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from the editor’s desk

The Outsiders’ Appeal
by Charles R. Kesler

Dr. ben carson and donald trump have dominated 
the polls for several months now. The instinct of many Re-
publicans has been to disdain them as amateurs, arrivistes, 

or worse, and to dismiss their supporters as political idiots or, at best, 
political romantics. After all, the presidency of the United States is 
not usually considered an entry-level position. 

Before concluding that millions of our fellow conservatives have 
gone mad, however, let’s try to understand them. There is a difference 
between going mad and getting mad, and it’s the latter that ought to 
interest us. What’s coursing through the body politic these days is a 
volatile mixture of anger, bewilderment, fear, and disgust over the per-
ceived decline of America. But this feeling isn’t new.

Political pollsters never asked whether the country was headed 
in “the right direction” or was off on “the wrong track” until the early 
1970s. It was no accident that the epiphany came to them when Ameri-
cans, under pressure from the Vietnam War, Watergate, wage-and-
price controls, oil shocks, and other humiliations, felt so low. With 
brief exceptions since then, large majorities (consistently over 60%) 
have feared that the nation was hurtling down the wrong track. The 
federal government has grown ever larger without alleviating the na-
tion’s anxieties; the larger it has grown, the less legitimate it has seemed.

Perhaps, like their favorite internet cat, Americans are grumpy. 
That temperament wouldn’t explain the objective signs of decline or 
decay, though—the tepid economic recovery, depressing long-term 
withdrawal of people (men, especially) from the workforce, rise in 
out-of-wedlock births, atrophied medical system, crumbling foreign 
policy, and so forth. The citizens are indignant because they suspect 
that most of these developments are the result of choice, not fate, and 
that the political elites have acquiesced in, if not instigated, many of 
them. They feel betrayed, and disgusted, by the elites’ absurd prom-
ises and programs.

After 50 years of utopian overpromises by mainstream politi-
cians, mostly Democrats—not merely ending poverty, war, tyranny, 
and disease, but using government to satisfy every person’s desire for 
learning, work, creativity, nature, beauty, community, meaning, and 

sex—why shouldn’t citizens turn desperately to outsiders for sober 
political guidance? Do a brain surgeon and a real estate magnate re-
ally look so bad when measured against the last half-century of po-
litical malpractice? 

Still, man does not live by indignation alone. those 
decades included acts of statesmanship by real statesmen, in-
cluding Ronald Reagan, which remain instructive today. Rea-

gan served two terms as California governor and ran for president 
four times, and he was a better president for it. The job is not entry-
level. Trump and Carson face, rightly, a high burden of proof to show 
they are ready for the job, which is, admittedly, not brain surgery; it’s 
much more complex than brain surgery, dealing not with neurons 
but with human beings and their opinions, passions, and interests in 
all their perverseness.

Republicans were delighted when the Tea Party, a gift if ever there 
was one, fell into their lap. But they had no idea how to translate into 
practice its heartfelt demand to return to the Constitution; some had 
no desire to do so. The GOP nominee for president in 2012 fell—pre-
dictably—short, without ever pressing the Tea Partiers’ constitutional 
case against Obamacare. The Supreme Court, with a nominally Re-
publican majority, bent over backwards to save the health care plan. 
Then the Republican Congress, elected in 2014, disappointed them in 
several more ways. After failures in the executive, judicial, and legis-
lative branches, it’s no wonder that aggrieved conservatives think the 
political system and all its denizens are the problem, not the solution.

The good news is that despite all this, the outsider faction remains 
keen on the Constitution that underlies these miscreant branches. The 
bad news is that it is not so keen on the conservative movement in its 
existing, and maybe not even in its best, form. Less thought, more ac-
tion, seems to be the daily demand. But thinking is not a prelude to 
compromise, much less a form of surrender. It is a necessary prelude 
to deserving and attaining victory. The challenge for conservatives is to 
show that victory runs through the recovery of constitutionalism, and 
that no candidate, insider or outsider, is going to succeed without that.
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The Culture 
Wars

I am heartened that William 
Voegeli included treatment of my 
book, A War for the Soul of Amer-
ica: A History of the Culture Wars, 
in his thoughtful and provocative 
essay on the tropes of what we 
now call liberalism (“That New-
Time Religion,” Summer 2015). 
I am also encouraged that even 
though I make no bones about 
being a left partisan, Voegeli calls 
attention to the fact that my book 

“offers narrative and analysis with 
limited polemic.” 

It is my hunch that some con-
servatives may appreciate my his-
tory of the culture wars because I 
rather agree with how they char-
acterize the cultural history of 
the United States since the 1960s. 
Indeed Voegeli and I agree with 
Mark Lilla and Robert Bork that 
the ethos of the ’60s liberation 
movements—the ethos that has 
seemingly revolutionized Ameri-
can culture—was baked into the 
cake of American democracy. As 
Bork argued in rather heretical 
terms, the individual freedoms 
enshrined in the Declaration of 
Independence set into motion a 
society dedicated to permanent 
cultural revolution.

