may not be 
correct. For what it’s worth, Achebe was an 
Afrocentric revisionist who once insisted to 
an interviewer that “the Greeks did not drop 
from the sky, they evolved in a certain place 
which was very close to Africa.” The impor-
tant thing, however, is that it was not Cantor’s 
reading, but its precise opposite, which pre-
vailed among Achebe’s boosters in the educa-
tion establishment.

The other influential tastemakers were 
the literary reviewers, and they too brought 

certain expectations to African literature 
which proved restrictive. Early reviews had 
praised Things Fall Apart for being “an au-
thentic native document, guileless and unso-
phisticated” (New York Herald Tribune) and 

“written neither up nor down” (Times Liter-
ary Supplement). The stubborn identification 
of “authentic” with “guileless and unsophisti-
cated” led to a perverse situation where sim-
plistic but bad African writing was consid-
ered more praiseworthy than anything that 
seemed to be, as the TLS put it, written up. 
This mentality filtered through to African 
writers themselves, and generations of them 
grew up thinking that writing well meant 
writing like Achebe. Imagine if midcentury 
America had produced no Fitzgerald, no 
Steinbeck, and no Faulkner, and all anybody 
knew was Hemingway.

lively and protracted battle in print with rep-
resentatives of the négritude movement, which 
held that African literature should concern 
itself primarily with exploring the essence of 
blackness and upholding the superiority of 
its unique form of wisdom. Soyinka wrote off 
négritude as a “philosophical straitjacket,” cut-
tingly remarking in one famous essay: “A tiger 
does not proclaim its tigritude. It pounces.”

Such pointed dissents from multicultur-
alist orthodoxy may explain the strange fact 
that although Soyinka is, by most accounts, 
a better and more interesting writer than 
Achebe, he is not nearly so well known. His 
marvelous plays are rarely assigned in West-
ern classrooms. In commercial terms, Soy-
inka has never been a huge success, whereas 
sales of Achebe’s books accounted for as much 
as a third of the revenue coming in from the 
African Writers Series even in the 1980s, 
decades after they had first been published. 
When Soyinka won the Nobel Prize in 1986, 
he was cornered at a reception by one particu-
larly effusive admirer who proceeded to praise 
his work in the most gushing terms. When 
Soyinka asked, “What have you read by me?” 
the admirer answered, “Things Fall Apart.” 

On those occasions when Soyinka is read 
in the West, he is often misread, with inci-
dental references to anti-colonial tropes being 
elevated into central themes, the better to fit 
Western readers’ expectations. Soyinka was 
outraged when he learned that the American 
edition of his novel Seasons of Anomy (1974) 
promised on its back cover a portrayal of “the 
clash between old values and new ways, be-
tween western methods and African tradi-
tions.” This was not the point of the book at all, 
he said, and whoever wrote that blurb should 
be awarded “the overseas prize for illiteracy 
and mental conditioning.” To forestall any 
misunderstandings, his preface to the verse 
drama Death and the King’s Horseman (1975) 
states emphatically that “the Colonial Factor 
is an incident, a catalytic incident merely. The 
confrontation in the play is largely metaphysi-
cal.” But it was no use. His white audience 
had a very specific idea of how an African 
writer should sound and what sorts of things 
he should care about, and when Soyinka did 
not conform to that imagined standard of Af-
ricanness, he more often than not found him-
self simply ignored.

La Différence

How the literature of english-
speaking Africa might have devel-
oped if it had been spared Achebe’s 

overwhelming dominance is suggested by 

Mental Conditioning

To get an idea of how these factors 
affected the growth of African litera-
ture in practice, it is instructive to look 

at the career of Wole Soyinka. Soyinka was 
another Nigerian writer of Achebe’s genera-
tion, both of them graduating from the coun-
try’s first college, the University of Ibadan, in 
its first few years of existence. There were sev-
eral student writers running around campus 
in those days, but Soyinka was the one every-
one thought would hit it big. “When you first 
met him, until you realized really how intel-
ligent he was, you could easily have mistaken 
him for just rather a very cocky boy,” recalled 
one of his teachers in the late ’80s. “But he 
wasn’t trying to be clever. He just naturally 
effervesced.”

As Soyinka grew in stature as a playwright 
and essayist, he proved to be a steadfast ene-
my of all attempts to impose limits on African 
writing, especially those limits that were po-
litically motivated. For a long time he resisted 
being published under the AWS imprint at 
all, on the grounds that he wanted to be evalu-
ated as a writer, not an African writer. Refer-
ring to the series’ signature orange covers, he 
called it the “orange ghetto.” He also waged a 

The stubborn identification
of “authentic” with “guileless 

and unsophisticated” led
to excessive praise for

African writing.
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the counterexample of Francophone Africa. 
France’s African colonies began producing 
native writers around the same time Britain’s 
did, but for the most part the two traditions 
developed independently. It is an indictment 
of Achebe’s outsize influence that from the 
1950s up to the present day, the Francophone 
African novel has far outpaced the Anglo-
phone in sophistication, inventiveness, and 
thematic diversity.

The two empires took two very different 
approaches to the education of their colonized 
peoples. The British were usually content to 
preserve local cultures and institutions, both 
because that seemed morally right and be-
cause it was just the easiest thing. The French, 
with their heritage of Enlightenment univer-
salism, operated on the principle that every 
African could become a proper French citizen 
if given the right education. While the British 
were scrambling to rewrite their grammars to 
include more local color, replacing Jack and 
Sue with Matu and Hiuko, generations of 
Senegalese schoolboys were puzzling over a 
history textbook that opened with the words 

“Nos ancêtres, les Gaulois (Our ancestors, the 
Gauls)….” The French wanted to extend first-
class national citizenship to their African 
charges someday, and took for granted that 
they would want it.

Though it is hard to say which of these ap-
proaches showed more respect for the native 
African, there is no question which of them 
produced better literature. Francophone Af-
rican writers were expected to compete on 
equal footing with their counterparts in the 
metropole, and the result was greater ambi-
tion and more freedom of experimentation. 
An early example of this is Camara Laye, 
the son of a Malinke tribesman who pub-
lished the Kafkaesque novel The Radiance of 
the King in 1954. For many years there was 
some controversy over whether Laye had re-
ally written it himself, with skeptics arguing 
that a man of Laye’s educational and cultural 
background simply could not have pulled off 
such a technically accomplished piece of fic-
tion. Later, the bawdy and prolific Senegalese 
novelist Ousmane Sembene proved some-
thing that none of his Anglophone counter-
parts had, namely that African writers have a 
sense of humor. The Ivory Coast’s Ahmadou 
Kourouma, who unlike the previous two did 
write frequently about political themes, did 
so without the overwhelming sense of griev-
ance that mars the work of Achebe and his 
heirs.

In the 21st century, the difference be-
tween the two traditions has persisted. In the 
French-speaking world, the most famous Af-

rican novelist currently working is probably 
Alain Mabanckou; in America, it is Teju Cole. 
Mabanckou is best known for African Psy-
cho (2007), a Congolese takeoff on the Bret 
Easton Ellis hit (interesting premise, that), 
and for Broken Glass (2009), which is nar-
rated by the resident drunk of a Brazzaville 
bar in the form of a notebook he starts when 
the proprietor commissions him to write 
the bar’s history. In neither of these books is 
anyone haunted by the legacy of slavery, the 
plight of the Native Americans, or the rant-
ings of Edward Said, as characters frequently 
are in Teju Cole’s undisciplined breakout 
novel, Open City (2011). In fact, Mabanckou 
has specifically rejected calls for more politi-
cal comment in his books, saying he has no 
interest in acting like “le pompier de l’Afrique,” 
Africa’s firefighter.

A New Library

The state of the anglophone af-
rican novel is not entirely the fault of 
Chinua Achebe and his multicultur-

alist enablers. Some of the blame must lie 
with those conscientious Western critics and 
readers who should have paid more attention 
when African writers tried to move beyond 
the limits Achebe set. It is appalling to think 
that Soyinka—a man equally at home with 
Shakespeare, Brecht, and Barthes—should 
have been forced to give a 1973 lecture at 
Cambridge University under the auspices of 
the Department of Social Anthropology be-
cause the Department of English wouldn’t 
sponsor him, refusing to believe that an Af-
rican writer would be literary enough for 
them. It is dreadful (though amusing) that 
when Toni Morrison was an editor at Ran-
dom House, she forwarded the manuscript of 
Bessie Head’s classic The Collector of Treasures 
and Other Botswana Village Tales (1977) to 
the children’s department.

But there is no getting around the sad truth 
that Achebe was an artist with a narrow gift 
and a political agenda, that he imposed these 
limitations on African literature, and that the 
Western Left used their cultural influence to 
enforce these limits. Now that Achebe is gone, 
we can only hope that African writers will be 
allowed the freedom to get out from under his 
influence. An African proverb says that when 
an old man dies, a library burns down. Per-
haps with Achebe’s death a new library will 
spring up.

Helen Rittelmeyer is a policy analyst at the 
Centre for Independent Studies in Sydney, 
Australia.
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“ This book is an eye-opener. Under Mr. Zarate,  
and his successors, Treasury quietly built new 
capabilities that owe less to junk bonds than  
to James Bond.”  
—New York Times

“ [A] penetrating, entertaining world tour of  
what [the authors] call the ‘anti-scientific  
left.’”—Weekly Standard

“  A deeply researched, highly readable account  
of the conservative challenge to the ACA.”  
—American Prospect
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Book Review by Carol Iannone

The Truth of Experience
The Selected Letters of Willa Cather, edited by Andrew Jewell and Janis Stout.

Alfred A. Knopf, 752 pages, $37.50

Willa cather is an enduring 
figure in American letters—her 
works all in print, studied, an-

thologized, criticized, translated into many 
languages, and crowned with an impressive 
three-volume Library of America selection 
published from 1987 to 1992. A bestselling 
novelist during her lifetime, she appeared on 
the cover of Time in 1931. But as her reputa-
tion grew, some of the most notable Ameri-
can critics of their day—Edmund Wilson, 
Lionel Trilling, Alfred Kazin, Louis Kro-
nenberger, Granville Hicks, Maxwell Geis-
mar, Clifton Fadiman, John Chamberlain 
(who wrote the introduction for William 
F. Buckley, Jr.’s God and Man at Yale), and 
more—could be counted among her detrac-

tors, a few of them ready to “go for me every 
time they can,” as she saw it. 

She did not believe in directly defending 
her work in print, although she did so indi-
rectly at times, and that makes this magnifi-
cent and superbly edited selection of her let-
ters especially valuable, for in many of them 
she reveals a great deal about her artistic 
aims, and takes on some of the criticism she 
received as well. Editors Andrew Jewell and 
Janis Stout present very good reasons for de-
fying Cather’s own stipulation that her letters 
not be published, and we can be very grateful 
that they do, for this collection is an absolute 
treasure. Not to make these exquisite com-
positions—full of color, insight, wisdom—
widely available to Cather’s readers would 

constitute a kind of literary crime. The more 
than 500 letters in this selection—spanning 
1888, when she turned 15, to 1947, the year 
of her death—have been culled from about 
3,000 or so that exist in archives around the 
world and that have been hitherto rendered 
for publication only in paraphrase. In them, 
she corresponds with people famous and ob-
scure—family, friends, acquaintances, pub-
lishers, illustrators, musicians, artists, and 
other writers. 

Born in virginia and later trans-
planted when still a child to the vast 
and level prairies of Nebraska, Cather 

grew up at a time when the frontier was still 
open, and when hard-working pioneers—of-
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ten immigrants from Sweden, Norway, or Bo-
hemia—struggled mightily to cultivate virgin 
land, as she depicts in two of her best loved 
novels, O Pioneers! (1913) and My Ántonia 
(1918), which with The Song of the Lark make 
up her “prairie trilogy.” The Song of the Lark 
appeared between these two books in 1915, 
and portrayed a young woman who rises from 
the immigrant prairie culture to become a fa-
mous opera singer. Not unjustifiably, many 
have seen Cather’s own rise to prominence in 
that of her main character in that book, her 
own move from East to West constituting a 
kind of immigration in itself.

In Nebraska, Cather’s father tried farm-
ing for a couple of years but transferred into 
insurance and mortgages when it proved too 
rough for him. The family, which grew to 
include six brothers and sisters after Willa, 
moved into the town of Red Cloud, where 
Cather lived until age 17 when she left for the 
University of Nebraska in Lincoln. After col-
lege she spent some time as an editor and a 
journalist, and then taught high school for a 
few years in Pittsburgh, living with the fam-
ily of Isabelle McClung, a very close friend 
and avid supporter of her literary ambitions. 
Some of her very early writings of this peri-
od—poems, short stories, reviews—attracted 
the attention of S.S. McClure of the famous, 
muckraking McClure’s magazine. She moved 
to New York and served as his editor and 
mainstay from 1906 to 1912, when she left to 
devote herself to her fiction. 

In an article written years later 
Cather recalled a New York critic who 
voiced “a very general opinion” about her 

early novels when he said “I simply don’t care 
a damn what happens in Nebraska, no mat-
ter who writes about it.” But the novels of the 
prairie trilogy did garner elite approval from 
an earlier brace of critics, such as Randolph 
Bourne, Carl Van Doren, and even the acer-
bic H.L. Mencken, who saw them as a sign of 
American fiction coming into its own.

In the early years of the 20th century, the 
“novel of the soil” had not yet made its appear-
ance in America, Cather explains. Polite fic-
tion about smart people in upper class drawing 
rooms was the order of the day, in imitation of 
Henry James and Edith Wharton. Cather had 
taken her turn at this kind of fiction in her first 
try at a full length work, Alexander’s Bridge 
(1912), which she virtually disowned when she 
found her true voice in O Pioneers!, her sec-
ond “first” novel. She became the first writer to 
present immigrants in a rounded and human 
fashion in serious fiction, and she took pride 
in drawing readers toward something new 
by virtue of its truth. Even “people who can’t 
write anything true themselves” can “recognize 

it when they see it,” she writes in a letter. “And 
whatever is really true is true for all people.” 

Her allegiance to the truth of her experi-
ence was her guiding light, as these letters 
show. “I can write successfully only when 
I write about people or places which I very 
greatly admire; which indeed I actually love,” 
when “people or places” have “taken hold of 
me in some very personal way. The characters 
may be cranky and queer, or foolhardy and 
rash, but they must have something in them 
which gives me a thrill and warms my heart.” 
And, indeed, most of her characters were 
based on people she knew, or, later, whom 
she encountered, almost personally, in read-
ing and research. And most of the important 
settings of her fiction are places to which she 
felt an intense and even mystical connection. 

“Nearly all my books are made out of old ex-
periences that have had time to season,” she 
writes. “Memory keeps what is essential and 
lets the rest go.” And, she admits, “I do love 
to have my own folks like my stories.” She 
reports with satisfaction that, of My Ántonia, 
the folks in Red Cloud said “yes, it was exactly 
like that; that is the way we remember it.” 

This fidelity to the truth of expe-
rience as well as the openness, honesty, 
and generosity of her nature as evi-

denced in these letters force one to conclude 
that all that ink devoted in recent years to her 
supposed hidden homosexual inclination was 
a royal waste of time. These letters are any-
thing but the product of a repressed or secre-
tive person. Cather enjoyed life, cherished 
friendship, relished experience, travelled 
widely, and eagerly shared her responses to ev-
erything. And she was quite feminine—liked 
clothes and being well dressed (treated herself 
to a mink coat following the success of one 
of her books), took an interest in housekeep-
ing (albeit with help when available), liked to 
entertain, and became a good cook. She en-
joyed the company of men as well as women 
and evidently even had a couple of proposals 
of marriage. She didn’t marry, but lived com-
panionably with a friend, Edith Lewis, for a 
great part of her adult life.

Child of the prairie, she could also be the 
rugged outdoor girl. As an adult she roughed 
it on extensive camping and riding trips in the 
Midwest and in the very pre-touristy South-
west of the early 20th century, the landscape 
which figures importantly in The Song of the 
Lark and is the setting for Death Comes for 
the Archbishop (1927). Though she lived for 
years in Greenwich Village, she was anything 
but bohemian—to have to eat in one’s parlor 
would be the height of wretchedness. She 
stayed close to her extended family, which 
eventually included a passel of nieces and 

nephews, and kept in touch with the people 
back home and with life on the prairie. She 
visited often, sent money, clothes, and even 
boxes of food to help people out in hard times. 

“I had to live among writers and musicians to 
learn my trade,” she wrote, “but I do think 
my heart never got across the Missouri river.” 
In response to lofty critical pronouncements 
about the “atmosphere” for My Ántonia, she 
retorted, “Nonsense, it’s the atmosphere of 
my grandmother’s kitchen, and nothing else.” 

This is not to say that she was un-
sophisticated. She loved art, theatre, 
music, opera, Europe, and was friendly 

with many accomplished and cultivated peo-
ple. Her personality and artistic aims differed 
from her time, however. It wasn’t that she nev-
er had to struggle with her writing, but she 
could say that she wrote “for pleasure more 
than vanity” and objected to the “legend” that 
grew about her “of a pale creature who has 
sacrificed her life to art.” 

She didn’t “want to be ‘literary,’” she assert-
ed. “Here are a lot of people I used to know and 
love, sit down and let me tell you about them.” 
Her concern was less for “clever writing” and 
more for “a simple and faithful presentation.” 
Of the modernist experimentations of the 
time, she felt “these stunts, while they are very 
exciting, seem to leave nothing behind…. They 
go up, and out, like rockets.” And, she notes, 
readers lap up the great European novels even 
in bad translations, so something other than 
formal perfection must be at work. 

For her part, she developed a pure, unclut-
tered, “low tone” style, retaining what she con-
sidered “essential,” and letting the rest go—“art 
simplifies,” she insisted. It’s a mesmerizingly 
simple style—quite modern in its own carefully 
chiseled way—that has put her on many a high 
school as well as college reading list. But she 
claims she “never conscientiously paid much 
attention to language,” for “[w]hen one cares 
enough, the language for that feeling comes.” 

In fact, she had something of a disdain for 
the glittery literary scene of her day. She did 
not care for the idea of the artist as celebrity, 
such as “poor D.H. Lawrence,” as she calls 
him—who trailed behind him a bevy of hang-
ers-on, eager to exploit their proximity to him. 
She congratulated herself fairly late in her ca-
reer for avoiding the things she “violently did 
not want…too much money, noisy publicity, 
the bother of meeting lots of people.” She once 
broke her rule and attended a string of New 
York “literary” dinners, and was abashed at 
writers who think they have to “grin for a living.” 