How does one set limits on the 
proposition that “all men are cre-
ated equal”? Against the assump-
tions of those who signed the 
Declaration, “all men” eventually 
came to include, in fits and starts, 
non-property-holders; slaves and 
former slaves; blacks and other 
people of color; immigrants from 
strange lands; Catholics, Jews, 
and other non-Christians; athe-
ists; women; gays; lesbians; the 
disabled. Viewed in this way, the 
’60s liberation movements made 
manifest an ethos that dated to 
the nation’s founding.

So Voegeli and I agree in our 
description. We also both agree 
that it would be better to live in 
a society grounded in founda-
tional norms that define what 
it means to be a “good person.” 
Where we disagree is in prescrip-
tion. Voegeli implies that such 
norms can be found only in the 
moral certainties of the type of 
religious faith that dominated 
American culture for the good 
part of its history. I find this 
stance problematic in at least 
two ways.

First, to the millions of Amer-
icans who find the new dispensa-
tion more liberating than the old 
one, such a sensibility often has 
less to do with liberty in its nar-
rowly individualistic sense and 
much more to do with the ways 
in which pre-1960s normative 
America was discriminatory. No 
amount of complaining about 
the undeniably shallow shaming 
proclivities of those who current-
ly preach the anti-racist creed 
will change this fact. Thus the 
burden is on those who would 
return to a religiously infused 
normative America to prove that 
such a society would not once 
again be sadistic. 

Second, if we are indeed to 
reconstitute American society 
on the basis of shared norms we 
must recognize that the most 
powerful antinomian force 
working against such an objec-

tive is capitalism. Even though 
conservative culture warriors 
often couched their critique of 
liberalism in anti-statist terms—
such as when Christian Right 
leaders like Phyllis Schlafly con-
tended that public schools and 
welfare agencies, in league with 
feminists, weakened the tradi-
tional family structure—it has 
become increasingly clear that 
capitalism has done more to 
pitilessly destroy the values they 
held dear. Mammon, more than 
Leviathan, has rendered tradi-
tion passé. Capitalism sopped 
up ’60s liberation and, in the 
process, helped dig the grave of 
normative America. 

Thus I would argue that the 
two people who have the best 
handle on how to reconstruct 
shared values are Pope Fran-
cis and Senator Bernie Sanders. 
Their focus on the immorality of 
economic inequality shows that 
common ground can be found in 
timeless values like fairness and 
dignity. But given that Voegeli 
introduces his essay by celebrat-
ing the fact that the Right has the 
upper hand in economics even as 
it is losing the culture wars, and 
given that he counts the existence 
of the Tea Party as consoling, I 
am certain that we disagree on 
this matter.

Andrew Hartman
Illinois State University

Normal, IL

William Voegeli replies:

I feel that Andrew Hartman 
overstates the congruence be-
tween my essay’s arguments and 
his book’s. Setting limits on the 
proposition that all men are cre-
ated equal is indeed a problem, 
but not setting limits on it is an 
even bigger one. The signers of 
the Declaration of Independence 

“did not intend to declare all men 
equal in all respects,” Abraham 
Lincoln said in 1857. “They did 

not mean to say all were equal in 
color, size, intellect, moral devel-
opments, or social capacity.” The 
core of equality, he continued, is 
the belief that people are equally 
possessed of the inalienable rights 
to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness.

This interpretation argues 
that for the journey begun at 
Independence Hall to arrive at 
Woodstock Nation was more 
detour than destiny. If the hap-
piness we pursue is understood 
as the satisfaction justly derived 
from a life well lived, one con-
structed in accordance with our 
natures, then the truth that all 
men are created equal excludes 
rather than validates the asser-
tion that all lifestyles are created 
equal. It follows, contra John 
Rawls, that the adherents of each 
lifestyle are not equally entitled 
to receive material support and 
nonjudgmental encouragement 
from a just society.

As Hartman expects, I will 
also decline his invitation to join 
the ranks of capitalism’s oppo-
nents. For one thing, the weaken-
ing of shared norms about what 
it means to be a good person is a 
challenge not just for those who 
want to sustain capitalism, but 
also for those who want to re-
form or replace it. The final pages 
of Hartman’s recent book make 
this point explicitly. “[W]ithout 
a common culture, it is extremely 
hard to build the solidarity nec-
essary for social democracy,” he 
writes. “Perhaps, then, it is no 
coincidence that the modest 
American social welfare state—
the New Deal state—was con-
structed during an era of unusual 
cultural stability.”

Others who would like to rely 
on markets less and government 
more have a similar lament. In 
the “presence of diversity,” soci-
ologist Robert Putnam told an 
interviewer in 2006, “we hunker 
down. We act like turtles. The 
effect of diversity is worse than 
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had been imagined.” The Bruce 
Springsteen song “We Take 
Care of Our Own” was played 
at the 2012 Democratic conven-
tion, and at campaign events for 
President Obama. Few noticed 
the implications: we don’t take 
care of those who aren’t our own; 
and we reserve the right to specify 
and apply the criteria that deter-
mine which people qualify as our 
own. Communitarians exhort us 
to fortify our communities’ inte-
riors, but communities can’t have 
interiors unless they have exteri-
ors. This boundary need not be 
defended sadistically, but it does 
need to be established clearly and 
resolutely.

There’s a second difficulty. 
Those who want to reform or 
replace capitalism need not only 
social solidarity, but also to offer 
a plausible alternative. Capital-
ism’s defenders, conversely, do 
not need to demonstrate that re-
lying on markets is the best set of 
economic arrangements imagin-
able, just that it’s the best avail-
able. As one leftist philosopher, 
Richard Rorty, wrote in 1998, 
the Left has never settled or said 

“what, in the absence of markets, 
will set prices and regulate dis-
tribution.” The “voting public,” 
he argued, “wants to know how 
things are going to work after 
markets are put behind us,” and 
capitalism’s adversaries can’t or 
won’t answer this basic, legiti-
mate question.

Joseph Heath and Andrew 
Potter, who describe themselves 
as leftists, made the same point 
in their book, Nation of Rebels 
(2004). “The amount of intellec-
tual energy that has been dedi-
cated to the task of searching for 
an alternative to the market in 
the past century is staggering,” 
they write. “And yet no matter 
how you run the numbers, the 
answer always comes out the 
same. There are essentially two 
ways of organizing a modern 
economy: either a system of cen-
tralized, bureaucratic produc-
tion (such as was found in the 
former Soviet Union), or else a 
decentralized system, in which 

producers coordinate their ef-
forts through market exchange.” 
The policy alternatives that re-
sult from this dichotomy are 
constraining: “Central planning 
works fine for the military, or 
some other organization where 
members are willing to accept a 
standardized allotment of cloth-
ing, food rations, or housing and 
to be assigned specific jobs to 
perform. But in a society where 
individuals hope to pick and 
choose among a range of lifestyle 
opportunities, there is no getting 
around the need for a market.”

In fashioning a life, the grati-
fications we seek include hold-
ing a good opinion of ourselves 
with confidence. The desire to be 
among the elect—the redeemed—
is as powerful in societies where 
religious attachments are weak 
as in ones where they’re strong. 
Holding and vigorously express-
ing the right political opinions 
and social attitudes becomes, for 
many, the outward sign of an in-
ward grace. This is a more seri-
ous matter than what Hartman 
describes as “the undeniably shal-
low shaming proclivities of those 
who currently preach the anti-
racist creed.” It’s a problem when 
the Left defines social justice in 
ways so exacting and urgent as to 
rule out the possibility that de-
cent, reasonable people might be 
opposed to, or merely skeptical 
about, the leftist project. Better 
manners by the anti-racist creed’s 
preachers are unlikely to solve 
this problem.

But it’s also a problem for the 
Right when, as I noted in my es-
say, liberal democracy depends 
on cultural capital it consumes 
but does not replenish. If we as-
sess this problem with maximal 
pessimism, we’ll follow Chris-
topher Lasch and Daniel Bell in 
concluding that an irresolvable 
cultural contradiction besets 
modern, liberal, pluralist, secu-
lar democracies. We would ex-
pect such societies to collapse 
under the weight of this contra-
diction, even if no one offers a 
more appealing alternative set of 
arrangements. 

I’ll conclude here, as I conclud-
ed the essay, with the suggestion 
that the situation may be serious 
rather than dire. This would be 
the case if the cultural contradic-
tion were nothing more severe 
than a tension, challenging rath-
er than dooming the American 
experiment. This possibility is 
consistent with the late Harry V. 
Jaffa’s belief that “the Founding…
was dominated by an Aristotelian 
Locke—or a Lockean Aristotle.” 
If so, freedom and virtue fortify 
rather than attenuate one another, 
and properly constituted liberal 
societies are well disposed to the 
religious beliefs and practices that 
make freedom and virtue practi-
cally possible, and fundamentally 
grounded. 

For more discussion of the culture 
wars with William Voegeli, visit the 
new CRB Digital at www.clare-
mont.org/crb.

Rethinking Due 
Process

I am puzzled by Michael 
M. Uhlmann’s review of Mi-
chael Stokes Paulsen’s and Luke 
Paulsen’s The Constitution: An In-
troduction (“Two Cheers for Orig-
inalism,” Summer 2015). After 
spending the first two-thirds of 
the review lauding the Paulsens 
for their originalist approach, he 
wraps up by telling them to knock 
it off and adopt an approach that 
gets better results. Writing in a 
conservative journal Uhlmann 
is a little cagey, but he seems to 
argue that conservatives should 
jettison originalism and join the 
liberals in their game of using 
substantive due process doctrine 
to transform our policy goals into 
constitutional mandates. There 
are two problems with this: it is 
immoral and it won’t work.