When Pat Knopf, the son of Alfred Knopf, 
one of her publishers, ran away from home 
in the spring of 1937 after failing to gain ad-
mission to Princeton, Cather applauded. “I’m 
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glad he is back again, but more glad that he 
ran away,” she writes. Of what some might 
think an enviably advantageous background, 
Cather remarks: “There is good material in 
‘Pat’, but he has been under very poor teach-
ers and had the misfortune in early boyhood 
to be thrown among a lot of very showy and 
rather clever people.” (“Clever” is never a posi-
tive in Cather’s lexicon.)

But what was it that set off her 
“haters,” as she calls them—an overly 
forceful word, since even her critics 

usually had to acknowledge her gifts. We can 
see already that she swam against a lot of the 
currents that began flowing in the 20th centu-
ry, and that flowed ever more forcefully after 
the Great War. 

To begin with, Cather was frankly patri-
otic and clearly believed in what came to be 
called American exceptionalism. “We can 
literally save Democracy—or lose it—for the 
whole world,” she writes. When she speaks of 
the soldiers who poured into the city on their 
way home after the war, it is almost with a 
schoolgirl’s enthusiasm:

[O]ne meets lots of them about now, 
in theaters and hotels, and oh Elsie 
[her friend and fellow writer Elizabeth 
Shepley Sergeant] they are so jolly and 
modest and amused at everything—so 
just all that one could want them to be. 
They are not conceited…and they don’t 
think they won the war…the French 
boys were awfully fine fellows—but 
ours were so wonderfully, so unsuspect-
edly picturesque and they seemed so 
more alive than anything one had ever 
seen before!

“I do nothing but run around with soldiers,” 
she reports, and she also visited the wounded 
at the Polyclinic Hospital in downtown Man-
hattan. “I have been seeing as much of them as 
I can. They like to talk to almost anyone who 
will talk to them about France.” 

One of Ours (1922) is the story of Claude 
Wheeler, a Nebraska farm boy who dies hero-
ically in battle in France. It was based on the 
life and death of Cather’s cousin, Grosvenor 
P. Cather, who never found his place in post-
pioneer Nebraska, enlisted in the Army, died 
in battle, and “was awarded a Distinguished 
Service Cross for bravely climbing a parapet 
and directing fire,” as the editors inform us. 
This novel won her a Pulitzer Prize and was a 
bestseller, yet garnered the harshest criticism 
of her career to that time from the more so-
phisticated commentators. She was lambasted 
for glorifying death in war, for being ignorant 
of the realities of battle, and, to cut to the chase, 

for violating the reigning air of postwar disil-
lusionment, as Joan Acocella details in Willa 
Cather and The Politics of Criticism (2000). And 
yet she clearly had hit on a truth that resonated 
with many people who were not ready to sur-
render to the futility coming across in other 
postwar novels and commentary. She still be-
lieved in and portrayed heroism when heroism 
was being painstakingly deconstructed, and 
many Americans were with her on that. 

Her answer in these letters to 
all the criticism is what it always 
is—what she wrote was the truth of 

the experience as she understood it; she wasn’t 
writing a war novel but the story of this one 
boy; she really understood her cousin’s life and 
death in that light, and labored mightily to ren-
der it real in fiction. And, indeed, this is borne 
out when she conveys her beautifully expressed 
sympathy to Grosvenor’s mother, in the same 
vein as the novel, on the day of the Armistice, 
when bells were ringing all over the city. 

world broke in two in 1922 or thereabouts, and 
the persons and prejudices recalled in these 
sketches slid back into yesterday’s seven thou-
sand years.” It’s no accident of course that 1922 
was the year of One of Ours and also the year 
she and her parents left the Baptist Church 
and became Episcopalians. (Religion is a qui-
et but clear presence in her life; she loved to 
recite the Nicene Creed to herself, thinking 
it through: “There is such authority and maj-
esty in it.”) That year also saw the publication 
of James Joyce’s Ulysses and T.S. Eliot’s The 
Wasteland, exemplifying the most experimen-
tal aspects of literary modernism in English.

Much of her subsequent work, 
all of it hugely successful with the 
public (and generally praised by 

more mainstream critics), looks to the past 
and directly or indirectly contrasts it with a 
meaner present. A Lost Lady (1923) portrays 
the decline of an honorable pioneering rail-
road man of the post-Civil War generation 
amidst a tawdry present. In The Professor’s 
House (1925), the story of a college teacher 
who has lost the savor of life is interrupted 
for the insertion of an almost magical tale of 
a young man of the professor’s acquaintance 
who years before discovered the ruins of an 
ancient civilization in the Southwest. Shad-
ows on the Rock (1931) consists of vignettes 
about the implantation of French culture in 
17th-century Quebec. And of course there 
was probably her greatest novel, the sublime 
Death Comes for the Archbishop, which ap-
peared a few years before Shadows, and which, 
to the younger sophisticated critics, was about 

“[a] couple of old nineteenth-century priests 
riding their donkeys through the desert,” as 
Acocella amusingly sums up their response.

Cather increasingly lost the favor of elite 
and intellectual opinion, the Freudians and 
the Marxists, exponents of those movements 
that helped usher in the modernist irony that 
would govern the century, always searching 
for the selfishness behind the morality that 
she still straightforwardly portrayed. But the 
feeling was mutual. You can almost catch the 
sting of the slap when she has to defend Sarah 
Orne Jewett and Louisa May Alcott from ac-
cusations of some kind of “sex-starvation.” In 
a century that saw the “Freud fanatics,” as she 
calls them, and other psychologizing forces 
dissolve the idea of virtue, she still prizes it, 
and quipped to a fellow writer that “the van-
ishing conception of Sin” will “leave people of 
our profession bankrupt.” She admired char-
acter and her sense of character was unem-
barrassedly traditional. When she had to visit 
California on family matters, she observed 
dryly “that there are a great many idle, drift-
ing, shallow people there.” 

Cather was frankly patriotic 
and clearly believed in
what came to be called

American exceptionalism.

Critics of One of Ours seem willing to con-
cede that its first part is successful, set as it is 
in Nebraska and the prairie life that Cather 
knew so well, but they judge the second part 
concerning the war to be an aesthetic failure. 
This assessment needs to be challenged. One 
of Ours is a mesmerizingly magnificent novel, 
one of the best World War I novels I have ever 
read, perhaps the best. The early section is in-
deed powerful, but the parts set in Army life 
in America and in France are also vivid, con-
vincing, and involving, and the development 
of Claude’s interior life is unspeakably moving. 
Those hours spent talking with the boys really 
paid off, and I’d venture to say that not only 
did Cather capture the doughboy experience 
in its highs, lows, and in-betweens, but she 
may well have inspired later war novels. Cather 
was no fan of the new woman, either, and One 
of Ours contains one of the most devastating 
portraits of female selfishness, with a particu-
larly modern twist, ever captured in fiction.

Be that as it may, the gap began to widen 
between her and her present moment, and 
more and more she was seen as old-fashioned, 
old-ladyish, overly genteel. In 1936 she pub-
lished a collection of essays deliberately aimed 
at readers Not Under Forty, in which she fa-
mously stipulated in a brief author’s note, “The 
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In the ultra leftist 1930s she simply could 
not see the primacy of politics and economics. 

“One knows that our actual lives are very little 
made up of economic conditions,” she writes.

They affect us on the outside, but they 
certainly are not what life means to you 
or to me or to the taxi driver, or to the 
elevator boys and hall boys (all of whom 
I know very well) in the house where I 
live…. Most, if not all of these students 
who burn with zeal to reconstruct and 
improve human society, seem to lose 
touch with human beings and with 
the individual needs and desires which 
make people what they are.

Here is where the attacks on her 
really heated up. The Marxist (and 
sometime Communist Party mem-

ber) critic Granville Hicks, charged that Cath-
er had “fallen into supine romanticism because 
of a refusal to examine life as it is,” and is thus 
unequal to “the task that has occupied most of 
the world’s great artists, the expression of what 
is central and fundamental in her own age.” Ac-
tually, Hicks seems a little nonplussed, in that 
he has to admit that Cather does not stint from 
showing the sometimes harsh and desolate re-
ality of her characters’ lives, yet still manages to 
preserve a certain integrity in them, and shows 
no inclination “to destroy and rebuild.”

Cather understood the dark side, that “cru-
elty and rapacity,” in Hicks’s phrase, were part 
of life, and she portrays it vividly, but she sees 
beyond it. It cannot utterly negate what is best 
in human life, what still shines in the dark-
ness. As she puts it, “the world has a habit of 
being in a bad way from time to time.” The 
thing for the artist is to see properly, to

see that the straight thing and the 
crooked thing are not the same…. That 
mere perception is the thing that counts: 
without it human life would be too un-
utterably dull and filthy. If all the great 

“loyalties” are utter lies—why then, they 
are simply ever so much better than the 
truth. And that was what brought ideals 
out of the dung heap in the first place—
because creatures weren’t content with 
dung, though it is always there and, in a 
sense, more “real.”

Those scare quotes she puts on “loyalties” and 
“real” should also be around “truth.”

She is not negative about life, just about con-
temporary life, whereas for many 20th-centu-
ry writers and critics it was often the reverse. 
They are actually enjoying their own time and 
their own place immensely, but wanting to see 
life at large in nihilistic terms. In addition, her 

genius is to present mood and feeling more 
than action. Her technique, if it can be called 
that, is more vertical than horizontal. Com-
mon things reveal as much as grand things. 
When she was faulted for failing to portray the 
historical events surrounding early Quebec, 
she boldly declared that “a new society begins 
with the salad dressing more than with the 
destruction of Indian villages.” A culture can 
be grasped in things large and small, whether 
in building railroads or churning butter. In an 
interview she once famously said,

I have never found any intellectual ex-
citement any more intense than I used 
to feel when I spent a morning with 
one of those old women at her baking 
or butter making. I used to ride home 
in the most unreasonable state of excite-
ment; I always felt as if they told me so 
much more than they said—as if I had 
actually got inside another person’s skin.

It is often those moments when such 
things are realized that she captured espe-
cially and luminously. “Our great enlight-

enments always come in flashes,” she writes 
in a letter. In My Ántonia, it occurs when the 
plough is seen perfectly outlined against the 
setting sun for a few moments and Ántonia 
cries out in happiness at feeling part of some-
thing larger. In O Pioneers! it’s when Alexandra 
feels that sudden surge of love for the land. In 
The Song of the Lark it’s when Thea recognizes 
in the ancient pottery of the Southwest how 
art is meant to capture the beauty of life before 
it flees. In The Professor’s House, it’s when Tom, 
the young man whose narrative is interpolated 
in the novel, gazes on the ruins of an ancient 
Southwest civilization and sees it as a sacred 
spot, a place where humanity rose above sheer 
brutality. And it doesn’t matter if these settings 
are in the past, because such illumination is the 
perennial possibility of human experience. 

This is why she is especially incensed when 
in another piece Hicks accused her of exploit-
ing the remoteness of the past to beguile her 
readers. Deeply offended, she writes a rare 
complaining letter to his editor. “You must 
know that I am not an opportunist or a trick-
ster.” A person’s life, a culture’s life, including 
its past, is always present, and sometimes it 
flashes out and is felt in startling immediacy. 
This is what she wanted to convey. And she 
knew when she had succeeded: “When I 
wrote about the people I loved and the places 
I loved, they came back to me so vividly, that it 
was like having them all over again.”

Carol Iannone is editor-at-large of Academic 
Questions. She has written on literature, educa-
tion, and culture for a variety of publications. 
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A nephew of thomas jefferson once 
asked his famous uncle for advice on 
how to become a model public servant. 

Jefferson counseled his young relation to culti-
vate first of all the genteel pastimes of resting, 
recreating, and reading. Regarding the last of 
these, Jefferson set before his nephew a list of 
authors, mainly classical, whom every educat-
ed gentleman should know. For ancient histo-
ry, he prescribed Herodotus, Tacitus, Sueto-
nius, and Justin; for moral instruction, Plato, 
Cicero, Seneca, and Epictetus; and for poetry, 
Homer, Sophocles, Horace, and Virgil. Turn-
ing his attention to modern writers, Jefferson 
endorsed William Shakespeare, John Milton, 
Alexander Pope, and Edward Gibbon. 

Despite its encyclopedic sweep of history, 
Jefferson’s list remains conspicuous for the 

1,300-year gap that opens at its center. No 
work written between the 3rd-century death 
of Justin and the 16th-century birth of Shake-
speare draws Jefferson’s attention, much less 
his recommendation. Thus he overlooks the 
patristic writings of Jerome, Bede, and Bo-
ethius; the medieval texts of Bernard of Clair-
vaux, Albert the Great, and Bonaventure; 
and the early Renaissance literature of Dante, 
Chaucer, and Boccaccio. Jefferson also passes 
over the two authors whose towering genius 
defines this entire period: Augustine of Hip-
po and Thomas Aquinas. 

Fortunately, not all American political 
thinkers have shared Jefferson’s aversion to 
patristic and medieval authors. The late Jean 
Bethke Elshtain, for example, who taught po-
litical ethics at the University of Chicago and 

was an occasional contributor to the Claremont 
Review of Books, discovered in the writings of 
Augustine a treasure trove of human and po-
litical wisdom. In her book Augustine and the 
Limits of Politics (1995), Elshtain describes how 
as a college student, heeding the summons of 
Albert Camus to shake off modernity’s “reign 
of quantity,” she turned from thinkers like 
Descartes and Kant to seek deeper wells of 
human wisdom in the works of earlier authors.

I took an intensive crash course on Kant, 
and then another, but I emerged not 
only unconvinced but unmoved. The air 
seemed awfully thin up there. And the 
Cartesian cogito made no sense to me 
at all. Having had polio as a child and 
given birth to my own first child at age 
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nineteen, bodies loomed larger in my 
scheme of things.

The young Elshtain met a lifelong intel-
lectual companion in a paperback edition of 
Augustine’s autobiographical Confessions. The 
5th-century bishop helped her to articulate 
what she already suspected, that man is more 
than his intellect. Likewise, Augustine helped 
Elshtain explain to her students that man, the 
political animal, is not in essence a cool cal-
culator of rights but rather a warm-blooded 
creature in whom mind, will, and passion con-
spire in often imperfect pursuits of the good. 

Two recent publications share 
Elshtain’s appreciation for pre-modern 
articulations of human genius: Miles 

Hollingworth’s Saint Augustine of Hippo: An 
Intellectual Biography and Denys Turner’s Tho-
mas Aquinas: A Portrait. Neither work is for 
the beginner. Novices to Augustinian and 
Thomistic studies should read first the works 
of Peter Brown and Jean-Pierre Torrell. Hol-
lingworth and Turner write for a more spe-
cialized audience, namely their colleagues in 
the academy who, like Jefferson, underappre-
ciate the Christian fathers and scholastics.

Saint Augustine of Hippo is Hollingworth’s 
second book on the revered Christian saint. 
His first, The Pilgrim City: St. Augustine of 
Hippo and His Innovation in Political Thought 
(2010), earned the young South African schol-
ar critical acclaim. Both works reveal Holling-
worth’s keen intellect, as well as his sure grasp 
of the history of Western thought, a subject 
he continues to pursue as a research fellow at 
Durham University’s St. John’s College.

In his intellectual biography, Holling-
worth presents Augustine as a novelist, a mas-
ter storyteller who strives to perceive in each 
individual life traces of the one meta-narrative 
that shapes all lives. This meta-narrative is the 

“story of how, as high-born creatures of intel-
lect and volition, we battle the indignities of 
flesh and earth.” Hollingworth explains that 

“Augustine knew especially well that each 
human story is a narrative poised, and tight, 
between the animal and the sublime.” At its 
foundation, however, the universal human 
narrative is not a war story but a tragic love 
story. “It is the sensual meta-narrative of all 
humanity in Adam and Eve.” Hollingworth 
observes that

Augustine was obsessed with the idea 
that the writing out, and speaking out, 
of reality—Confession—was the only 
way that we could grasp something. All 
autobiography, all history, was to prove 
identical to him on this point. His Con-
fessiones speak for themselves in this re-

gard; but it is not so well known that his 
historical masterpiece, his City of God, 
was conceived on this same obsession—
that the smallest circumstantial grit in 
any human history can be worked over 
until it becomes the pearl that shows 
how all human stories together write 
the one single story of Adam and Eve.

The Confessions supplies Hollingworth the 
template for his biography. Accordingly, he 
maps his history of Augustine’s intellectual 
development over Augustine’s own account of 
his spiritual maturation. For Hollingworth, 
therefore, the Confessions itself makes known 
the degree to which Augustine had developed 
his intellectual powers. Augustine reveals his 
genius in the retelling, scene by scene, of his 
unwitting performance of the ur-drama of 
Adam and Eve.

Hollingworth addresses three 
points of concern in Saint Augus-
tine of Hippo. First, he wants to de-

pict Augustine as an intellectual for all times. 
Troubled by oversimplified portrayals of the 
saint as a partisan of 5th-century internecine 
Christian debates, Hollingworth underscores 
the virtuosity of Augustine’s mind, and the 
manner in which he carried over into his 
Christian conversion a sustained meditation 
on the questions first raised by his study of 
Greek and Roman philosophy. As he confess-
es his personal story before God, Augustine 
also brings to the Almighty the concerns that 
touch every human mind and heart. The bish-
op of Hippo expresses every man’s wonder 
over creation, time, goodness, evil, freedom, 
history, language, memory, beauty, shame, 
suffering, and death. Augustine’s conversion 
and episcopal ministry augmented rather 
than diminished his philosophical genius.