In The Tempting of America, 
Robert Bork described the temp-
tation a judge feels to overstep 
his bounds and impose a policy 
choice under the guise of inter-
preting the Constitution:
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Our Corrupt 
Government

Thanks to Christopher De-
Muth for a thoughtful review of 
my book, A Republic No More 
(“Our Corrupt Government,” 
Summer 2015). Since I circu-
lated an early manuscript last 
summer, I have heard from sev-
eral conservatives who have the 
same qualms DeMuth ably ar-
ticulates. I would like to take an 
opportunity to address the most 
significant issue: the contested 
relationship between big govern-
ment and corruption.

DeMuth chides me for not 
identifying large government per 
se as a cause of corruption. He 
suggests that once a state becomes 
so powerful, it must become cor-
rupt. In a narrow sense, this is 
self-evidently true: a government 
limited to equal protection could 
not be corrupt, by definition. Be-
yond this restrictive construction, 
as he notes, I do not accept this 
assertion. Instead, I conclude that 
big government relates to corrup-
tion indirectly: today’s govern-
ment exercises its expansive pow-
ers corruptly because it was never 
designed to wield them in the first 
place. 

James Madison did not hold 
a fixed view of the proper scope 
of government power, either. 
He thought it depended on the 
circumstances of the situation. 
Having embraced so much of 
Madison’s philosophy, I find that 
conclusion less unpalatable than 
DeMuth does—for three reasons. 

First, this involves federal au-
thority on a very abstract level. 
I claim that since the American 
Founding, the government has 
acquired the power to develop 
the domestic economy, regulate 
it intimately, and provide so-
cial welfare. Is it controversial 
to claim that we could design a 
government to accomplish these 
purposes without generating in-
tolerable corruption? I think not. 
Madison’s Virginia Plan would 
be a start. Alexander Hamilton’s 
proposal would further “induce 

approach he favors. I would par-
ticularly note the contributions of 
Justin Buckley Dyer and Hadley 
Arkes and, on the libertarian side, 
the work of David Bernstein and 
David Mayer—to name only four 
authors among many who have 
broadened our philosophical and 
historical understanding of due 
process.

If he does so, he will learn 
(among other things) that by the 
mid-19th century, due process 
had acquired a significant sub-
stantive component among many 
members of the bench and bar, 
one that roughly equated due 
process with the rule of law and 
fundamental fairness, whether or 
not explicitly stated in the consti-
tutional text. He will also learn 
why “liberty of contract” was not 
an alien construct imported into 
constitutional discourse by judges 
seeking to impose their policy 
preferences. 

Although Lochner is a close 
case about which intelligent dif-
ferences of opinion can be enter-
tained, it hardly merits the pejo-
rative reputation it has acquired 
among progressives and many 
conservatives alike. For one 
thing, Justice Peckham’s opinion 
was not particularly controver-
sial when it was handed down. 
The case is chiefly noteworthy 
for Justice Holmes’s biting (and 
disingenuous) dissent, which ac-
quired traction only decades later, 
when New Dealers used it to pre-
vent the judiciary from articulat-
ing legal objections against their 
revolution.

The striking phenomenon in 
recent decades has been the ex-
tent to which conservatives have 
internalized the radical positiv-
ism of Holmesian jurisprudence, 
thereby depriving themselves of 
the ability to counter, on con-
stitutional grounds, the moral 
claims advanced by proponents of 
such things as abortion and gay 
marriage. Mr. Arrington can call 
that “Lochnerizing” if he likes, 
but I repeat what I noted in my 
review: what exactly has conser-
vative aversion to substantive due 
process accomplished?

The overwhelming majority 
of law professors are progressives 
who take it for granted that the 
abandonment of the constitutional 
order established by the founders 
has been an unmitigated good, and 
they take it as their sacred duty to 
indoctrinate their impressionable 
charges with that narrative. The 
law schools, especially the elite 
law schools, are saturated through 
and through with a progressive 
ethos, and to be a conservative 
law student (and later a conserva-
tive lawyer or judge), one must be 
willing to swim against a powerful 
cultural riptide for the rest of one’s 
career, and that is very hard to do. 
All judges are former lawyers, and 
simple math dictates that judges, 
having been drawn from a pool 
of mostly progressive lawyers, will 
also mostly be progressives. If we 
follow Uhlmann’s advice to jetti-
son argument from constitutional 
principle and start playing our 
own numbers game, we are bound 
to lose for the simple reason that 
we do not have the numbers.

Barry K. Arrington
Arrington Law Firm

Denver, CO

Michael M. Uhlmann replies:

Like many conservatives, Mr. 
Arrington believes that due pro-
cess means “procedure only” all 
the way down. This is a respect-
able position, championed by my 
late friend and former colleague 
Robert Bork, and reiterated by 
many others, including members 
of the Supreme Court. Arrington 
also seems to think that any other 
opinion about due process is orig-
inalist heresy.

There are, however, many 
mansions in the house of origi-
nalism. Noteworthy in this re-
gard is the extensive (and grow-
ing) revisionist literature on the 
meaning of due process, which 
takes the argument into territory 
not explored by Judge Bork and 
his allies. Mr. Arrington would 
profit, I think, by taking a look at 
recent scholarly work that casts 
doubt on the “procedure-only” 

[T]he moment of tempta-
tion is the moment of choice, 
when a judge realizes that 
in the case before him his 
strongly held view of justice, 
his political and moral im-
perative, is not embodied in 
a statute or in any provision 
of the Constitution. He 
must then choose between 
his version of justice and 
abiding by the American 
form of government.

If he chooses the former, the judge 
has abused his power, violated his 
oath to uphold and defend the 
Constitution, and undermined 
the integrity of the system of 
which he is a guardian. 

According to Uhlmann, we 
already have a blueprint for 
imposing our preferred economic 
policies on the people. All we 
have to do is resurrect Lochner v. 
New York. But Lochner was bad 
law. And Uhlmann doesn’t both-
er to say how the illegitimate use 
of constitutional law to achieve 
greater economic freedom in 
Lochner was better than the ille-
gitimate use of constitutional law 
to achieve greater sexual freedom 
in Obergefell v. Hodges.

The Constitution does not fix 
stupid, and if a state’s legislature 
wants to succumb to rent-seeking 
parasites and impose economy-
stifling economic regulations, 
nothing in the Constitution 
prevents it from doing so. The 
remedy, if there is to be one, is not 
judicial; it is political: the people 
can vote the rascals out. And if 
they fail to do so, they will deserve 
what they ultimately get. 

Uhlmann is surely correct 
when he says that arguments 
about process have shown 
themselves to be of limited avail 
against the juggernaut of rights 
claims. His answer seems to be 
that conservatives should aban-
don principle and try to build 
their own juggernaut of rights 
claims, which brings me to the 
second problem with his sugges-
tion: it simply will not work, be-
cause conservatives are vastly out-
numbered in the law.
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the sacrifices of private affairs 
which an acceptance of public 
trust would require,” as he put 
it. Alternatively, we could re-
duce the scope of government to 
match the ratifying conventions’ 
understanding of the Consti-
tution. Either way, my theory 
suggests we cashier many actual 
programs, as no self-respecting 
republic would tolerate them. 
Where I am silent is on whether 
we should build alternatives. 

Second, there is widespread 
consensus among conservatives 
that the federal government 
should generally undertake 
these tasks. Our fight with lib-
erals often involves a pruden-
tial argument about priorities, 
methodologies, and trade-offs. 
Consider Obamacare. Most 
conservatives want to repeal 
and replace it, which implies 
vast federal authority. The ac-
claimed welfare reform of 1996 
entrenched the government’s 
power to provide social welfare. 
Similarly, few conservatives dis-
pute government’s authority to 
ensure minimum working stan-
dards, but most dislike the mini-
mum wage because of its overall 
harmful effects. 

Third, DeMuth does not like 
my treatment of the bureaucracy, 
which is “a necessity of compre-
hensive busybody government, 
while lack of accountability is one 
of its inevitabilities.” This is true 
in large part, but my research on 
bureaucratic corruption points 
in surprising directions. In many 
instances, corruption develops 
because of a purposeful denial 
of regulatory power. One rea-
son Medicare is such a morass 
is that the Centers for Medicare 
& Medicaid Services lack the 
wherewithal to operate indepen-
dently of medical service provid-
ers. This is by design. Similarly, 
Fannie Mae misbehaved because 
Congress knowingly created a 
toothless regulator. In other in-
stances, corruption emanates 
from the bureaucracy because it 
is being accountable—to pres-
sure groups with sway over poli-
ticians. In the 1930s, bureaucrats 

in the Agriculture Department 
mistreated black sharecroppers 
because they feared Southern 
Democrats. 

Inevitably, my definition of 
corruption—“the maldistribution 
of federal resources”—will leave 
many feeling that the bureaucracy 
gets off too easy, appearing in the 
story mostly as a pass-through for 
congressional corruption. This is 
not to say that all is well, only that 
many of its maladies do not relate 
directly to my understanding of 
corruption (and I expressly admit 
that there are other ways to exam-
ine it). As Charles Murray argues 
in By the People, which DeMuth 
also reviewed, the bureaucracy 
uses ambiguous laws to pursue 
far-left visions of the public inter-
est. This is a threat to republican 
government, but not my focus in A 
Republic No More. 

Jay Cost
Harmony, PA

I write to correct a misstate-
ment in your review of my book, 
Saving Congress from Itself, for 
which I am solely responsible; 
namely that “Buckley approves of 
Helvering [v. Davis] and thinks it 
draws the right line between fed-
eral and state jurisdictions.”