Second, Hollingworth is careful to con-
trast Augustine’s “African” cast of mind with 
the worldview of his contemporary “Euro-
pean” readers. Augustine’s writing bears the 
intellectual marks of his homeland, the Medi-
terranean coast of North Africa, where man 
is conceived not only as mind but also as “flesh 
and blood.” Though Hollingworth admits 
that such views are as native to Europe as they 
are to Africa, he argues that “Augustine is the 
African thinker who reacquaints the West 
with this aspect of itself, lost to the flameproof 
absolutes of theoretical knowledge.” Modern 
theoreticians may find Augustine’s thought 
disorienting, Hollingworth observes, for it 
emerges from a soul that does not sail on the 

“winds of the cogito ergo sum.”
Lastly, Hollingworth builds on his African/

European distinction to indicate the contours 
of Augustine’s “Augustinianism.” “This is Au-

gustinianism,” he writes, to “know that the 
whole of human life on earth is a passionate 
affair carried on with the wrong City—and in 
full view of the tragedy of this fact. In flagrante.” 
Here, Hollingworth showcases Augustine’s 
distress over how man allows his preoccupa-
tion with the flourishing of the earthly City to 
eclipse his pursuit of the heavenly City. Case in 
point, Hollingworth focuses on the overreach-
ing claims of contemporary linguistics. 

Language is not the key to how we are 
wired; it is the proof that we are incon-
solable lovers. The animals have never 
spoken because they have never been 
like this. We speak and write because 
we blush and are self-conscious. Instinct 
packs close in around the animals and 
leaves them no such space, and freedom. 
The philosophical veneration of lan-
guage can make it out to be the deepest 
deep. But the deepest deep is not our 
skeletal construction from syntax. The 
deepest deep is that we can be so pas-
sionately unfaithful to God.
 
Though this biography of Augustine is 

learned and well documented, it is not with-
out its weaknesses. One downside to the work 
is Hollingworth’s choice to draw almost solely 
from the Confessions, which Augustine com-
pleted while he was still relatively young. The 
bishop of Hippo lived for another 30 years, 
during which time he completed most of his 
writing, including The City of God. Are we 
to assume that after finishing the Confessions 
Augustine’s thought ceased to develop? Of 
course not, Hollingworth would undoubtedly 
respond. Just as Augustine’s early confronta-
tions with Manichaeism (a dualist religion 
that believed the cosmos to emanate from 
two coequal principles of goodness and evil) 
left their mark on the Confessions, so did his 
post-conversion wranglings with Pelagianism 
(which denied original sin and man’s need 
of divine grace for salvation) and Donatism 
(which tied the efficacy of the sacraments to 
the moral purity of their ministers) inform his 
mature writings. Hollingworth’s decision to 
leave these latter controversies out of an intel-
lectual biography of Augustine is surprising.

Unlike augustine, thomas aquinas 
veiled his personal history from his 
readers’ eyes. Consequently, the medi-

eval teacher’s vast corpus provides scarce source 
material for the biographer. Undeterred by this 
challenge, Denys Turner aims not to write a bi-
ography of Aquinas but rather to draw his por-
trait, or what Turner calls a “caricature,” a “pro-
file sketched out in thin strokes of the pen.” To 
find the proper outlines for his caricature, the 
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Yale professor of historical theology searches 
through the pages Aquinas penned in search 
of hidden expressions of the scholar’s interior 
life. Overall, Turner wields his own pen with 
great finesse, achieving thin strokes that convey 
in fine detail interesting facets of the saint’s life 
and thought, including his piety and religious 
devotion. 

In the initial chapters, turner high-
lights what he takes to be the two defining 
features of Aquinas’s scholarly persona. 

The first is his vocation as a Dominican priest. 
Turner is right to begin here. Too many devo-
tees of Aquinas immerse themselves in his 
thought without appreciating the religious 
consecration and ministry that inspired it. By 
contrast, Turner describes the consequences 
involved in the young Thomas’s choice to 
abandon the plans of his parents—that he 
scale the ecclesiastical ladder as a Benedictine 
monk—and instead join the new and little 
known Order of Preachers. At times, Turner 
draws his comparisons between the Benedic-
tine and Dominican traditions too facilely. For 
example, he adopts a cliché when he contrasts 
Benedictine silence to Dominican preach-
ing. Nevertheless, Turner communicates the 
truth that Aquinas’s holiness and erudition 
flowed fully from his choice to live, pray, and 
study as a spiritual son of Saint Dominic.

The second characteristic Turner high-
lights is what he calls Aquinas’s “material-
ism.” With this term Turner wishes to stress 
Thomas’s appreciation for the integrity of the 
material world, the material origins of human 
knowledge, and the fundamental animality 
of human nature. Turner’s purpose here is 
apologetic. He compares positively Aquinas’s 
trust in the intelligibility of the material world 
against the less confident idealism that char-
acterizes Augustinian and Cartesian episte-
mology. While applauding the point, some 
might nevertheless wince at Turner’s use of 
the term “materialism” to describe Aquinas’s 
Aristotelian and biblically-inspired realism. 
Despite Turner’s best aims, it may be too early 
to reclaim this term from secular materialists 
who still rally under its banner. 

In the succeeding chapters, the author high-
lights the major features of Aquinas’s prin-
cipal work, the Summa Theologiae. Classical 
Thomists will find much to like in Turner’s 
analysis. For example, against the critiques of 
Karl Barth and Karl Rahner, Turner defends 
the classical ordering of Aquinas’s discussion of 
God, which reckons examination of the single 
divine nature as prerequisite to study of the 
trinity of divine persons. Turner defends also 
the logic inherent to Aquinas’s proofs for God’s 
existence, which has suffered reductionist Kan-
tian readings by many contemporary scholars, 

including Anthony Kenny. When treating 
Thomas’s moral theory, Turner summarizes 
nicely Aquinas’s doctrine of grace and free will, 
his view of happiness as the goal of human life, 
the place he affords friendship in the moral life, 
and finally his treatment of prayer as the life-
blood of the human creature’s friendship with 
God. Turner also explains adeptly Aquinas’s 
understanding of the relation of law and vir-
tue. Once again Turner’s apologia for Thomas 
is manifest. Similar to Hollingworth’s account 
of Augustine’s thought sailing free of the Car-
tesian cogito, Turner explains how Thomas’s 
moral doctrine anticipates and thus avoids the 
shoals of David Hume’s fact-value distinction.

Unfortunately, the weakest chap-
ter of Thomas Aquinas is the last, 
which treats the saint’s doctrine of 

the Eucharist. Here Turner turns too quick-
ly from Aquinas’s “materialist” treatment of 
the Eucharistic species to speculate over the 
meaning he may have gleaned from the sacra-
ment’s ritual. As a result, Turner leaves aside 
key elements of Aquinas’s Eucharistic theol-
ogy to ponder instead what the Mass might 
teach us about human eating. Turner raises 
interesting anthropological questions, but he 
misses the mark in presenting Aquinas’s Eu-
charistic doctrine as a medieval forerunner to 
Leon Kass’s The Hungry Soul: Eating and the 

Perfecting of Our Nature (1994). A more ac-
curate portrayal of Thomas’s Eucharistic the-
ology would describe how Catholic teaching 
on the Eucharist prompted Aquinas to revo-
lutionize Aristotle’s metaphysics of substance 
and accident, and how the Mass’s sacrificial 
character drew him to attend to its celebra-
tion twice daily. The Eucharist’s revelation of 
Calvary, and not its pertinence to the dinner 
table, is what forms the heart of Aquinas’s 
Eucharistic theology and devotion.

No biography, however well written, can 
substitute for the writings themselves of Au-
gustine and Aquinas. Their texts should be 
read and carefully studied. Like Mr. Jefferson, 
not all who engage these texts will assent to 
the Judeo-Christian revelation that inspired 
their authors. Even so, believer and unbeliever 
alike should follow Augustine and Aquinas in 
keeping the lessons of Genesis close at hand. 
As the works of Hollingworth, Turner, and 
Elshtain demonstrate, the Biblical myth of 
Adam and Eve continues to provide fertile soil 
for human genius. Compared to the ad hoc 
myths of Hobbes’s state of nature, Rousseau’s 
noble savage, and Nietzsche’s superman, Gen-
esis’s paradise yields a lush harvest of philo-
sophical and political wisdom.

Aquinas Guilbeau, O.P., writes from the Univer-
sity of Fribourg in Switzerland. 
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This collection of cases, policy arti-
cles, stories, and questions introduces
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issues of disability law and rights. It cov-
ers topics such as the disability rights
movement, deinstitutionalization, public
transportation, inclusion, homelessness,
immigration, the International Conven-
tion on the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abilities, and supported employment. 
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interpretation — the role of the judge. It argues that it is both
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In this book, Corrado answers the question: When can 
a person be detained by the state solely for the purpose of pre-
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Fifteen law schools have been sued
for allegedly reporting misleading em-
ployment data. For years, almost all law
schools claimed to have a 90% or better
overall employment rate. Since 2012, we
now know that at many ABA-accredited
schools less than 50% of their graduates
find long-term, full-time jobs that 
require passage of the bar exam — the
actual attorney jobs. Johnson demon-

strates how to find relevant data about a law school and how to
analyze over twenty different criteria in assessing whether the
school has sufficiently satisfactory outcomes.
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Essay by Carnes Lord

Digging Up a New Past

Accepted wisdom in the academic 
world today holds that fully devel-
oped human beings have existed on 

the earth for no more than 100,000 years 
or so. For much of that time, the story goes, 
men lived in small and scattered bands of 

“hunters and gatherers,” sheltering in caves 
and using primitive tools of stone or wood 
and without written language or more than 
rudimentary culture. At the end of the last 
Ice Age, or around the 10th millennium B.C., 
larger, more complex societies gradually 
evolved, in what is conventionally described 
as the “Neolithic revolution.” Animals and 
plants began to be domesticated, mod-
est sedentary settlements were established, 
manufacturing (particularly in the form of 
pottery) made its appearance, goods were 
traded (sometimes over long distances), so-
cial stratification began to develop, and high-
er human aspirations manifested themselves 
in the form of art and religion. In the course 
of the 4th millennium, the first true civiliza-
tions emerged, in the Middle East and South 
Asia. These covered extensive territories and 
included major urban centers—the first cit-

ies. Written language here made its initial 
appearance, first for utilitarian purposes, but 
soon in the form of epic poetry and religious 
writings of various kinds. The rudiments of 
scientific knowledge began to be acquired, 
and impressive technical skills were demon-
strated, especially in monumental building 
projects. Sumer (present-day Iraq) pioneered 
these developments, soon followed by Egypt 
and the Harrapan civilization of the Indus 
valley. Similar evolutions occurred indepen-
dently several millennia later in China and 
Mesoamerica. 

What’s wrong with this picture? Accord-
ing to an increasing number of intrepid in-
vestigators of various kinds, a great deal. The 
aptly named Robert Schoch, an American 
geologist, has done considerable damage to 
the edifice of contemporary prehistory by 
validating the suspicion voiced by several 
earlier dissident observers that the Sphinx 
is much older than the date usually assigned 
to it (around 2500 B.C.). Schoch first point-
ed out in an article in 1993 that the Sphinx 
shows signs of erosion that could only have 
been caused by exposure to many centuries 

of heavy rain, whereas by 4000 B.C. Egypt 
already had the same arid climate it enjoys 
today. He believes it has to date to the period 
7000-5000 B.C. at the latest. Others believe 
a much older date is quite possible. Schoch’s 
technical analysis has never been effectively 
challenged by Egyptologists. Their only re-
sponse has been to say that it cannot be right 
because there is no evidence of any civiliza-
tion in those remote times capable of per-
forming such a massive technical feat.

Out of Egypt

But the egyptian case is a strange 
one in many ways. The Sphinx, and 
the three pyramids of the Giza Pla-

teau closely associated with it, are by far the 
most impressive of the many monumental 
buildings created in ancient Egypt, but they 
are also generally accepted to be among the 
oldest. There is, in other words, no sign of a 
gradual progression from simpler and small-
er to massive and more complex structures 
of a similar kind. And the fact of the matter 
is that these structures raise the most seri-
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ous questions about the ability of the Egyp-
tians as we currently understand them to 
create them in any period of their history. It 
is not only that they had to quarry literally 
millions of large blocks of stone, bring them 
to the plateau often from rather remote sites, 
and then raise them many feet in the air; 
even more remarkable is the precision with 
which they were fitted together. In fact, the 
planning of the entire enterprise must have 
been meticulous. The Great Pyramid, one 
of the most massive buildings ever created 
anywhere in the world, has tolerances in the 
alignments of its base stricter than what 
would be observed in a modern skyscraper. 
No one has any idea why they would have 
done that. 

Christopher Dunn is an engineer by trade 
who has had many years of experience in large 
construction projects in the United States. 
His careful study of how the ancient Egyp-
tians dressed stone, expounded at length in 
Lost Technologies of Ancient Egypt (2010), leads 
him to the inexorable conclusion that there 
is no way they could have achieved the preci-
sion they generally did using, as the Egyptolo-
gists insist, only stone and copper hand tools. 
Rather, he finds firm evidence that they milled 
stone using machines of various kinds. And 
given the fact that the Egyptians often seem to 
have preferred to work with the hardest stones 
(principally granite) as opposed to softer lime-
stone (which was in fact more readily available), 
he finds it difficult to believe that they did not 
have cutting tools made of metal harder than 
copper. This of course contradicts all that pre-
historians believe about the use of bronze or 
iron before the putative “bronze” or “iron” ages. 

Noteworthy too is Dunn’s earlier book 
The Giza Power Plant (1998). This amazing 
work makes a highly detailed technical ar-
gument to the effect that the unique inter-
nal configuration of the Great Pyramid can 
only be explained by its intended use as a 
vast electricity-generating mechanism—one 
that presumably enabled the machine tools 
Dunn thinks the Egyptians had to have de-
vised. (The accepted view that the pyramids 
generally were intended as royal tombs is in-
herently implausible and lacks any support-
ing hard evidence.) All of this may sound 
preposterous—but let anyone who thinks so 
explain exactly why it has to be wrong. No 
establishment scholar has stepped forward 
even to try. 

A further dimension of the Egyptian 
case needs to be discussed. In his The Orion 
Mystery (1994), Robert Bauval, a Belgian 
amateur living in Alexandria, put forward 
the radical thesis that the Giza complex as 

and Menkaure) mirrors perfectly that of the 
three stars in the belt of the constellation 
Orion. Orion had a special place in the my-
thology of ancient Egypt as the resting place 
of the god Osiris and of the pharaohs after 
their death. It seems relatively certain that 
the Giza complex was configured in such a 
way as to support an elaborate religious cer-
emony involving the translation of deceased 
pharaohs to the stars. More than that, how-
ever, Bauval believes that the star picture pre-
supposed by the orientation of this complex 
reflects the skies, not of the 3rd but, aston-
ishingly, the 11th millennium! This presum-
ably corresponds to what the dynastic Egyp-
tians called “the first time.” Whether they 
were actually built then is another question, 
but at the very least, this suggests a startling 
continuity and sophistication in astronomi-
cal observation in Egypt going back well into 
the remote past. 

Journey to Atlantis

In classical greek times, the egyp-
tians were acknowledged as exceptionally 
learned in the arts of astronomy and math-

ematics. Modern scholars have tended to dis-
count this claim. Yet a good case can be made 
that the Egyptians possessed a system for 
measuring both space and time that was sub-
stantially superior to that of the later Greeks, 
who themselves were in advance of their time 
compared to Europeans at least until the Re-
naissance. An introduction to this fascinating 
subject is provided by Christopher Knight and 
Alan Butler in Before the Pyramids (2009). It 
is, to begin with, difficult to avoid concluding, 
from an abundance of circumstantial evidence, 
that the Egyptians recognized the sphericity 
of the earth. Not only that, they appear to 
have been able to measure its circumference 
with extreme accuracy. Remarkable too was 
their ability to understand and predict the 
movements of the heavenly bodies over very 
long periods of time, and to devise an efficient 
calendar based on this. Even more remark-
able, however, is that this kind of knowledge 
may well have long predated ancient Egypt 
as known to history. Knight and Alan made 
the startling discovery that a complex of so-
called “henges” at Thornborough in northern 
England, like the Giza pyramids, exactly mir-
rors the three stars in the belt of Orion. These 
henges, as well as many others like them 
throughout Britain, seem to have functioned 
as a sophisticated astronomical observatory. 
They were created around 3500 B.C., centu-
ries before the more famous Stonehenge and 
the beginning of dynastic Egypt. 
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a whole encodes a complex system of astro-
nomical references. It has long been recog-
nized that the Sphinx is aligned in such a 
way that the sun rises precisely due east of its 

face on the spring and fall equinoxes. Bau-
val’s key discovery was that the alignment 
of the three pyramids (those conventionally 
known as the pyramids of Khufu, Khafre, 
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But it only gets worse. Elaborate mega-
lithic-type structures clearly serving astro-
nomical purposes have also been identified 
at Nabta Playa in Upper Egypt (5000 B.C.) 
and Karahunj in Armenia (5500 B.C.). But 
the most fundamental challenge to current 
chronologies of prehistory is perhaps the 
site of Göbekli Tepe in Anatolia, dating to 
roughly 9600 B.C., which offers unmistake-
able indicators of astronomical mensuration. 
Apparently a religious center rather than a 
city, yet on a very large scale, Göbekli Tepe 
also shows surprisingly early evidence of de-
veloped agriculture.

It is usually assumed that the first cities 
grew up in Sumer toward the end of the 4th 
millennium. But a very substantial city has 
recently been discovered at Çatal Hüyük, also 
in Anatolia, dating to 6500 B.C. Even more 
strikingly, the biblical city of Jericho, with 
massive stone structures reminiscent of a me-

gitude. Hapgood’s most intriguing discovery, 
however, is three maps showing the continent 
of Antarctica. Not only was Antarctica not 
officially “discovered” until 1818 (a notional 
southern continent is sometimes represented 
on earlier maps); these maps show in unmis-
takeable detail, not the glaciated Antarctica 
as we know it today, but an Antarctica par-
tially—and in one case wholly—without ice! 

Orthodox geologists generally assume that 
the Antarctic ice cap has existed for millions 
of years. Hapgood argued that there is con-
siderable evidence that an abrupt displace-
ment of the earth’s crust occurred at the end 
of the last Ice Age that, among other things, 
shifted the position of the Antarctic conti-
nent far southward to its present position at 
the pole. (Though he has been ignored by 
mainstream science, his thesis was actually 
favorably viewed by none other than Albert 
Einstein.) This would mean that the maps 
he investigated must represent observations 
of Antarctica by a people of remarkable navi-
gational skill at different points over the pe-
riod 10000-4000 B.C.—the latter being the 
time when Antarctica reached more or less 
its present state of glaciation. But what could 
have caused such a displacement? And who 
could these people be?