Helvering rejected the 150-year-
old understanding that Con-
gress’s authority to spend money 
under the Constitution’s Spend-
ing Clause (which authorizes the 
expenditure of funds “to pay the 
debts and provide for the com-
mon defense and general welfare 
of the United States”) was limited 
to the purposes enumerated in 
the Constitution. That case found 
the Social Security program con-
stitutional on the basis that the 
Clause’s reference to the “general 
welfare” entitled Congress to ex-
pend funds for any benevolent 
purpose that is “plainly national 
in area and dimensions” and that 

“laws of the separate states cannot 
deal with…effectively.”

I believe, but in my book failed 
to state, that Helvering’s effective 
nullification of the enumerated 
powers was a disaster. We are, 

however, stuck with it. What I 
cited with approval was its dis-
tinction between purposes that 
can only be addressed by a cen-
tral government (such as control 
of pollution that spills over state 
boundaries) and those that are 
within the acknowledged com-
petence of the states, such as the 
grants-in-aid programs for state 
and local governments, for which 
Washington is now spending over 
$640 billion a year. In Steward 
Machine Co. v. Davis (which I at-
tack in my book), the Supreme 
Court found those grants permis-
sible because state participation in 
those programs is technically vol-
untary. My book argues, however, 
that they have proven in practice 
to be coercive, and therefore do 
not fall even within the limits of 
what Helvering found acceptable.

James L. Buckley
Sharon, CT

Christopher DeMuth, Sr., replies:

I am grateful to Jay Cost and 
James Buckley for reading my re-
view and responding with elabo-
rations on their fine books. Fol-
lowing their lead, here is an elabo-
ration of my own.

It is of course possible to de-
scribe a system of government 
lacking those features of our ac-
tual government that are prone to 
corruption and other departures 
from public-spirited policy. Let us 
suppose, however, that the fram-
ers in 1787 had adopted some-
thing like Madison’s original Vir-
ginia Plan, or that the Supreme 
Court in 1937 had limited federal 
spending and regulation to pur-
poses that can only be addressed 
by a central government. Would 
our government today look fun-
damentally different?

Perhaps not—because our po-
litical history has been dominated 
by the spirit of democracy and 
popular sovereignty, and a passion 
for egalitarianism. Public officials 
(including judges) would have 
been obliged to accede to popular 
sentiments one way or the other, 
sooner or later, if necessary by 

constitutional amendments such 
as the 17th. In today’s wealthy, 
mobile, egalitarian, intensely in-
terconnected nation, the federal 
government would have found 
the ways and means of involving 
itself in myriad local and private 
matters because the electorate 
would have insisted on it. The fed-
eral bureaucracies would be highly 
porous and vulnerable to interest-
group manipulation—in contrast 
to the bureaucratic autonomy that 
Woodrow Wilson imagined, and 
that Jay Cost sees as being resis-
tant to the forms of corruption he 
documents—because the demo-
cratic spirit would have demanded 
participatory regulation.

I think this view holds con-
siderable truth but not the whole 
truth. Events, decisions, leaders, 
and institutions can shape politi-
cal culture as well as being shaped 
by it. The two forms of histori-
cal explanation are not exclusive 
or conflicting but rather joint 
and several. A plausible example 
of decisions shaping culture is 
Americans’ exceptional tolerance 
of highly offensive public speech 
and demonstrations. This ap-
pears to be mainly an adaptation 
to the Supreme Court’s unbend-
ing interpretation of the First 
Amendment, in a long string of 
decisions that individually could 
have gone one way or the other.

It follows that identifying 
wrong turns (or right turns) in our 
history is valuable not so much 
for deploring (or celebrating) the 
deeds of our forebears as for un-
derstanding how they seized or 
resisted the pressures of the cir-
cumstances they found themselves 
in, and with what results. This un-
derstanding should assist us in our 
own moments of decision. We are 
stuck with the Connecticut Plan 
and the Helvering and Steward 
Machinery decisions, but occasions 
will arise when we can undo some 
of their untoward consequences 
with reforms adapted to contem-
porary conditions. When they 
do arise, democracy and equal-
ity will be in the clay with which 
we are working. These are not 
vices but rather problematic vir-
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tues, which have served us well on 
many occasions—and, properly 
tempered, they may do so again. 
In the Court’s First Amendment 
decisions in the Buckley v. Valeo 
through Citizens United v. FEC 
line, the spirit of democracy helped 
sustain an essential constitutional 
provision against powerful, persis-
tent assaults by political elites.

I conclude that we should not 
expect proposals for institutional 
reform such as those propounded 
by Judge Buckley and Jay Cost to 
succeed on their own, by sheer 
force of argument. Rather they 
are additions to our stockpile of 
ideas, to be held at the ready for 
the day the man in the arena may 
seize upon them to resolve a cri-
sis or other matter that arrives by 
surprise.