Without A Trace

This brings us to what is probably 
the most critical divide separating con-
ventional and alternative prehistory. 

The fundamental assumption made by most 
conventional prehistorians is that human de-
velopment over the millennia has happened 
only gradually and in certain preordained 
patterns—hunting-gathering, then agricul-
ture, and so forth. The difficulty here is that 
there is plentiful evidence that the earth un-
derwent repeated catastrophic events in quite 
recent geological time, and notably, toward 
and just after the end of the last Ice Age. The 
retreat of the glaciers led to a rebounding 
of the earth’s crust that precipitated earth-
quakes and volcanic activity on a massive 
scale; at the same time, the melting ice cap 
together with the sudden collapse of huge 
glacial lakes in the northern hemisphere 
caused widespread flooding and a rapid rise 
in ocean levels. In addition to all that, there 
is much evidence in the geologic record, as 
well as in the mythologies of ancient peoples 
all over the world, that the earth was repeat-
edly struck during these times by large mete-
ors or comets. One such event seems to have 
been particularly destructive by precipitat-
ing a global flood—the event described in 

dieval European castle, has been securely re-
dated to the middle of the 10th millennium. 

It is far from clear why the Egyptians 
(or for that matter early Turks or Arme-
nians) should have taken an intense inter-
est in astronomy. Astronomical knowledge 
is certainly of great practical importance for 
agriculture; but extremely precise astronomi-
cal knowledge is generally associated with 
maritime civilizations. This brings us to the 
flaming hoop of this entire subject, the At-
lantis question. Building on detailed studies 
of 16th- and 17th-century maps of the world 
undertaken by American historian Charles 
Hapgood, Rand and Rose Flem-Ath, in At-
lantis Beneath the Ice (2012), lay out the case 
that—astounding as it sounds—certain of 
these maps incorporate information from 
maps of extreme antiquity that were at the 
same time much more accurate than those 
generally available to Europeans up until the 
18th century. It is well known that European 
navigators lacked a reliable method of deter-
mining longitude until the invention of accu-
rate chronometers in England in the middle 
of that century. But these maps clearly reveal 
a capability for precise determination of lon-
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very similar terms in the Old Testament, the 
Sumerian epic of Gilgamesh, and hundreds 
of other ancient traditions. An event of this 
kind could well be the explanation for the 
sudden geological and climatic changes we 
know occurred in the 10th millennium. It 
could also help account for the acute inter-
est so widely manifested around this time in 
understanding astronomical events.

What are the implications of all this? The 
most obvious is that it should not be surpris-
ing if advanced civilizations existed on earth 
12,000 years ago or earlier of which no trace 
remains today. A view commonly held by 
the ancient Greeks was that human civili-
zation had flourished repeatedly in the past 
and been destroyed by catastrophic events, 
particularly floods, which wiped out all but 
a remnant who had taken refuge in high 
mountains. The classic account is that of 
Plato’s dialogues Timaeus and Critias, which 
recount the “myth”—although Plato insists 
it is a “true tale,” passed down by the Egyp-
tians to the Athenian statesman Solon—of 
the lost island or continent of Atlantis and 
its epic war against a proto-Athens of the 
10th millennium. Mary Settegast is an arche-
ologist of impeccable credentials and obvious 
learning who has made an attempt to take 
Plato seriously and explore the hypothesis of 
an Athens-Atlantis war within the context of 
current archeological knowledge of Europe, 
North Africa, the Middle East, and—inter-
estingly—ancient Iran, her particular spe-
cialty. She makes an intriguing if not compel-
ling case that the Atlantis story is more than 
congruent with these recent discoveries. That 
she had to settle for such an obscure pub-
lisher for her book, Plato Prehistorian (2000), 
is a testimony to the guild-like mentality of 
mainstream archeology today.

A less obvious—but revelatory—impli-
cation is that archeologists may be looking 
for remains of ancient societies in the wrong 
places. The rise in global sea levels since the 
last glacial maximum (around 17000 B.C.) 
has been some 300-400 feet. This has in-
undated many thousands of square miles of 
what were once no doubt fertile coastal plains 
in, for example, the North Sea, the Baltic, 
the Black Sea, the Caspian Sea, the Mediter-
ranean, the Persian Gulf, the Arabian Gulf, 
and the South China Sea. It stands to reason 
that many of these areas were inhabited by 
humans who left behind structures and arti-
facts they had to abandon when they fled the 
encroaching (and in some cases rapidly en-
croaching) seas. Yet virtually no systematic 
archeological survey has ever been conducted 
of these areas, in spite of the modest depths 
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involved. Underwater archeology faces many 
technical challenges and is very expensive, 
but there seems little excuse for such neglect, 
particularly given the major recent technical 
advances in remote sensing of all kinds. In 
fact, the ruins of an ancient city of substan-
tial size have come to light recently in the 
Gulf of Khambhat, off the Gujerat coast of 
India. There are indications that it may be at 
least 9,000 years old. Graham Hancock, in 
his Underworld (2002), makes the case that 
ancient Indian civilization may indeed go 
that far back, and also provides a global tour 
of promising underwater archeological sites 
off southern India, Malta, and Japan. Han-
cock has also pioneered the development of 
a technology for mapping ancient sea levels 
which potentially provides a powerful new 
tool for the dating of underwater artifacts. 
Needless to say, he is anathema to the arche-
ological establishment.

Could there have been a high civilization 
existing in at least part of the world in the 
11th millennium or earlier? Plato’s descrip-
tion of Atlantis provides much physical and 
other detail that has given rise to a minor 
cottage industry of more or less fanciful 
speculation on this score. Conventional pre-
historians scoff at the notion that a land mass 
of the dimensions of Atlantis as described 
by Plato could be submerged somewhere in 
the Atlantic, given the extent to which the 
floor of that ocean has been mapped. Again, 
though, they leave out of account the possible 
implications of a global catastrophic event of 
the kind just discussed. The Flem-Aths have 
made an intriguing case that the only candi-
date really fitting all of Plato’s parameters is 
Antarctica itself! 

The Flem-Aths and Robert Schoch, in 
his Voyages of the Pyramid Builders (2003), 
assemble a remarkable amount of evidence 
pointing to a world-wide diffusion of an ad-
vanced culture prior to the end of the last Ice 
Age. It is surely striking, in any case, that the 
traditions of many ancient peoples around 
the world speak in very similar terms of an 
early time when a benevolent race of superior 
beings suddenly appeared and taught the 
arts of astronomy, mathematics, agriculture, 
metallurgy, and others. In ancient America, 
the Incas, Aztecs and Mayans all have such a 
tradition. It is certainly eyebrow-raising that 
some of them claim these strangers jour-
neyed to them from the south. One might 
also pause to wonder what it was exactly that 
led the Incas or their forerunners to build 
major cities many thousands of feet up in 
the Andes. For another teaser, consider the 
peculiar properties of the local Aymara lan-
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guage, thought to be one of the oldest in the 
world: recent computer analysis suggests it 
may originally have been an artificial tongue 
devised as a translation mechanism. Schoch 
makes a compelling case that, contrary to 
the conventional wisdom, long ocean voy-
ages were very much within the capabilities 
of prehistoric peoples.

Conventions and Conspiracies

There are as many unsolved mys-
teries concerning the ancient high 
civilizations of the Americas and their 

evolution as there are concerning the ancient 
Egyptians or the “Atlanteans.” The field of 
North American archeology in particular has 
been a virtual abattoir of academic careers, as 
new evidence from the field has repeatedly 
pushed back the date of the arrival of humans 
in the New World and suggested a much 
greater degree of interaction with the Old 
World in remote times than the archeologi-
cal establishment has been generally willing 
to admit. There are, for example, many stone 
structures throughout the eastern United 
States that bear an uncanny resemblance to 
the megaliths of ancient Europe; and there is 
the more than occasional odd find—artifacts 
with apparent Sumerian or ancient Hebrew 
writing, for example, or Roman coins found 
on the banks of the Tennessee and Ohio 
rivers—that only increase one’s sense that 
much of the archeological picture of the New 
World today remains little more than a fable 
convenue.

There can be no starker contrast between 
conventional and alternative prehistory 
than T. Douglas Price’s Europe before Rome 
(2013) and Michael A. Cremo’s and Richard 
L. Thompson’s Forbidden Archeology (1996). 
Price’s book contains much that is of consid-
erable interest and little known about partic-
ular sites throughout Europe, but it is, to say 
the least, thin in providing a larger picture. 
His introduction ends tellingly with a “very 
brief history of European archeology” that 
is little more than a piece of academic boost-
erism. There is no mention of any turmoil 
within the discipline, let alone challenge from 
without. Throughout the volume, large ques-
tions such as the question of catastrophism 
or the importance of astronomical matters 
for the ancient Europeans are barely men-
tioned. By contrast, Cremo and Thompson 
have launched a full-scale assault on the ar-
cheological establishment, extending not only 
to the recent period we have been discussing 
but to remotest antiquity, an assault which 
eventually implicates not only archeology but 
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the entire apparatus of Darwinian evolution. 
Whatever one happens to think of this latter 
move, what is especially valuable about this 
volume is its relentless focus on the intellec-
tual obfuscations and outright dishonesty 
that are so evident in the history of Western 
archeology since the mid-19th century. Much 
of this material is simply appalling. 

Archeology as a discipline faces a peculiar 
challenge. Because archeological field work 
is very expensive, patronage—not to put too 
fine a point on it—takes on a much greater 
importance than in most academic fields 
(with exceptions mainly among the hard 
sciences). Because of its extreme specializa-
tion, moreover, not to mention the extreme 
difficulty of verifying or challenging the field 
work of others, there are ample opportuni-
ties for abuse of power and corruption. This 
is not intended as a blanket indictment of the 
field, in which there are of course many hon-
orable and highly competent practitioners. 
It is only to highlight its propensity to resist 
what it perceives as unwarranted meddling 
by outsiders.

In the interests of fairness, though, a few 
words are in order about the alternativistas 
as well. Europe before Rome is a beautifully 
produced volume and will grace anyone’s 
coffee table. But it will not sell many copies. 
Books like Atlantis Beneath the Ice or Forbid-
den Archeology, with their garish, sensation-
alist covers, can have a huge market. One 
cannot get around the suspicion that many of 
these authors keep a sharp eye on the bottom 
line—though it has to be kept in mind that 
any sort of academic career is out of the ques-
tion for most of them. Nevertheless, there is 
no doubt a connection between this brute 
fact and the two major limitations of this 
literature. The first is, indeed, amateurism. 
Though many of these authors have done an 
impressive amount of homework, and often 
manage to master a much wider range of 
materials than the average academic arche-
ologist, they tend to lack method and disci-
pline, and they can be cloying in providing 
ambient color and the personal element. The 
second is their tendency to drift off into the 
fever swamps, from global conspiracy theory 
to New Age fascinations of various kinds to 
Dan Brown-style excursions into Freemason-
ry. This is too bad, because I’m pretty sure 
they are onto something. 

 
Carnes Lord is Professor of Strategic Leadership 
at the U.S. Naval War College. The views ex-
pressed here are his own and do not represent 
in any way the United States government or the 
Department of the Navy. 
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Book Review by Peter Wood

The Cost of Learning
Is College Worth It? A Former United States Secretary of Education and a Liberal Arts Graduate Expose the Broken Promise of Higher Education, 

by William J. Bennett and David Wilezol. Thomas Nelson, 240 pages, $22.99

Americans are busy. nailing our 
attention to anything as bloodless as 
higher education is hard work. We 

have both better and worse things on our 
minds than college curricula and administra-
tion, admissions policies, student loan repay-
ment terms, or graduate unemployment rates. 
I say this as someone who is day-in and day-
out issuing invitations to the American Mind 
to attend to higher education. 

William Bennett and David Wilezol have 
bravely published their own invitation. It is far 
from Bennett’s first. He has been issuing invites 
since he served as President Reagan’s secretary 
of education from 1985 to 1988, when, most 
memorably, he dubbed the American educa-
tional establishment “the blob” for its capacity, 
like the amorphous outer space creature in the 
1958 movie, to expand endlessly as it consumed 
everything in its path. Bennett also framed 
what came to be called “the Bennett hypoth-
esis,” namely, that “increases in financial aid…
have enabled colleges and universities blithely 
to raise their tuitions, confident that federal 
loan subsidies would help cushion the increase.” 

Translation: federal student aid doesn’t make 
college more affordable. It just enables colleges 
to raise their prices to capture the new money.

Bennett’s long list of books includes many 
that are framed essentially as guides to the 
perplexed. Body Count (1996) was about how 
to win the war on drugs. The Educated Child 
(1999) was advice to parents for raising children 
to age 13. Why We Fight (2003) was counsel to 
Americans still coming to grips with 9/11. The 
Book of Man (2011) anthologized writings that 
counsel Americans on the now vexed question 
of shaping boys into responsible men. Is Col-
lege Worth It? follows in this train. It is framed 
as advice to those considering college—mostly 
American teenagers in the later years of high 
school, but also their parents and adults pon-
dering another go at the Ivory Tower. 

Attentive readers will discover that the 
discounted dollar “return on investment” for 
college tuition is much lower for most col-
lege graduates than they suppose; that stu-
dent loan debt is a heavier encumbrance on 
the adult than it might first appear to the 
financially naïve 17-year-old; that differences 

in labor markets have a lot more to do with 
future income than do differences among the 
colleges one might attend; and that the price 
of a college is a poor proxy for the quality of 
the education it offers.

All of these arguments suppose a 
utilitarian calculus about education. 
Somewhere deep in the background 

of Is College Worth It? is Aristophanes’s com-
edy The Clouds, with the debt-ridden father, 
Strepsiades, urging his son, Pheidippides, to go 
to the Thinkery, not of course because he sup-
poses that getting instruction from Socrates 
will make his son wise. Rather, he hopes Phei-
dippides will learn rhetorical tricks that will 
help the father beat his creditors in court. It 
doesn’t turn out well for either father or son. 

Of course, Aristophanes was mocking the 
father’s vulgar conception of the usefulness of 
higher learning as much as he was mocking the 
uselessness of Socratic inquiry. Bennett and 
Wilezol, the producer of Bennett’s national ra-
dio program, play a different chord on this lyre. 
In their view, it is just plain common sense to 
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consider what kind of career prospects flow 
from a college education. Colleges should be 
compared with one another for how well their 
graduates thrive in later years, as should col-
lege majors. Degrees in petroleum engineering 
lead somewhere. Degrees in anthropology, not 
so much. (Alas, I am an anthropologist, and it 
is too late to do much about it now.) 

But though Bennett and Wilezol have writ-
ten a book that will gladden the hearts of Phi-
listines, there is a Samson in their own hearts. 
They quote Saint Paul: “whatever is true, what-
ever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, 
whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if 
anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think 
about such things.” Hidden in the middle of 
the book is the ideal of a college education as 
forming good character and cultivating a deep 
understanding of the Western tradition. Their 
emphasis throughout, however, remains the 
utilitarian calculus of “how much should I 
spend to get the optimal results?”

Doubtless, Strepsiades’s misunderstanding 
of what college would do for his son lives on in 
the minds of many Americans. We ought to 
know better. College is far from a secure road 
to prosperity, and the idea that it promises re-
lief from debt is a bitter irony for the millions 
laboring under the burden of repaying stu-
dent loans. Bennett and his young colleague 
cite the painful statistics. In 2011, the nation’s 
combined federal and private student loan 
debt topped $1 trillion, more than the debt 
on all the credits cards in all the wallets of all 
Americans. The debt continues to grow at the 
rate of $2,853.88 per second. Fifteen percent 
of student loan debtors are still repaying at age 
50. Borrowers in their thirties owe an average 
of $28,500. But the average masks the large 
number of borrowers who have much higher 
debts, including more than 50,000 who each 
owe more than $200,000. And somewhat 
more than half of recent college graduates are 
either unemployed or underemployed in jobs 
for which no college degree is necessary.

Such statistics ought to alarm us, 
but they no doubt remain uninterest-
ing to American students sold on the 

dream of a life away from home, free of paren-
tal oversight, and larded with luxuries beyond 
the dreams of Eastern potentates. Nor are 
they dispositive to parents caught between the 
lure of having their children enrolled in—and, 
perchance, credentialed by—high-prestige 
institutions, and the fear that anything short 
of a college degree will doom their sons and 
daughters to the bottom rungs of employment 
and social status. 

Bennett and Wilezol attempt to moderate 
this college-is-the-only-choice frenzy by evok-
ing other opportunities: the jobs for skilled 
craftsmen (e.g., air traffic controllers whose 

median annual wage in 2010 was $108,040, 
and for which there are a projected 10,200 
job openings this decade), the entrepreneur-
ial options, military careers, the do-it-your-
self approach of massive open online courses 
(MOOCs) and other inexpensive varieties of 
online credentialing. They also mount a pow-
erful argument that if students view college as 
an “investment”—many students say exactly 
that—they ought by rights to consider return 
on investment (ROI). Judged on that scale, 
the hierarchy of American colleges and uni-
versities looks remarkably different. The best 
30-year return on investment on a college de-
gree right now isn’t an Ivy. It is Harvey Mudd 
College in Claremont, California. Caltech and 
MIT come in second and third, and Harvard 
is surprisingly sixth. Bennett and Wilezol also 
calculate “Best Value schools,” which include 
Georgia Tech, Virginia Tech, and William 
and Mary. Not surprisingly, most of those on 
the list are state universities. 

This argument ought to prompt 
parents to a serious reckoning with 
what is in the best interests of their 

children. It ought to perturb the assumptions 
of teenagers as well, to the extent that college 
has become, as Paypal billionaire Peter Thiel 
put it, “the default activity” of those who can’t 
think of what else to do. But these oughts are 
at odds with some powerful forces. Doubts 
about the utility of a college degree contend 
with that aspect of contemporary American 
culture which favors deferring responsibilities 
rather than gratification. A steely-eyed reck-
oning of costs and benefits also runs athwart 
the dynamics of our increasingly fragile fami-
lies, in which not sending a child to college can 
often be cast as heartless parental selfishness. 