The Financial 
Crisis

As a great admirer of James 
Grant, I was more than a little 
disappointed in his review of 
my book, Hidden in Plain Sight: 
What Caused the World’s Worst 
Financial Crisis and Why It Could 
Happen Again (“The Subprime 
Directive,” Summer 2015). Criti-
cal reviews are to be expected, but 
this one seemed to raise ques-
tions about Grant’s attachment 
to the philosophy I had supposed 
he and I shared. 

He argues in his review that my 
monocausal view of the crisis—
that it was caused by government 
housing policies and not insuf-
ficient regulation of the financial 
sector or other irresponsibility 
and greed on Wall Street—failed 
to note that “[i]t was obvious that 
house prices were much too high, 
that the securities fashioned from 
subprime mortgages were any-
thing but creditworthy, and that 
some of the biggest Wall Street 
banks and brokerage houses were 
wobbling on their high stilts of 
debt.” In other words, the mem-
bers of the private sector bear a 
significant share of the blame for 
the crisis because they had irre-

sponsibly allowed these things to 
develop. 

I had always thought of Grant 
as a believer in markets—as 
am I—but this statement is 
troubling. If all these things were 
so “obvious,” why were they not 
arbitraged away? Where were 
the short-sellers and naysayers 
who would profit from the 

“obvious” opportunity to bet 
against the foolish followers of 
conventional wisdom? Either 
markets work or they don’t, and 
if they can’t process and respond 
to information—especially 
obvious information—we had 
better rethink our attachment 
to market discipline as a way to 
control risk-taking. 

The answer for me was that 
what Grant thinks was obvious 
now was not obvious then. I have 
no doubt that the deservedly es-
teemed and widely read Grant’s 
Interest Rate Observer said in 2006 
that a crisis was on the way; so did 
many others. But apparently the 
data was not there, or at least not 
enough to persuade a substantial 
portion of the short-seller commu-
nity to act. As part of the research 
for my book, I scoured the internet 
for anyone who—before 2008—
actually came close to understand-
ing how many subprime and other 
weak and risky mortgages were in 
the financial system. I found no 
analyst, economist, or financial 
pundit—no one—who had any 
specific “actionable data,” as they 
say in the intelligence community. 

Now, however, after the gov-
ernment sponsored enterprises 
(GSEs) became insolvent and 
more data has become available, 
we know that there were 31 mil-
lion such low quality and risky 
loans—a majority of all mort-
gages—of which 76% were on 
the books of government agencies, 
principally Fannie Mae and Fred-
die Mac. The Fed, which has a 
vast staff of economists and more 
information about the financial 
economy than any other govern-
ment agency, believed both before 
and after the crisis that there were 
about 7 million subprime mort-
gages (mortgages to people with 

low credit scores) outstanding in 
2008. At the time, however, there 
were probably 18 million. The rest 
were what is known as Alt-A—
mortgages with low down pay-
ments, limited documentation, no 
amortization, or other deficiencies. 
The Fed’s lack of information was 
why Fed chair Ben Bernanke was 
telling Congress and stating pub-
licly in 2007 that the subprime 
mortgage problem was “contained,” 
and why the Fed did not even dis-
cuss the issue at the meeting the 
day before BNP Paribas shook the 
world’s financial markets in Au-
gust 2007 by suspending redemp-
tions on several of its funds.

In the book, I included a num-
ber of possible explanations for 
the failure of analysts, rating agen-
cies, housing economists, regula-
tors, and others to understand the 
extent of the deterioration that 
had occurred in mortgage qual-
ity, but the principal one, as Grant 
noted, was that Fannie and Fred-
die had never disclosed that they 
had reduced their underwriting 
standards in order to comply with 
the affordable housing goals. Tak-
ing the position that a “subprime” 
mortgage was only a loan that they 
acquired from a subprime lend-
er—not (as the bank regulators 
had decreed in 2001) a mortgage 
made to a borrower with a credit 
score less than 660—Fannie and 
Freddie had routinely stated in 
their Securities and Exchange 
Commission filings that their 
exposure to subprime loans was 

“minimal” or “less than 1 percent.” 
It was not until, insolvent, they 
had been taken over by a govern-
ment conservator that they began 
to publish information suggesting 
the real scope of their exposure to 
these low quality loans. For exam-
ple, in 2009, Fannie reported for 
the first time that in 2008 it was 
exposed to a total of over $830 bil-
lion in subprime and Alt-A loans, 
of which over $300 billion were 
subprime, and that these loans ac-
counted for over 80% of the losses 
that drove them into insolvency. 

Incidentally, as I note in the 
book, this startling information, 
which was available in 2009, was 

never included in the 2011 report 
of the Financial Crisis Inquiry 
Commission (FCIC), from which 
I dissented. Famously and shock-
ingly, the FCIC concluded that 
Fannie and Freddie were only 

“marginal” in their contribution 
to the crisis. 