Politicians seduce us with the lure of prom-
ises to make college more affordable and the 
fantasy that sending everyone to college will 
somehow confer “international competitive-
ness” and untold national prosperity. The 

“Bennett hypothesis” is not much of a batter-
ing ram against the illusion that all that finan-
cial aid really will lighten the load. Meanwhile, 
how many people have looked at Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
numbers and noticed the utter lack of correla-
tion between the percentage of a nation’s pop-
ulation holding college degrees and national 
prosperity? By a large margin, Russia has the 
most college-degreed population in the world: 
54% of those aged 25-64 as of 2008. In Ger-
many, which doesn’t do badly on the national 
prosperity scale, the comparable figure is 25%. 
Yet President Obama tirelessly stumps on the 
theme that for America to prosper, we need 
radically to increase the percentage of Ameri-
cans who have college degrees beyond the cur-
rent level of 41%. 

And these obstacles—cultural, familial, and 
political—to our awakening to the truth of 
the situation are far from the only ones. The 
business of American higher education is a 
well-integrated mixture of appeals to youthful 
vanity, cupidity, status-anxiety, and conformity. 
Among other things, everyone knows that “to get 
a good job, go to college,” and that the premium 
in lifetime earnings for having a college degree 
is upwards of a million dollars. The last fact is 
plainly false, as has been demonstrated by sev-
eral rigorous economic analyses, but no matter. 
The figure sticks in our heads a lot better than 
the $279,893 reported by Dr. Mark Schnei-
der of the American Institutes for Research in 
2009, or the $550,000 calculated by the Pew 
Research Center in 2011. Even Bennett and 
Wilezol fall back on the $1 million figure when 
cruising through the general argument. 

With all these obstacles, what 
exactly did Bennett and Wilezol 
expect to accomplish in this book 

by appealing, primarily, to the prudential side 
of Americans? The two currents that move 
slightly below the surface of the utilitarian ar-
gument in Is College Worth It? are the new vul-
nerabilities of American higher education and 
the related awakening among Americans to a 
new sense of opportunity. Both are connected 
to the long recession and desultory recovery 
and are sometimes crammed into the conceit 
of “the higher education bubble.” The authors, 
for example, extol the rise of the for-profit 
universities, the emergence of MOOCs and 
other online options, and the ferment over 
alternative forms of credentialing. Set against 
the spiraling costs of the traditional four-year 
college degree and the often dismal outcomes 
of high debt and meager intellectual gain, 
these developments are so many needles and 
straight-edge razors at the skin of the bubble. 

Americans confronted with the diminish-
ing returns of a college education have sev-
eral choices. They can try harder than ever to 
gain admission to the most “selective” colleges, 
which they take to be the ones most likely to 
yield a secure career. This indeed is happening. 
Ivy League and top-tier liberal arts colleges 
were flooded this year as never before with 
applicants, and their “selectivity,” which was 
already sky-high, has become stratospheric. 

Another option is to bail, and this too is 
happening, especially among young men who 
are increasingly opting out of the college-
degree market at least as an immediate step 
after finishing high school. 

A third option is to settle for lower-priced 
alternatives, such as attending a community 
college for two years before transferring to a 
baccalaureate institution. This too is taking 
place, as evidenced by the burgeoning enroll-
ments in community colleges. 
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A fourth option has been for students to 
seek a graduate or professional degree after 
completing the B.A. For the last 20 years, stu-
dents who discover themselves vocation-less 
after earning liberal arts degrees have segued 
into masters and doctoral programs, and es-
pecially into law schools. This expedient, how-
ever, is faltering. Applications are way down in 
many graduate programs, and law schools are 
discovering at last that the business of creden-
tialing lawyers for non-existent jobs has limits.

Finally, a fifth option seems on the verge of 
materializing but awaits a decisive moment: 
the moment when students, parents, and em-
ployers decide that something like competency 
tests for specific skills are a more reliable cre-
dential than the omni-purpose college degree. 
This was the notion Charles Murray pushed in 
his 2008 book, Real Education. He argued for 
a version of traditional college education for 
the academically gifted, but narrow-cast train-
ing and certification exams for the majority. 

Bennett and wilezol discuss all 
these options except the last, and in 
their penultimate chapter, they give 

12 scenarios in which they advise would-be 
students how to get on with their lives. They 
are more latitudinarian than one might have 
guessed. To a student who got Cs and Ds in 
high school in subjects he wasn’t interested in: 

“go to a big state school.” This perhaps explains 
their shying away from Murray’s brink. High-
er education may be overpriced and poorly 
matched to worldly opportunities, but even 
unpromising students should, if they can do 
so cheaply, stick with the traditional models.

The answer to the question, Is College 
Worth It? is, of course, conditional. It is worth 
it for some, clearly not for others, and there is 
a large contingent in between, who ought to 
weigh job prospects, debt loads, majors, and 
institutional quality. That middle ground is 
hard to traverse, and the going is made all the 
rougher by the false appeals and disinforma-
tion that crowd around the youthful traveler. 
Bennett and Wilezol have offered a Baedeker 
for those considering the trip. 

But the book also serves a higher purpose. 
For decades, American colleges and universi-
ties have been selling their versions of higher 
education as a road to status, riches, and 
security. By casting their critique of higher 
education almost entirely in the calculus of 
practical utility and financial reward, Bill 
Bennett and David Wilezol carry the point 
to its logical conclusion: if it is a bad invest-
ment, don’t make it. 

Peter Wood is president of the National Associa-
tion of Scholars (NAS) and co-author, with Mi-
chael Toscano, of the NAS report, “What Does 
Bowdoin Teach?” 
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Book Review by Peter Augustine Lawler

Southern Discomfort
The New Mind of the South, by Tracy Thompson.

Simon & Shuster, 272 pages, $26

Tracy thompson, a very savvy 
Southern journalist, has written The 
New Mind of the South, a title that 

echoes W.J. Cash’s classic The Mind of the 
South (1941). Cash’s graceful and memo-
rable book was distinguished by its audacity 
in presenting the South’s mind as a single 
and relatively unchanging entity. It was pub-
lished two years after historian Perry Miller’s 
equally unprecedented The New England 
Mind. Those two “minds,” one aristocratic, 
romantic, individualistic, hedonistic, and so-
cially irresponsible and the other intensely 
egalitarian, reformist, religious, idealistically 
repressive, and public-spirited, are the two ex-
treme forms of American self-consciousness. 
Americans at their best draw from them both.

The best criticism of Cash’s book is that 
it was not about the mind of the South at 
all. He quoted Henry Adams with approval: 

“Strictly, the Southerner had no mind, he 
had temperament.” So he ignored the best 
Southern minds—from Thomas Jefferson 
and John C. Calhoun to William Faulkner 

and many others—as irrelevant exceptions 
to the temperamental rule of disdain for real 
thought, and of being easily seduced by Ro-
mantic and violent rhetoric. By contrast, the 
Southern writers who, in 1930, published I’ll 
Take My Stand, an apology for the South and 
the agrarian tradition, saw in the Southern 
love of leisure an inclination to find time and 
space for intellectual achievement and real 
culture. So Cash’s view of Southern conti-
nuity was often really a condescending view 
of the incapacity to change, including the 
South’s passionate aversion to real political 
deliberation. One piece of evidence that Cash 
at least exaggerated Southern irresponsibil-
ity is Thompson’s observation that, despite 
it all, the South has changed quite radically 
and quite consciously over the last several 
generations, and so the mind of the South 
today is much newer than Cash would have 
imagined. Amid all the change, Thompson 
wonders, what has been preserved and what 
is worth preserving about Southern intellec-
tual identity and imagination? 

Thompson grew up in georgia and 
now lives outside of Washington, D.C., 
and her book ranges easily from mem-

oir to perceptive reporting, with plenty of 
moral reflection thrown in. She writes against 

“the Southern genius for living in an imagined 
past” or its penchant for being ridiculously 
sentimental in bemoaning the death of chiv-
alry. She sees the antebellum South’s admira-
tion of Greek and Roman culture—reflected 
in architecture especially—as nothing but a 
way of justifying slavery. She employs some 
excellent pop sociology in the service of purg-
ing the Southern imagination of racism, aris-
tocracy, and misguided individualism. 

She does equally well in describing the 
“slow-motion catastrophe” that continues to 
destroy the economic and traditional infra-
structure that supports civilized decency in 
the rural South. If the “mind of the South” 
is basically all about being immersed in the 
agrarian way of life and having an attachment 
to particular small towns, then it really doesn’t 
seem to have much of a future. But she denies, 
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not without reason, that “clinging to some 
particular tract of real estate” is at the founda-
tion of Southern identity. It is, instead, a kind 
of selective nostalgia for a shared Southern 
past. In that respect, being Southern is now 
not about “agrarian culture”—but “agrarian 
values” detached from that culture. Nostalgia, 
she notices, is what moves people who have 
been uprooted and disoriented; there is no 
Amish nostalgia.

From that point of view, Southern values—
found, for example, in I’ll Take My Stand—are 

“a radical challenge to the American worship 
of technology, progress, and personal fulfill-
ment.” These conservative values came from a 

“complex web of community” that was short on 
“breadth,” but strong on “supplying an overall 
sense of order and belonging.” Though these 
values are, in truth, “a feature of agrarian life 
in all societies,” they persisted in the South 
longer than in the rest of the country. Thomp-
son now sees hope that they can be translated 
to an urban context. These values, after all, 
also display the ecological concerns of post-
materialistic, sophisticated youth, who want 
to reach a “truce with nature” and free their 
lives from “a vicious cycle of production and 
consumption.” And it’s those “agrarian values” 
that supply the key part of her criticism of 
the “aggressively pro-business class” that now 
dominates the South.

She also embraces one aspect of 
Southern aversion to public life or big 
government. The Southerner finds his 

place, his social life, at home. And it is the 
reconstruction of home as “the most ancient 
foundation of community” that is the prom-
ise of the South. So the peculiar tradition of 
Southern individualism is one reason why the 

“business first” mentality has produced so much 
recent prosperity—the individualism was lib-
erated from its agrarian context and tribal and 
racial prejudices. But another result of this 
individualism is “suburban sprawl,” which is 
no fit home for anyone. Thompson hopes for 
a new public approach “to land planning and 
conservation that draws on concepts of com-
munity familiar to an older, agrarian South.” 
One can’t help noticing how un-Southern it is 
to make “home” a public concern, but the vir-
tue of selective nostalgia is the ability to appro-
priate parts of the past to justify the concerns 
of the present. 

The one good thing Thompson has to say 
about the antebellum South is that rich and 
poor, black and white lived in “close prox-
imity.” And one good thing about Southern 
individualism and lack of public spirit is the 
absence of zoning. Here, in Floyd County, 
Georgia, it really is true that mansions and 

trailers are often found side by side in rural 
areas. Today, however, the suburban South 
is increasingly full of gated communities, 
and the rich and smart have fled from rural 
areas. It’s “global capitalism,” not political 
choice, or race, she emphasizes, that’s at the 
foundation of the new residential segregation 
in the South. The enemy of home—to living 
as a person whose identity comes from being 
at home with an extended family embedded 
in a particular place—is now, more than ever, 
capitalism. Nobody’s bemoaning the effect of 

“suburban sameness,” of commodification and 
homogenization “on the character of, say, Des 
Moines.” It’s the South that stands against the 
depersonalization that comes with the ero-
sion of community, place, and belonging.

With all due respect to Thompson’s ob-
servational and rhetorical skills, her defense 
of public-spirited urban planning and envi-
ronmental sensitivity seems more liberal or 
progressive than particularly Southern. It is 

isn’t really lost; the struggle continues. To be 
Southern is somehow to be both an American 
patriot and a rebel, a dissident. Taking a reb-
el’s stand as an honorable—and, if necessary, 
violent—individual is distinctively Southern. 
So, as Thompson, says, it’s the “obstinate insis-
tence in maintaining a dual citizenship in a na-
tion and a region” that makes a Southerner a 
Southerner. A Southerner has two political—
as opposed to merely cultural—identities. 

We can say, following Alexis de Tocqueville, 
that the South is distinguished by being a 
huge exception to the generalization that ours 
is a middle-class country. The American, in 
general, is a free being who works. But the 
Southern master prided himself on his lei-
sure, on the freedom given to him by the work 
of the slaves. And the black slaves, of course, 
lacked the freedom to work for themselves. 
Insofar as the South has a distinctive “mind,” 
its foundation is the experience of the aristo-
cratic master and the oppressed slave (oppres-
sion, of course, that continued in part under 
legal segregation). That “mind,” Thompson 
is correct enough to say, is found in people 
whose bottom line isn’t money. The aristo-
crat believes he is too good to give money a 
second thought, and the slave has to live with 
having no hope of ever earning any significant 
amount for himself.

From the perspective of the dec-
laration of Independence, those are 
experiences to be gotten over. They 

certainly have nothing to teach us about ei-
ther prosperity or justice. Air-conditioning 
and integration, it’s often said, have made 
the South the most livable part of the coun-
try. Atlanta became “the city too busy to 
hate,” too busy making money to have time 
to be guided by the South’s prejudiced past. 
Thompson criticizes Atlanta for its forgetful-
ness, but isn’t that what is required for whites 
and blacks to come together as members of 
the middle class? Certainly she mainly criti-
cizes the whites of Atlanta for forgetting to 
be ashamed of who they were, and middle-
class blacks for being too satisfied with who 
they are.

Tocqueville in Democracy in America means 
to arouse in us a kind of selective nostalgia 
for aristocracy. He tells us that the Southern 
masters had the vices and virtues of any 
aristocracy. Despite their monstrous injustice, 
they had the virtue of proudly and generously 
reminding us that we are more than beings 
with interests. Neither Tocqueville nor anyone 
else predicted the way the Civil War would 
play out, but he did predict, in effect, that one 
result of the abolition of slavery would be the 
insistence on segregation. Thompson aptly 

Southern, on the other hand, to be deeply 
critical of the vulgarity and other material-
istic excesses of middle-class life. And there 
is a way to view Thompson’s sociology from a 
more political, philosophical, American per-
spective on the South’s defense of human par-
ticularity, of the individual, place, home, fam-
ily, and the personal God. 

To what extent does it make sense 
to speak of “the mind of the South” as 
something distinctive—and so better 

and worse—in our country? To begin with, 
the South isn’t primarily a cultural phenom-
enon. It has political boundaries, if not exactly 
a single political boundary. The South is com-
posed of those states whose laws sanctioned 
race-based slavery in the years prior to the 
Civil War. Secession occurred on a state-by-
state basis. And the states were received back 
into the United States on a state-by-state 
basis, if not on their own terms. The South 
is not that “region” of the country that once 
called itself the Confederacy, though it is true, 
of course, that the second political fact that 
gave “the South” an identity—a mind—was 
the Confederacy and its defeat. 

That defeat was military, but not so much 
intellectual or imaginative. The “lost cause” 

Taking a rebel’s stand as
an honorable—and, if

necessary, violent—individual 
is distinctively Southern.
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quotes Tocqueville to the effect that the legal 
eradication of race-based slavery will be forever 
insufficient to remove all traces of its existence. 
Voting in the South can still be explained to 
some large extent as racial identity politics: 
the overwhelming majority of whites (in most 
places most of the time) vote Republican, and 
almost all blacks vote Democratic. That’s 
despite the many points of personal identity 
middle-class, evangelical, and Southern blacks 
and whites share in common. 

Right at the Civil War’s end, the unjustly 
neglected Yankee American Catholic Or-
estes Brownson laid out his version of the 
contribution of the South to the future of the 
American mind. The Northern or Puritani-
cal excess, he thought, was in the direction of 
an abstractly abolitionist humanitarianism, 
one tending toward the pantheistic decon-
struction of all the distinctions that consti-
tute the political, familial, and genuinely reli-
gious nature of human beings. The Southern 
excess was in the direction of a selfish, often 
apolitical, secessionist, tribal particularism 
at odds with the truth about the equality of 
all persons under God. So the individualism 
of the Southerner is multidimensional and 
polymorphous; its anti-abolitionism, Brown-
son writes, is on behalf of securing all partic-
ular human places from humanitarian proj-
ects to abolish them. It goes without saying 
that identifying the abolition of slavery with 
other forms of pantheistic deconstruction 
humored the pride and served the self-in-
terest of the Southerner. But Brownson was 
deeply anti-slavery and still saw his proudly 
secessionist point.

The northern and southern 
excesses are already present in 
Tocqueville’s account of America’s 

two first foundings—in New England and 
in Virginia. New England was settled by 
educated, middle-class family men (who 
brought their families with them) in the service 
of making a religiously-inspired egalitarian 
political idea real. Their achievements on 
behalf of democratic institutions, universal 
political participation, provisions for the 
poor, and universal public education were, 
Tocqueville reports, both unprecedented and 
unprejudiced. Much of Thompson’s criticism 
of the South’s lack of devotion to egalitarian 
political reform is Puritanical, which is not to 
say it’s completely wrong. The South really is 
weak when it comes to public education and 
indispensable social services. 

The Puritans were animated by an egali-
tarianism without condescension based on 
the insight that every person is not merely 
a being with interests, but a being with a 

unique and irreplaceable soul. The down-
side of Puritanical idealism was a kind of in-
trusive idealism that makes every sin into a 
crime and tramples politically on liberty of 
conscience. America’s high-minded egalitar-
ian idealism from the time of the abolition-
ists until now is indebted to the Puritani-
cal mind. But so too are all our puritanical, 
prohibitionist, and progressive excesses—all 
our politicized moralism that opposes itself 
to personal freedom and individual rights. 
Egalitarianism without condescension read-
ily morphs into condescension toward ordi-
nary private lives. No politicized Pilgrim can 
admire those who are happy merely being at 
home.

The founders of Virginia, by contrast, were 
selfish men on the make, without families or 
class or educated enlightenment, out to get 
rich quick. They were lovers of individual lib-
erty, to be sure, but not the political liberty 
of the Puritanical participatory idealism. So 
it’s not surprising that race-based slavery took 
root there—a get-rich plan that worked. Vir-
ginia became dominated by an aristocracy 
based on slavery, one that included, of course, 
George Washington, Jefferson, and James 
Madison.

Tocqueville reports that it was 
a lucky break that our leading found-
ers were aristocrats, who limited the 

intrusive, democratic power of government 
with individual liberty in mind. Jefferson, of 
course, held that all human beings had rights, 
but that didn’t inspire in him the egalitarian 
idealism of the Puritans. He hated, in fact, 
all forms of Calvinist political moralism, and 
he opposed to it liberty of conscience and 
liberty of minds. So even Jefferson’s draft of 
the Declaration of Independence, we might 
want to say, was inspired by the perhaps ex-
aggerated individualism of Virginia. But that 
draft was improved, of course, by the residu-
ally Puritanical members of Congress, who 
reconfigured “Nature’s God” as the provi-
dential and judgmental God of the Bible. The 
Declaration harmonized, so to speak, Vir-
ginia's proud and selfish particularity with 
the personal universalism of New England 
Christianity. And so the Declaration goes 
beyond John Locke in its display of a people’s 
political responsibility under God. Similarly, 
Abraham Lincoln’s affirmation of our politi-
cal Fathers’ devotion to natural rights as an 
anti-slavery creed would have been, by itself, 
insufficient to end slavery in our country 
without the neo-Puritanical egalitarianism 
of the abolitionists. And Lincoln’s dedication 
of a nation to the egalitarian proposition was 
meant to bring together what’s best about the 
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Puritans and what’s best about Mr. Jeffer-
son. The Civil War turned out to be victory 
for New England (and radical Republicans) 
over Virginia—a victory too temporary and 
incomplete, however, to free Southern par-
ticularity from its distortion by racism. But 
the good news is that it also failed to destroy 
what’s good about Southern particularity.

After the war, the aristocrats returned to 
power for a while, but they were displaced, 
even in their own minds, by manipulative, rac-
ist, populist demagogues who were, in turn, 
often manipulated by Northern oligarchs. 
Walker Percy, in his remarkable “Stoicism 
in the South,” describes the Stoic Southern 
mind of these aristocrats, the mind formed 
by devotion to the classical virtues of mag-
nanimity and generosity, by being a member 
of a class distinguished by virtue both moral 
and intellectual, by knowing, as a result, who 
you are and what you’re supposed to be as a 
free man responsible for yourself and others. 
A Stoic does right by others not out of love or 
charity, but so as not to compromise himself 
by being ungracious to others. The Southern 
Stoic, Percy claims in quite the Aristotelian 
fashion, displayed a kind of rare natural per-
fection in our hemisphere.

Southern literature at its best is 
a critical account of the mind of the 
semi-dispossessed aristocrat. Faulkner 

and Walker Percy, for example, let us see the 
self-deception at the core of racist paternalism, 
as well as the neglect for the truth about natu-
ral rights taught by Jefferson. But they also let 
us see how empty middle-class life is from an 
aristocratic view, and how clueless those who 
so methodically devote themselves to the pur-
suit of happiness are about what human hap-
piness is. True individualism, from this view, 
regards rights not as rooted in calculated in-
terests but as points of honor to be exercised 
honorably.

Among the instances in which Southern 
Stoic virtue has elevated the American mind, 
the most obvious is Harper Lee’s character 
Atticus (note the name) Finch in To Kill a 
Mockingbird. Atticus’s virtue had nothing to 
do with Christian charity or the liberal un-
derstanding of rights. He was courageously 
and paternalistically taking responsibility 
for his inferiors, for those who couldn’t de-
fend themselves against the vicious mob that 
threatened the rule of law in the decadent 
South.

And then there are the Stoic characters of 
Tom Wolfe. There’s one who becomes “a man 
in full” by reading Epictetus, and so knows 
what to do as a rational man completely iso-
lated in a maximum security prison. There’s 

also the star basketball player in I Am Char-
lotte Simmons who learns how to treat wom-
en and regains his manly self-confidence 
through absorbing—making his own—his 
professor’s very Stoic reading of Aristotle. 
In Wolfe’s novels, the foundation of com-
ing to live according to this version of natu-
ral perfection has nothing necessarily to do 
with being raised with Southern “class,” but 
he shows us that, in the classically Southern 
version, becoming a member of the class of 
rational, responsible, relational men is a pos-
sibility available to us all.

Wolfe, by reminding us that it’s barely pos-
sible but highly countercultural to live as a 
natural aristocrat in our clueless and trashy 
time—when our institutions of higher edu-
cation are the most clueless and most trashy 
parts of American life—frames a narrative of 
American moral and intellectual decline. His 
nostalgia for the past is meant to be selective, 
and it is meant, of course, to inspire personal 
action in the present. The purely Southern 
mind—like all aristocratic narratives—is a 
reflection on our movement away from what 
was best about the past. And so the Southern 
mind is anti-progressive, even as it suggests, 
with Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, that the one 
true progress is toward wisdom and virtue in 
a particular human life.

Cash’s the mind of the south has 
often been read by Northern liber-
als as evidence of Southern gullibility 

and prejudice, as echoing the views of literary 
hero H.L. Mencken. And Cash does inci-
sively present plenty of evidence along those 
lines. But his critical analysis is from a South-
ern and aristocratic perspective. Consider the 
wonderfully eloquent conclusion to his book, 
which is often viewed, with good reason, as 
the whole Southern mind in brief:

Proud, brave, honorable by its lights, 
courteous, personally generous, loyal, 
swift to act, often too swift, but signally 
effective, sometimes terrible, in its ac-
tion—such was the South at its best. 
And such at its best it remains today, 
despite the great falling away in some of 
its virtues. Violence, intolerance, aver-
sion and suspicion toward new ideas, an 
incapacity for analysis, an inclination 
to act from feeling rather than from 
thought, an exaggerated individualism 
and a too narrow concept of social re-
sponsibility, attachment to fictions and 
false values, above all too great attach-
ment to racial values and a tendency to 
justify cruelty and injustice in the name 
of those values, sentimentality and a 
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lack of realism—these have been its 
characteristic vices in the past. And, de-
spite changes for the better, they remain 
its characteristic vices today.

Cash agrees with Tocqueville that what 
distinguishes the temperament of the 
South has to do with the virtues and vices 
of any aristocracy. That means slighting 
the bourgeois virtues, which are realistic, 
unsentimental, averse to cruelty, just, and 
tolerant. The “exaggerated individualism” is 
what we see in the South in the absence of 
Stoic responsibility. But there’s also something 
legitimately Puritanical in the just criticism of 
the Southern states, even or especially today, 
for not taking social or political responsibility—
not taking good government—seriously 
enough. And the preference for feeling over 
thought, “the incapacity for analysis,” is what 
you have in the absence of both aristocratic 
education and middle-class discipline; but 
Cash is wrong to think analysis and calculation 
are the whole of thought or spiritual life. So 
the newly prosperous South is in some ways 
an improved South, but not improved in every 
respect. And we can’t forget, of course, that 
urban/suburban prosperity has been at the 
expense of what has always been good about 
the rural South.

Cash did follow mencken—and 
Southern Stoics such as the poet Wil-
liam Alexander Percy—in having a 

very poor opinion of the uneducated individu-
alism and raw emotion of Southern religion. 
It was, as Will Percy said, for “white trash” 
and for “Negroes” incapable of ruling them-
selves. Neo-Puritanical liberal Protestants 
justly criticize Southern fundamentalism’s 
disconnection of religion from any sense of 
social responsibility. And the last Puritanical 
invasion of the South might be considered the 
civil rights movement, with Martin Luther 
King, Jr., for example, having being educated 
in a liberal understanding of the connection 
between Christianity and social justice. Cash 
doesn’t try to do justice to Southern black 
Christianity, and the place of churches and 
preachers in leading local communities. The 

“Negro spiritual” always had the double mean-
ing of longing for both spiritual and political 
salvation.

Puritanical faith lost that double meaning 
over the years, and religion became associated 
with solely a sophisticated devotion to social 
justice. Lost was the “otherworldly” under-
standing of Christianity as being about the 
drama of salvation of particular souls. Liberal 

Protestantism became nothing more than a 
branch of progressivism—and a particularly 
condescending and imprudent one. The ex-
aggerated individualism and deep emotion-
alism of Southern religion has the advantage 
of focusing on the singular destiny of each of 
us. It is about personal—not political—salva-
tion. The focus on a salvation that depends on 
faith and not works is a kind of self-obsession, 
one particularly repulsive to thoughtful and 
meritocratic Stoics. But it’s one that has kept 
the focus on the particular connection be-
tween the personal creature and the personal 
Savior, and so it is an antidote to the kind of 
self-obsession that comes with believing that 
one’s fate is solely in one’s hands. It is also an 
antidote to materialistic self-obsession in em-
phasizing that the key personal quality is love 
or charity.

Unlike the proudly particular-
istic Stoic, the Southern Christian 
believes that we’re all uniquely and ir-

replaceably equal under God. And this belief 
is most fully lived out in the lowest of South-
ern churches—the holiness church and the 
Assembly of God (see the Robert Duvall film, 
The Apostle). One answer to the Puritanical, or 
progressive, criticism of the South for being 
weak on public welfare is that it compensates 
personally by being strong on private char-
ity. Southerners are often astoundingly indif-
ferent to the quality of their public schools, 
but they lavish loving attention on “Sunday 
school” and increasingly on (Christ-centered) 
schooling at home.

So the Southern mind is singularly alive 
to the personal truth of Christianity. It is 
home to the religion that Tocqueville hoped 
would be the foundation to our common mo-
rality and a brake on egalitarian hopes for 
what can be accomplished through social re-
form. Thompson and Cash both assume that 
the progress of business and urban sophis-
tication in the South will eventually mean 
the withering away of fundamental or evan-
gelical belief. They are both biased by the 
certainty that no enlightened person could 
believe Christianity is literally true. Thomp-
son predicts, the “old fusion of evangelical 
religion and Southern culture” has about 
run its course, which is not a prediction that 
does justice to the way displaced persons 
find homes in suburban, untraditional, and 
aesthetically challenged mega-churches. Still 
she is right to add that one of the patholo-
gies of the increasingly precarious existence 
of the lower middle-class in the rural South 
is the disconnection of persons and broken 

families from “church homes.” And she is 
right to question the effects of media-driven 
sophistication on the future of evangelical 
belief in general. 

Thompson does overlook rather 
rapid growth in the membership of 

“orthodox” churches in the South—
Catholics, Anglicans (or dissident Episco-
palians), and even various “national” (for 
example, Russian) orthodox churches. For 
me, a key moment in the development of the 
Southern mind was Walker Percy’s discovery 
of a kind of American Thomism—through a 
combination of the Stoic criticism of middle-
class materialism, and the Christian criti-
cism of Stoicism (and partial affirmation of 
the justice of middle-class life). I’m in a po-
sition to see a good number of evangelicals 
experiencing basically intellectual conver-
sions—based on the truth as they see it. This 
kind of conversion remains, of course, mostly 
a fairly elite phenomenon. Still, it’s possible 
to see in the South some evidence to support 
Tocqueville’s prediction that the Protestant, 
evangelical position is an unstable mixture 
of emotional individualism and personal 
authority, and so eventually most Ameri-
cans will become either Catholics (or ortho-
dox/authoritarian/high-theological in the 
mode of Catholics) or pantheists (see Ross 
Douthat’s book Bad Religion [2012]).

Cash is especially good in seeing how the 
proud aristocratic manners and morals of the 
South were, in fact, remarkably democratized. 
Part of the Southern mind is the mixture of 
Stoicism, Protestantism, and liberty-loving, 
place-loving patriotism found in country 
music (from a narrative view, America’s best 
music). The struggle of democratic gentle-
men to have a real future is displayed in the 
TV classic Friday Night Lights and the recent 
film Mud. It’s very true that I’ve slighted the 
contribution of blacks to the Southern mind. 
But it’s not that different from the contribu-
tion of the Southern Stoic-Christian gener-
ally. President Barack Obama was elevated 
recently, for example, by having to speak the 
language of a “Morehouse Man,” who is so 
proud nobody can tell him anything, fear-
lessly devoted to his duty, and educated to 
assume a position of leadership in service 
within his particular community. If you want 
to find a particularly admirable mixture of 
Southern Stoicism and Christianity, look to 
the Morehouse men.

Peter Augustine Lawler is the Dana Professor of 
Government at Berry College.
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Essay by Michael Nelson

America's Game

The title of writer gregg east-
erbrook’s new book states its theme: 
The King of Sports. “King” is the right 

word, and no mere figurehead. Super Bowls 
are Roman numeralized in the manner of 
monarchs and popes. Super Bowl Sunday 
has become a de facto national holiday. The 
20 most-watched Super Bowls are also the 
20 most-watched television programs of all 
time in the U.S., including the one played on 
February 2. The Super Bowl’s main competi-
tion during the coming 12 months will not 
be from a presidential address or the Danc-
ing with the Stars finale but from the first-ever 
college football championship game on Janu-
ary 12, 2015. (Meta Bowl I?) Condoleezza 
Rice, former secretary of state, will occupy 
an even hotter seat as one of the 13 members 
of the College Playoff Committee who deter-
mine which four teams will compete to play 
in that game. She’s not unusual in her love of 
football: more women now watch the NFL 
than the Oscars.

New Rules

It was not always thus. football’s pop-
ular status in the late 19th and early 20th 
century coincided with a flurry of deaths 

and a blizzard of disabling injuries on the play-
ing field, triggering calls from prominent edu-
cators and Progressive writers to abolish the 
game. For a time, schools such as Columbia, 
Northwestern, Stanford, and Cal actually did 
eliminate it. The New York Times ran an edito-
rial in 1903 called “Two Curable Evils.” One 
was lynching. The other was football.

As Hillsdale College’s John J. Miller re-
cords in his sparkling The Big Scrum: How 
Teddy Roosevelt Saved Football (2011), football 
then was not the sport it is today. It was en-
tirely a ground game. Five yards in three plays 
earned a first down and forward passes were 
illegal. College coaches routinely urged their 
players to hit and gouge each other within the 
opacity of the mass pileups that marked every 
play. They often recruited oversized ringers to 

pose as student athletes. Players wore mini-
mal equipment; in lieu of helmets, many put 
their trust in the protective effects of long hair.

 “Football is on trial,” President Roosevelt—
who loved the game for its cultivation of 
courage, endurance, teamwork, and other 
warrior virtues—told a summoned gathering 
of delegations from Harvard, Princeton, and 
Yale at the White House on October 9, 1905. 
The Yale and Princeton coaches nodded 
but did little more than sign a statement 
pledging “to carry out in letter and in spirit 
the rules of the game.” Harvard’s Bill Reid 
took the ball and ran with it. Reid formed 
an alliance with New York University 
Chancellor Henry MacCracken to press 
for the formation of a new rules-making 
body called the Intercollegiate Athletic 
Association (NCAA) of the United States, 
soon to be renamed the National Collegiate 
Athletic Association. For all the NCAA’s 
subsequent (and current) failings, the new 
rules it ushered in opened up the game by 
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legalizing the forward pass and lengthening 
first downs to ten yards. The short-term 
result, Miller writes, was to establish football 

“as a game that featured high-speed end runs 
rather than a long series of battering-ram 
line plunges.” The long-term effect, thanks to 
Roosevelt’s intervention, was the game as we 
know it more than a century later. “Except 
for this chain of events,” said Coach Reid 
years afterward, “there might now be no such 
thing as American football.”

Easterbrook’s and Miller’s are just two of a 
recent flood of ambitious books dealing with 
football as something more than a subject for 
team adulation—that is, books unlike (they 
are legion) Roll Tide!, 100 Things 49ers Fans 
Should Know and Do before They Die, and 
God Bless the Vols: Devotions for the Die-Hard 
Tennessee Fan. Nicholas Dawidoff ’s Collision 
Low Crossers: A Year Inside the Turbulent 
World of NFL Football, which soaked up 
all the critical rapture available for football 
books last fall (“an instant classic,” gushed 
the New York Times Book Review), actually 
is closer to the latter genre than the former. 
Embedded with the New York Jets coaching 
staff in 2011, Dawidoff ’s recurring theme 
may be fairly summarized as: “Isn’t it cool 
that all these manly men seem to like me?” 
In return for this perceived acceptance, 
Dawidoff lauds Coach Rex Ryan, 8-8 that 
year and 14-18 ever since, as “the ascendant 
figure among headset-and-ball-cap wearers…
his eyes clear blue, his teeth porcelain tiles, 
his spirits infectious.”

A Modern Game

Thoughtful books about football 
have traditionally been a backwater in 
the literature of sports. When Sports 

Illustrated published its list of “The Top 100 
Sports Books of All Time” in 2002, only 
12 concerned football. Forty-two fit author 
George Plimpton’s “Small-Ball Theory” (“the 
smaller the ball, the more formidable the lit-
erature”). Twenty-nine of these were about 
baseball, eight about golf, two about tennis, 
two about ice hockey, and one about cricket. 
Another 18 were about sports that involve no 
ball at all: boxing (seven books), mountain 
climbing (three), horse racing (two), and, one 
apiece: fishing, running, figure skating, gym-
nastics, body building, and even pro-wrestling.

Why did football, as a subject of book-
length excellence, lag so far behind baseball 
and barely exceed golf? One reason is that 
technically, writing about football—a game in 
which 22 men run around a large playing field 
executing specialized missions at the same 
time—is extremely hard to do without get-
ting lots of things wrong. Part of what makes 
Don DeLillo’s second novel, End Zone (1972), 

so good, for example, is that he got nearly all 
the football stuff right. 

A second reason becomes apparent only af-
ter digging a bit deeper into the list to discover 
that of the 12 books about football, just two 
were about the college game. Many talented 
writers doubtless think it’s beneath their dig-
nity to spend precious time describing what 
teenage males do on playing fields—a disdain 
felt especially by professors deciding whether 
to chronicle an activity engaged in by the very 
large students whom they typically think of as 
farthest down the great chain of academic be-
ing. For similar reasons, it is infra dig to write 
about the coaches who make much more 
money and sometimes wield far greater in-
fluence in university matters than the faculty. 
When ESPN announces that it wants to tele-
vise a Tuesday night game from your campus, 
for example, expect as a matter of course that 
all classes from 3:00 pm on will be canceled 
by order of the college president. 

The best explanation, however, may be 
found in political scientist Michael Mandel-
baum’s The Meaning of Sports: Why Americans 
Watch Baseball, Football, and Basketball and 
What They See When They Do, a book that 
surely would have ranked high on the S.I. list if 
it hadn’t been published two years too late, in 
2004. Mandelbaum argues that during most 
of the 20th century, when the Top 100 books 
were written, baseball was America’s leading 
sport because the game served as a pleasant 
reminder of an agrarian past to city dwellers 
who often were just a generation or two away 
from the farm. (Hence, the national pastime.)

Football, according to Mandelbaum, was 
the right game for the mid- and late-century 
urban industrial nation. As with modern life 
in general, and in sharp contrast to baseball, 
football “is played by the clock” and in disre-
gard of weather. It is, he writes, “the sport of 
the machine age because football teams are 
like machines, with specialized moving parts 
that must function simultaneously.” 

Television and football rose to promi-
nence hand in hand, which makes sense be-
cause “television, with its close-up pictures 
and its slow-motion replays, can dissect the 
action and present each slice of it in a way 
that the naked eye cannot see.” Dawidoff, 
quoting then-New York Jet safety (subse-
quently a Denver Bronco and Buffalo Bill) 
Jim Leonhart on the frequent movement of 
players, coaches, and front office personnel 
from team to team, describes the NFL as “a 
corporation with thirty-two branch offices.” 
George F. Will, who dislikes football in-
tensely, nonetheless acknowledges its mani-
fest modernity. “Football,” he has written, 

“combines the two worst things about Ameri-
can life: it is violence punctuated by commit-
tee meetings.”
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Race and Sex

To the extent that sport mirrors 
society, changes in one intertwine 
with changes in the other—for better 

and for worse. That is implicitly the theme of 
New York Times reporter Samuel G. Freed-
man’s intelligent and captivating Breaking the 
Line: The Season in Black College Football That 
Transformed the Sport and Changed the Course 
of Civil Rights. On its face, Breaking the Line 
is the story of the longtime rivalry between 
two traditionally outstanding black college 
football teams, Grambling and Florida A&M, 
under their legendary former coaches, Gram-
bling’s Eddie Robinson and A&M’s Jake 
Gaither. The book is all of that, with riveting 
descriptions of games played and lives lived.

Underlying the narrative, however, is Freed-
man’s sad account of the world that was lost 
in the wake of racial integration in the South. 
The saving grace of that world, riddled as it was 
with injustice and cruelty, was strong black in-
stitutions, from neighborhoods in which, nec-
essarily, African Americans of all classes lived 
together, to schools in which black principals, 
teachers, and coaches were respected leaders. 

All of these institutions (and more: churches, 
small businesses, funeral parlors, doctors’ and 
lawyers’ practices, and so on) placed young Af-
rican Americans in a world rich with models of 
success and virtue. “Your boy will graduate col-
lege and your boy will go to church on Sunday,” 
Robinson would tell the sharecropper parents 
of high school recruits—and they did, in over-
whelming numbers. Like Robinson, Gaither 
prized the “hungry boy”—the poor young 
man “hungry for recognition” and achievement. 
Gaither was proud of the 42 team members 
who later played professional football, but even 
prouder of the results of an academic study 
confirming that 89% of his players graduated 
and 63% went on to earn postgraduate degrees. 

No one, least of all Freedman, wants to re-
turn to the era of legally mandated segrega-
tion. But he laments integration’s high price. 
Black principals and coaches were bucked 
down to assistant, black professionals and 
business owners were free to move to previ-
ously off-limits parts of town, and—per-
haps especially—black football players were 
scooped up by white colleges and “too often 
exploited for their football talent and allowed 
to falter in the classroom.” “Even African-
American football fans,” Easterbrook causti-
cally observes in King of Sports, “avert their 
eyes from the large number of black players 
used up and thrown away” by modern big-
time college football, egged on by coaches to 
chase the “mirage” of an NFL career at the 
expense of earning a college degree. “Academ-
ics first,” LSU coach Les Miles would tell his 
players when he was at Oklahoma State, then 

hold up two fingers. “Football second,” he’d 
add, holding up one. The message was clear.

ESPN business reporter Kristi Dosh’s 
Saturday Millionaires: How Winning Football 
Builds Winning Colleges is a much less accom-
plished book than Freedman’s, Easterbrook’s, 
or Miller’s. But buried in her clunky prose 
and tendentious argument that all is well with 
college football is a solid observation about 
another social development that has power-
fully affected sports. With the enactment 
by Congress of Title IX of the Education 
Amendments in 1972, girls and young women 
were guaranteed equal access to educational 
programs that receive federal aid. The prac-
tical implication for scholastic athletics has 
been that schools must provide roughly equal 
opportunities for male and female students to 
play varsity sports, including athletic scholar-
ships for NCAA Division I and II teams.

Any parent of a girl in the last 40 years knows 
what a revelation it has been to see daughters 
playing soccer, basketball, softball, field hockey, 
volleyball, and other games at a high level from 
grade school on. As Dosh points out, however, 
Title IX would smother in its cradle any effort 

forms must focus on sports’ leading to gradu-
ation, because a college diploma is substan-
tially more valuable than any pay a college ath-
lete might receive.” If college football rankings 
reflected graduation rates as well as winning 
percentages, he suggests, coaches would make 
sure their team members graduated. College 
football players aren’t stupid; if they were they 
couldn’t possibly master the dozens of forma-
tions and hundreds of plays that, in contrast 
to the much simpler game of just 50 years ago, 
they must know by heart to avoid tripping 
over their teammates and risk ending up in 
SportsCenter’s Not Top 10 Plays of the Week. 
But coaches currently have little incentive to 
make their players spend the time it takes to 
excel in the classroom.

Growing Litigiousness

In addition to debates about race and 
sex, football also has become caught up in 
the nation’s growing litigiousness. Mark 

Fainaru-Wada and Steve Fainaru, brothers 
and ESPN writers, fairly describe the Nation-
al Football League as for many years a League 
of Denial on the subject of head injuries’ severe 
long-term effects on mental health. Starting 
on September 28, 2002, the day when the first 
autopsied brain of a dead ex-NFL player was 
found to bear evidence of chronic traumatic 
encephalopathy (CTE), a massive amount of 
scientific research began to accumulate strong-
ly suggesting that not just severe concussions, 
but also the cumulative effects of many routine 
hits, can damage the brain in ways that may 
later bring on CTE, ALS (Lou Gehrig’s dis-
ease), Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, dementia, se-
vere cognitive impairment, and other diseases.

A wave of growing knowledge, media at-
tention, grassroots group formation, and con-
gressional hearings began building in a text-
book case of how our constitutional system is 
supposed to work on matters of public con-
cern. More than for the 1,696 men who play 
pro football in the National Football League 
at any time, the research raised fears for the 
roughly 50,000 young men who play college 
football, the 1.1 million adolescents who play 
high school football, and the nearly 3 mil-
lion boys on youth tackle squads down to the 
pee wee level. After committees of both the 
House of Representatives and the Senate held 
hearings, the NFL began taking head injuries 
seriously as a medical problem with implica-
tions both for how the game is played (helmet-
to-helmet tackles were banned, kickoffs were 
moved forward to the 35-yard line) and how 
injured players are handled. “Shake it off” was 
out, “no go” for games and practices without 
an okay from an independent neurologist was 
in. The Fainaru brothers tell this story with 
page-turning intensity.

to pay college football players for playing. That 
idea received its most prominent articulation 
in an October 2011 Atlantic Monthly article in 
which civil rights historian Taylor Branch ar-
gued that “The Shame of College Sports” is a 

“plantation mentality” that encourages univer-
sities “to exploit the skills and fame of young 
athletes” by perpetrating the “cynical hoaxes” 
of “‘amateurism’ and the ‘student-athlete.’” The 
idea received momentum from a September 16, 
2013, Time cover story called “It’s Time to Pay 
College Athletes” and from an antitrust law-
suit filed against the NCAA seeking compen-
sation for the organization’s lucrative licensing 
of former players’ images in commercial prod-
ucts. (E.A. Sports and Collegiate Licensing, 
companies that lease the images, settled their 
part of the suit last September; the NCAA 
has chosen to fight on.)

But, Dosh argues, “Title IX doesn’t dis-
tinguish among sports based on profit. Even 
though football and men’s basketball make 
the money, it can’t all be spent on them per 
federal law.” Pay all of a school’s varsity ath-
letes equally—Time suggested $225,047 as 
a reasonable figure for Texas A&M quarter-
back Johnny Manziel—and no college would 
be able to afford to field sports teams at all. 

Easterbrook makes an even better point. 
To be of real value to players, he argues, “re-

Everything contentious
about football overflows into 

culture, politics, or both.
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At that point personal injury lawyers took 
charge, channeling much of the momentum for 
political and institutional reform into litigation. 
To the Fainarus, this development seems fine. 
Their book ends on August 28, 2013, when the 
NFL and plaintiffs agreed on a $765 million 
payout from the league to its impaired former 
players, with another $200 million earmarked 
for attorneys’ fees. But that was “chump change” 
for the NFL, the authors note, and in return for 
settling out of court, “there would be no pub-
lic vetting of what the league knew and when 
it knew it” concerning the long-term effects 
of head injuries. In January a federal judge re-
fused to approve the settlement pending proof 
that $765 million will be enough to cover all 
the affected players. For the Fainarus, like the 
judge, the problem was a lousy settlement for 
the players, not the fact that the issue devolved 
into a closed-door battle between lawyers. But 
with the political process short-circuited by 
litigation, here’s what we still don’t know: are 
there contributing factors (genetics? steroid 
use?) that explain why some former players 
suffer severe brain damage in later life while 
most of their teammates do not? Are there ages 
when, because the braincase is still hardening 
and necks still thickening, playing organized 
tackle football should be forbidden? Should 
additional rule changes be made, like banning 
the three-point stance for linemen that places 
their heads directly in the path of collision? 

The brain-damage issue aside, marked as 
it is by the NFL’s indefensible concealment of 
important work-related information from its 
own front-line employees, it’s worth remem-
bering that professional football players are 
just that, professionals: grown men who, with 
clear knowledge that the game is brutally 
punishing, choose to pursue a violent career 
in hopes of receiving massive compensation. 
Nate Jackson, a retired NFL player who last-
ed six seasons plus one on the practice squad 
(about twice the average), writes in a typically 
lyrical passage from Slow Getting Up: A Story 
of NFL Survival from the Bottom of the Pile that 
professional players are “pulled toward the 
mayhem. The feel of the helmet and shoulder 
pads, the sound of the whistle, the taste of the 
mouthpiece, the smell of grass and sweat: sac-
raments for bloodshed.” But when the money 
is gone, he adds, “there is no incentive to con-
tinue. There’s a reason why you don’t see grown 
men at the park in full pads playing football.”

College Football

The college game is different in 
some important ways. For one thing, 
there is such a thing as college football. 

In a dramatic example of American exception-
alism, our universities differ from those of ev-

ery other country by making high-level athlet-
ic competition a major part of their identity. In 
1929 Carnegie Foundation for the Advance-
ment of Teaching president Henry Pritchett 
imagined a visitor from a European university 
asking, “What relation has this astonishing 
athletic display to the work of an intellectual 
agency like a university?” Critics of big-time 
college football have been asking the same 
question, in almost the same words, ever since.

Duke University economist Charles T. 
Clotfelter is among those critics—at least to 
a point. In the series of thoughtful empiri-
cal studies that constitute Big-Time Sports in 
American Universities, he offers a number of 
interesting findings. Athletics is absent from 
universities’ own mission statements, a bi-
zarre omission considering how much of a 
typical campus’s money, reputation, and real 
estate are devoted to sports programs. A ma-
jor source of revenue for major football pro-
grams is tax-deductible “contributions” that 
are nothing more than fees athletic depart-
ments charge for the right to buy good tickets 
to games. An additional large revenue source 
is the tickets themselves, which explains why 
seasons now last into late December or ear-
ly January instead of ending as they used to 
before Thanksgiving, in time for fall semes-
ter final exams. Success on the field attracts 
many large donors to the athletic department 
but few to the university. Judging from vari-
ous measures of academic quality, universities 
neither rise nor fall in reputation if they invest 
in big-time football, according to Big-Time 
Sports. But their students spend “less time in 
class and studying” and engage “more often in 
heavy drinking.”

Coaches’ financial incentives for winning 
are 12 times greater than any incentives tied 
to their players’ graduation rate or academic 
performance while enrolled, Clotfelter shows. 
Players spend much more time on their sports 
than the NCAA-mandated maximum of 20 
hours per week. In addition to practice, travel, 
and games, they must lift weights, do cardio, 
watch game film, attend meetings, and get 
treatment in the training room, among other 
activities. They often are directed by their 
coaches to maintain academic eligibility to 
play by “search[ing] out courses and academ-
ic programs that will present a minimum of 
challenge.” At Virginia Tech, for example, a 
program that Easterbrook celebrates at great 
length for providing its players with the best 
of all worlds, Clotfelter finds that 20% of 
football players major in residential property 
management, about 40 times the share of oth-
er students at the university. 

Clotfelter could have added a discussion, as 
Jeff Benedict and Armen Keteyian do in their 
well-reported The System: The Glory and Scan-
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dal of Big-Time College Football, of “the scan-
dals haunting the sport—the bidding wars for 
top recruits; the booster payoffs; the horrific 
injuries; the academic cheating; the rising tide 
of criminal acts.” Recently the University of 
North Carolina was exposed as the latest in 
a series of prestigious universities whose fac-
ulty was offering football players high grades 
in no-work, even phantom classes. In Decem-
ber the longtime head of the African, African 
American, and Diaspora Studies department 
was indicted for taking money to “teach” one 
such class.

All that said, Clotfelter suggests that be-
cause, as economists like to assume, universi-
ties are led by “perfectly rational” actors, they 
must know what they are doing: just look at 
the facts! “First,” he writes, “once a university 
embarks on big-time sports, it rarely quits. 
Second, there continue to be universities out-
side the circle of big-time sports that want to 
join its ranks.” 

The saving grace of Clotfelter’s argument is 
that he goes beyond standard microeconomic 
reductionism to explain what some of the ben-
efits of commercial college sports actually are. 
One is the enormous pleasure that varsity ath-
letics, “by far the most visible feature of many 
American universities,” provides to millions of 
people. As writer John U. Bacon points out in 
his generally admiring account of the Big Ten 
conference, Fourth and Long: The Fight for the 
Soul of College Football, “College football is one 
of those few passions we have in common with 
our great-grandparents.” Unlike the profes-
sional game, “College teams never threaten 
to…move to Oklahoma City if you don’t build 
them a new stadium.” They are woven into the 
fabric of personal, family, and community life.

Another clear benefit Clotfelter finds in ma-
jor college sports is the “civic values” they pro-
mote. On the playing field, before thousands 
and sometimes millions of spectators, “the 
rewards from competition…[are] distributed 
on the basis of merit, not family name, ethnic 
origin, religious beliefs, or economic status.” 
Beyond that, fans witness enactments of “the 
possibility and even the desirability of equality 
and cooperation across identifiable groups in 
society, in particular across racial lines.” 

Politically correct writers won’t say it, so 
thanks be to Easterbrook for plainly describ-
ing another benefit of college football. The 
sport’s “he-man nature…provides balance for 
left-wing college subjects such as gender stud-
ies.” And “done properly, football not only 
helps boys learn to be men, it helps them learn 
how to cooperate with others and how to ex-
press their masculinity within a framework of 
respect for rules”—the very virtues Theodore 
Roosevelt was so eager to promote by saving 
football from itself a century ago.

Redskins

Football occupies such a large place 
in our national life that eventually every-
thing contentious about it overflows into 

culture, politics, or both at some point. Last fall, 
for example, an argument arose over the name 
of Washington’s NFL team. For decades (the 
team got its name in 1933), Redskins evoked lit-
tle or no controversy. More recent resentment 
of the name stayed well below the horizon, as 
evidenced by the subject’s complete absence 
from all 11 of the books discussed in this essay, 
some of which did not go to press until last fall. 

Then, in a rush, the Oneida Indian Na-
tion persuaded ten members of Congress to 
write to Redskins owner Dan Snyder and 
NFL commissioner Roger Goodell demand-
ing a change; Snyder responded inflexibly; 
prominent sportswriters and some news or-
ganizations declared that they would no lon-
ger refer to the Washington squad by name; 
the president of the United States said that 
if he owned the team he “would think about 
changing it”; Goodell altered his public 
stance from “What’s the problem?” to “We 
need to be listening,” and the issue was off 
and running.

Personally, as one who regards as beyond 
silly the NCAA rule that forced the removal 
of admiring team name the Fighting Sioux 
from the University of North Dakota and 
mascot Chief Illiniwek from the University 
of Illinois, I am nonetheless persuaded by 
Charles Krauthammer’s argument that “sim-
ple decency” requires that “Redskins” must 
go. As Krauthammer points out, no one 
would either publicly call an Indian a redskin 
or privately use the word in any but a pejora-
tive way. But that’s not the point I want to 
make. My point is that the controversy has 
unfolded exactly as it should have—and as 
the concussion issue did not: through open 
discussion, political organization, consumer 
pressure, and moral suasion, with plaintiff 
lawyers for the most part relegated to the 
sidelines. For a culturally important phe-
nomenon such as football, that way of deal-
ing with the issue, as well as with the other 
concerns described by these authors, leaves 
little to be improved on. 
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O Brother! Why Bother?

Inside Llewyn Davis,
directed by Joel and Ethan Coen. 

Screenplay by Joel and Ethan Coen. 
CBS Films and Studio Canal

“What bothers me is that the movie doesn’t show 
those days, those people, that world.”

—Terri Thal, married to Dave Van Ronk 
between 1961 and 1968

Inside llewyn davis, joel and ethan 
Coen’s mood piece about a talented but 
mopey musician trying to make it as 

a folksinger in Greenwich Village in 1961, 
does three things well. First, it painstakingly 
re-creates the physical appearance of that leg-
endary time and place, shortly before it be-
came legendary. Second, it casts in the title 
role the Latin American actor Oscar Isaac, 
who manages to be appealing in spite of the 
many unappealing things the script has him 
say and do. And third, it allows Isaac, a com-
petent guitarist and singer, to perform several 
songs from the traditional repertory of the 
mid-20th-century “folk revival.”

Are these virtues enough to explain why 
Inside Llewyn Davis has attracted over-the-
top critical raves, grossed more than $22 mil-
lion (double its production costs), and won 
the Grand Prix at this year’s Cannes Film 
Festival? Not in my view, especially given how 
this drab, timid film runs scared from near-
ly everything that mattered in that milieu. 
This is not nostalgia speaking. Your kindly 
reviewer is much too young, not to mention 
bourgeois, to have been part of the Village 
folk scene. But as someone who esteems the 
achievements of the mid-20th-century folk 
revival, I can’t help cringing at the disservice 
the Coens have done it.

For a sense of “those days, those people, that 
world,” I refer the reader to The Mayor of Mac-
Dougal Street (2005), a wry, pungent memoir 
by long-time folk music guru Dave Van Ronk. 
The Coens have been widely quoted saying that 
Inside Llewyn Davis is “inspired” by Van Ronk’s 
book. But this claim is even less justified than 
their previous boasts that O Brother, Where 

Art Thou? (2000) is based on Homer’s Odys-
sey, and A Serious Man (2009) on the Book of 
Job. Beware of Coens citing books as inspira-
tion. To borrow a phrase from Van Ronk, their 
main goal in using written sources is “to avoid 
the migraines brought on by serious thought.”

Political Songs

The most conspicuous avoidance 
in the film is of politics. It might be 
argued that it does address the incipient 

This is very odd, because beginning in the 
1930s and continuing through the early ’60s, 
America’s most prominent folk musicians 
were middle-class leftists who felt intense 
solidarity with the poor and oppressed, from 
immigrant factory workers to poor whites in 
Appalachia to Negroes living in the segregat-
ed South. It is easy to be cynical about such 
solidarity, and this history does not lack for ri-
diculous moments, as is usually the case when 
educated idealists go about identifying with 

“the people.” But this history is also an admi-
rable one, in which a handful of educated ide-
alists helped to save a rich musical legacy from 
extinction.

Some trace the American folk music move-
ment further back, to the first decades of the 
20th century, and to Joe Hill, the Swedish 
immigrant who became the martyred hero of 
the Industrial Workers of the World (found-
ed in 1905). But for Hill, the music was less 
important than the politics. Indeed, he made 
his name adding political lyrics to a grab-bag 
of well-known tunes, from Broadway hits to 
popular ballads, even hymns. Thus, “Every-
body’s Doing It” became “Everybody’s Joining 
It,” “Down by the Old Mill Stream” became 

“Down in the Old Dark Mills,” and “Nearer 
My God to Thee” became “Nearer My Job to 
Thee.”

This grab-bag approach changed in 1932, 
with Stalin’s injunction to create a whole new 

“proletarian culture.” It was never clear what 
this meant, but to quote the Daily Worker, it 
did not allow the use of “Broadway, or com-
mercial music tied to the Capitalist economic 
machine.” To some on the Left, notably the 
modernist composers Charles and Ruth 
Crawford Seeger, the new Party line meant 
combining high-modernist musical tech-
niques with “militant protest lyrics.” So they 
formed a composers’ collective modeled on 
the Soviet organization Prokol (Composers’ 

politics of abortion. The plot (if you can call it 
that) revolves around Llewyn having casually 
knocked up a fellow folkie named Jean (Carey 
Mulligan). With no love lost between the two, 
Jean demands that he pay for an abortion. This 
being twelve years before Roe v. Wade, one 
expects a politically correct message about the 
difficulty of obtaining an abortion. But the 
only obstacle suggested is money: when Llewyn 
earns $200 recording a “novelty song,” the rest 
is easy. Indeed, at that stage the only problem 
is that we no longer care about Jean, whose 
emotional range extends from A (for attitude) 
to B (for the attitude that begins with “B”).

You would never suspect from this movie 
that 1961 was when the Freedom Riders rode 
an integrated bus through Alabama, only to 
be firebombed and beaten while the local au-
thorities looked the other way; or when Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy sent 18,000 “military 
advisors” into South Vietnam. These events, 
part of the air breathed by Village folkies, 
have been airbrushed out.
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The Triumph of Improvisation
Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s 

Engagement, and the End of the Cold War
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hensively describe White House policymaking 
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Reagan’s confounding leadership style, as 

The Triumph of Improvisation. James Graham 
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through in his analysis of the Reagan years.”
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Protective Association) and began produc-
ing catchy numbers like “Lenin! Who’s that 
Guy,” “Mount the Barricades,” and “Song of 
the Builders.”

This approach would likely have been short-
lived even if the Party line hadn’t shifted back 
in 1935, making it once again permissible to 
use any music that might further a Popular 
Front against Nazi Germany. Unintention-
ally, the Popular Front turned out to have a 
salutary effect on American music, includ-
ing several strains of commercial music tied 
to the Capitalist economic machine. Instru-
mental in this development were two family 
dynasties, one named Lomax and the other 
named Seeger.

 
Two Dynasties

In 1935 one of the new deal’s many 
projects was to have experts go into the 
field and record what was left of first-

growth American folk music. These experts 
included the father-and-son team of John and 
Alan Lomax, and the Seegers, fresh from the 
composers’ collective, along with their chil-
dren Peggy, Michael, and Pete. Neither fam-
ily was from the folk. Indeed, they came from 
relatively privileged backgrounds. But like 
their turn-of-the-century predecessors, peo-
ple like the British folklorist Cecil J. Sharp 
(1859–1924) and the Hungarian collector 
and composer Béla Bartók (1881–1945), the 
Lomaxes and Seegers respected the artistry of 
people for whom folk music wasn’t folk music 
but simply music. 

According to scholars like Sharp and 
Bartók, genuine folk music has the follow-
ing characteristics: 1) it is rural and slow to 
change, not urban and dynamic; 2) songs are 
continually varied, with no definitive version; 
3) the style is simple, straightforward, and 
plain; 4) the music is transmitted orally, not 
through formal training or writing; and 5) 
the focus is on group sharing not individual 
expression.

Although never hard and fast, these cri-
teria shaped the way subsequent generations 
understood folk music. But here we encoun-
ter a complication: America has never had folk 
music in this Old World sense. How could it, 
when its people are descended from Indians, 
settlers, slaves, and diverse immigrant groups, 
rather than from peasants who have tilled 
the same soil, spoken the same language, and 
sung the same songs for generations?

The best American folklorists have long 
understood this fact, so their definitions of 
folk music have tended to include a broad 
amalgam of material reflective of the coun-
try’s dynamic blend of ethnic traditions, not 
to mention its wide-open market for commer-

cialized entertainment. One such folklorist, 
the late Gene Bluestein, coined a useful term 
to describe this amalgam: poplore. Unfortu-
nately the term did not catch on. But it is use-
ful to keep in mind when tracing the history 
of the Lomax and Seeger dynasties.

What is most impressive about those dy-
nasties is their refusal, in countless ways over 
many years, to subordinate the music to poli-
tics. The Lomaxes and the Seegers were all 
consistently leftist in their views, and when-
ever they got the chance they would repeat 
the sentiment expressed by Alan Lomax in 
the preface to the 1941 edition of Our Sing-
ing Country: Folk Songs and Ballads: “Most of 
these singers are poor people, farmers, labor-
ers, convicts, old-age pensioners, relief work-
ers, housewives, wandering guitar pickers.” 

But Lomax, who started collecting folk 
songs with his father at age 18, respected 
his singers too much to even think of forcing 
their music into an ideological mold. Indeed, 
if Alan Lomax had a fault, it was that he was 
too purist about the music itself. Without 
his efforts, the mid-20th-century folk re-
vival would never have occurred. But when 
untutored audiences failed to appreciate the 
rough-hewn style of Lomax’s sources, people 
like Van Ronk began to re-interpret the ma-
terial. To Lomax, this was a violation: “when 
a so-called folksinger, with no respect for or 
knowledge of the style or the original emo-
tional content of the song, acquires the shell 
of the song merely and leaves its subtle vocal 
interior behind, there is a definite expressive 
loss.”

Embodiment of Poplore

Far less purist was pete seeger, who 
died in January of this year. In 1936, 
when he was about to enter Harvard, 

Pete traveled with his father Charles and 
his stepmother Ruth to Bascom Lunsford’s 
Mountain Dance and Folk Festival in Ashe-
ville, North Carolina. In her biography of 
Ruth Crawford Seeger, musicologist Judith 
Tick writes that for Pete this was “like visit-
ing a foreign country.” And when he and Ruth 
first heard the five-string banjo, they vowed to 
start “learning this idiom.” Needless to say, no 
authentic folk musician would have said such 
a thing. 

Pete Seeger’s inauthenticity extended 
even further, as he acquired his stepmother’s 
knack for making even obscure folk material 
palatable to a general audience. Quite apart 
from his deplorable politics (he remained far 
more loyal to Stalin than Van Ronk ever was), 
Seeger deserves admiration not only for pre-
serving the American musical legacy, but also 
for making it popular—and profitable. 
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How did Seeger reconcile the contradic-
tion between his politics and his willingness, 
over the years, to allow his cherished music 
to be bought and sold by commercial record 
companies, which even in the case of his be-
loved Folkways label were tied to the Capital-
ist economic machine? It wasn’t that difficult. 
His most treasured sources had resolved the 
same contradiction long before. Indeed, some 
had never seen it as a contradiction.

One such source was Woody Guthrie, who 
left his native Oklahoma during the Dust 
Bowl years and spent the 1930s in California, 
writing songs about the struggles of working 
people. But Guthrie also worked as a com-
mercial entertainer: between 1937 and 1939, 
he performed “hillbilly” music on the Los An-
geles station KFVD, accompanied first by his 
cousin Leon “Oklahoma Jack” Guthrie and 
later by Maxine “Lefty Lou” Chrissman. At 
one point The Woody and Lefty Lou Show was 
the most popular on the station. Throughout 
his career, Guthrie combined benefit concerts 
and proud disregard for copyright with steady 
employment as a professional recording artist. 

Another example would be the “country” 
blues musicians tirelessly celebrated by Alan 
Lomax. Before the 1940s, Americans who 
enjoyed listening to “race” records tended to 
regard the blues as low entertainment. (This 

was true of blacks as well as whites.) But dur-
ing the folk revival, the Left embraced the 
blues as a pure, unsullied folk music compa-
rable to the British ballads still being sung in 
Appalachia.

The only problem with this view was that 
country blues, played by solo performers on 
acoustic guitar and focusing on hard times, 
had long since evolved into a highly commer-
cial form of popular music, ranging from the 
big-band Kansas City “shouting” of Jimmy 
Rushing and Joe Turner to the hard-driving 
Chicago blues played by people like Sonny 
Boy Williamson, or the elegant small-combo 
style of Louis Jordan and T-Bone Walker.

The tale takes a comic turn in the career 
of Big Bill Broonzy, a Mississippi native who 
grew up playing country blues but then went 
on to record small-combo jazz for the Blue-
bird label in Chicago. According to music 
historian Robert Palmer, Broonzy sized up 
the growing audience for the early 1960s folk 
revival and changed his act, with the result 
that “a left-wing and generally naïve young 
audience accepted him, along with Leadbelly, 
Sonny Terry, and Brownie McGhee as true 
folk artists. Broonzy’s dozens of Bluebird re-
cords with bass, drums, and jazz-band back-
ing were conveniently forgotten, and he played 
the role of the folk bluesman fresh from the 
cotton fields to the hilt.” When asked about 
his authenticity, Broonzy’s standard reply 
was: “I guess all songs is folk songs. I never 
heard no horse sing ‘em.”

Pete Seeger learned the idioms of Guthrie, 
Broonzy, and many other folk musicians who 
were authentic in the sense of coming from 
hardscrabble backgrounds and singing tradi-
tional material, but inauthentic (from a leftist 
point of view) in having achieved commercial 
success. The same was true of the Carter Fam-
ily, Jean Ritchie, Dave Van Ronk, and many 
other leading lights of the mid-20th-century 
folk revival. As free spirits who freely adapted 
traditional material, wrote their own material, 
and achieved solid recording careers, these 
people are the embodiment of poplore.

Contempt for Folk

All of this is missing from inside 
Llewyn Davis. To be sure, the title 
character sings mostly traditional ma-

terial while scrambling for a modicum of 
commercial success. But his situation is de-
picted as sad, even pathetic—the problem of 
an isolated individual rather than the shared 
struggle of a whole generation. To people who 
remember that scene or bother to read Van 
Ronk’s memoir all the way through, it is clear 
that the Village was a village, with no lack of 
rivalry and one-upmanship but also with a 

great deal of sharing, camaraderie, and end-
less jam sessions devoted to the sheer cultiva-
tion of musical chops.

Therein lies the most depressing difference 
between then and now. The majority of Vil-
lage folkies were amateurs; many lacked musi-
cal talent. But rather than celebrate the lack 
of talent, as the punk generation did, or mar-
ginalize it in favor of exhibitionism, as today’s 
popular musicians feel compelled to do, the 
folk scene maintained high standards. Village 
elders like Seeger, Van Ronk, and Odetta (the 
African-American folksinger who encour-
aged the young Van Ronk), did not hesitate 
to judge each up-and-comer by a strict stan-
dard of musical excellence derived both from 
the older tradition and from their own best 
efforts.

Why are the Coen brothers so blind to all 
this? My best guess is that their campy, ironic, 
arrogant distance from the millions of ordi-
nary Americans who inhabit this vast country 
makes it impossible for them to understand, 
much less share, the connection that once ex-
isted between the folk musician and the folk. 
It is clear from Van Ronk’s memoir that he 
was a worldly, widely read character, whose 
anarchist politics were pretty disconnected 
from the rest of America. But because he 
and his fellow Village elders were so steeped 
in what had once been the everyday music of 

“poor people, farmers, laborers, convicts, old-
age pensioners, relief workers, housewives, 
wandering guitar pickers,” their artistic and 
cultural sensibilities were deeply connected to 
the American past.

This connection no longer exists, as poor 
and working-class Americans listen to the 
same commercial music as everyone else, and 
the folk music scene gives pride of place to 
the “singer-songwriters” performing their 
own compositions. The folk revival nurtured 
the rise of the singer-songwriter, to be sure. 
But people like Tom Paxton, Ewan MacColl, 
and Bob Dylan were so steeped in the tradi-
tion, their best work sounds as though it has 
been around forever. This is less true today, 
when most “folk songs” are just as melodi-
cally and lyrically impoverished as most pop 
songs. Come to think of it, this may be the 
best explanation for Inside Llewyn Davis’s suc-
cess: the majority of moviegoers have never 
heard a decent acoustic performance of gems 
such as “Hang Me, Oh Hang Me,” “Fare 
Thee Well,” “The Death of Queen Jane,” “The 
Roving Gambler,” “The Shoals of Herring,” 

“The Auld Triangle,” or “The Storms Are on 
the Ocean.” As a final concession to T-Bone 
Burnett, the Coen Brothers’ long-time “musi-
cal archivist,” I recommend downloading the 
soundtrack, and if you like it, seeking out the 
originals, every one of them a poplore classic.
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Publius
During the constitutional ratification 
debates, opponents of the proposed 
Constitution considered the document 
flawed or even sinister. Writing as 
“Publius,” Alexander Hamilton, James 
Madison, and John Jay took to the pages 
of New York newspapers to defend the 
Constitution as the best political and 
institutional arrangement for securing 
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

While the opinions found in Publius’ 
work came from years of experience under 
the Articles of Confederation, they were 
also the product of sustained reflection 
on history and politics. Thomas Jefferson 
remarked that The Federalist was “the 
best commentary on government, which 
was ever written.” 

Our oldest fellowship program, the 
Publius Fellowship was designed to instill 
in new generations of Americans that same 
attention to the highest political principles. 

For two weeks, Fellows are engaged 
in seminars with our distinguished 
faculty. Publius Fellows are recent 
college graduates, graduate students, and 
promising young men and women at the 
beginning of their careers in journalism, 
government, and public policy.

Applications are due
February 28, 2014.

www.claremont.org/publius

Lincoln
Abraham Lincoln, no less than the 
founders, believed that free government is 
possible only if it recognizes and protects 
the equal natural rights of all human beings. 
During their week-long fellowship, Lincoln 
Fellows discuss how the statesmanship 
and political thought of the founders 
and Lincoln should guide policymakers 
today. Lincoln Fellows are public policy 
professionals, congressional staff members, 
senior journalists, and media veterans who 
hold key positions in national politics.

Applications are due
March 14, 2014.

www.claremont.org/lincoln

The Claremont Institute extends warm 
gratitude to the Bowen Educational Trust 
for its generous sponsorship of the Lincoln 
Fellowship. William H. Bowen was an 
American entrepreneur and patriot, 
and his educational foundation has long 
been a generous patron of the Claremont 
Institute.

Marshall
The John Marshall Fellowship seeks to 
recover limited constitutional government 
by training the next generation of legal 
thinkers and practitioners in the natural law 
jurisprudence of the American Founding 
during a week-long fellowship. John Marshall 
Fellows are recent law school graduates on 
their way to federal clerkships, the legal 
academy, and positions in government.

 We are proud of a very auspicious start 
to the John Marshall Fellowship, which 
has already hosted impressive classes of 
Fellows hailing from top-tier law schools 
like Harvard, Yale, Columbia, Stanford, 
UC Berkeley, the University of Virginia, 
and the University of Chicago. In addition 
to federal district courts and state supreme 
courts, our fellows have gone on to clerk for 
the Supreme Court and numerous  U.S. 
Courts of Appeal.

 Applications are due
March 21, 2014.

www.claremont.org/johnmarshall

The Claremont Institute is now accepting applications for our
Summer 2014 Fellowship Programs

The Claremont Institute’s fellowship programs constitute an educa-
tional project dedicated to the political philosophy of the American 
Founding as the ground of American statesmanship and jurispru-
dence. If you would like to contribute to the future success of these 
programs, contact Ana Collisson at ACollisson@claremont.org.

The Claremont Institute’s fellowship programs constitute an educa-
tional project dedicated to the political philosophy of the American 
Founding as the ground of American statesmanship and jurispru-
dence. If you would like to contribute to the future success of these 
programs, contact Ana Collisson at ACollisson@claremont.org.
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also provides an exceptional historical account of the life of John Carroll, the first Catholic 
bishop of the United States. Most fascinating are the personal glimpses that Rooney offers 
into his interactions with Vatican officials and even the pope himself—always humble 
and respectful, but also with an eye toward the ever-present politics involved. This is a 
fascinating study of how political and religious powers relate, clash and, when healthy, 
work to help change the world for the better.”—Publishers Weekly
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