At a time when the financial 
system—and the world itself—
seems so complex and impenetra-
ble, it is certainly out of style to say 
that there was one single factor 
that dwarfs all others as a cause 
of something as historically con-
sequential as the financial crisis. 
Surely, there were other contrib-
uting elements. But government 
housing policies were so important 
as a cause—and so obscured or 
denied in the works of the Left—
that I have no problem saying that 
without these policies there never 
would have been a financial crisis. 
If that means to some that I’ve ab-
solved Wall Street, well, so be it. 

Peter J. Wallison 
American Enterprise Institute 

Washington, D.C. 

Making 
Gay Okay

Justin Buckley Dyer’s “Mar-
riage License” article in the Sum-
mer 2015 Claremont Review of 
Books contains a good analytical 
overview of the homosexual “mar-
riage” debate. It is also supposed 
to be a review of my book, Making 
Gay Okay: How Rationalizing Ho-
mosexual Behavior Is Changing Ev-
erything. I do appreciate his kind 
remarks about it, but have some 
reservations. Dyer accurately 
states part of my thesis and part 
of my conclusion, but he nowhere 
mentions how I got from the one 
to the other. So I hope I may in-
clude a few essential things  that 
the reader of Dyer’s essay would 
be unaware are contained in the 
book.

Dyer finds the title, Making Gay 
Okay, silly, but nowhere reflects on 
the far more serious subtitle, How 
Rationalizing Homosexual Behavior 
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Is Changing Everything, or what it 
might mean. The dynamo operat-
ing throughout the book is pow-
ered by Aristotle’s moral psycholo-
gy—how individual moral failure 
can be tolerated only by creating 
a rationalization to justify it, and 
why this rationalization must ulti-
mately be enforced on society as a 
whole for it to succeed. (Voilà, ho-
mosexual “marriage” as a new civil 
right!) This unmentioned matter 
is central to the book.

Also, I don’t so much claim, 
as Dyer says, that “our abandon-
ment of traditional sexual eth-
ics portends dire consequences” 
(emphasis added), as show ex-
actly how the dire consequences 
already wrought in U.S. foreign 
policy, the courts, the military, 
science, and education were 
produced through and by the 
rationalization for homosexual 
misbehavior. What about, for 
instance, the revelations on how 
the American Psychiatric As-
sociation fraudulently changed 
its diagnostic evaluation of ho-

mosexuality? Mention of this is 
missing, as is the fact that the 
longest chapter is a critical phil-
osophical analysis of the court 
decisions that led to Justice An-
thony Kennedy’s Obergefell rul-
ing on same-sex “marriage.”

Dyer’s response to my main 
objection—that he neglects 
to mention how I got from A 
to B—might be that the “tra-
ditional teaching” he presents 
is, in fact, from my book. Were 
that the case, he needed to tell 
the reader this. Also, he amply 
represents the arguments from a 
pro-homosexual “marriage” book 
(paired with mine in his review 
essay), and then gives intelligent 
rejoinders to them. Ought he not 
to have said whether my book ad-
dresses these same arguments? 
He doesn’t, but it does. 

As mentioned at the beginning, 
Dyer gives a generally good over-
view of the contested subject mat-
ter, and there is little doubt where 
his sympathies lie, but there are a 
couple of points worth raising. It 

is odd for Dyer to suggest that the 
“persuasiveness (and relevance)” of 
the argument that “heterosexual 
unions are essentially procreative” 
is weak because “people who 
haven’t already adopted a classical 
Aristotelian metaphysic” would 
be hard to persuade. Yet every 
civilization of recorded history 
knew this about heterosexual 
unions, and the majority of them 
were without Aristotelian meta-
physics. Anyone open to real-
ity should be able to figure it out. 
Aristotelian metaphysics was de-
veloped as a reflection upon this 
reality. The homosexual move-
ment is not so much a rejection of 
Aristotelian metaphysics, as it is 
a rejection of reality itself and an 
attempted reconstitution of a new 
reality based upon a lie.

Dyer presents the pro-homo-
sexual position as saying that “the 
unitive function of sex can stand 
on its own.” Indeed, a case could 
be made that it can. However, he 
fails to point out that a homosexu-
al could not make the case, for the 

simple reason that homosexual 
relations are not, and could not be, 
unitive in any sense of the word. 
The parts are not matched and do 
not fit, and the attempt to make 
them fit is hygienically compro-
mised. And since Dyer raises the 
issue of empirical evidence, I won-
der why he fails to mention the 
chapter and appendix in my book 
that point to the overwhelming 
empirical evidence that male-on-
male sexual relations is literally 
sickening and often lethal.

One last point. Dyer asks, “Is 
Reilly correct to warn that if this 
issue is lost, all will be lost? Per-
haps, but, if so, it will be lost grad-
ually and not overnight.” However, 
it has not happened gradually be-
cause, in historical terms, the 50 
years since the Sexual Revolution 
began in the 1960s is “overnight.” 
Now with the Obergefell decision, 
we have entered warp speed. Fas-
ten your seatbelt, Professor Dyer. 

Robert R. Reilly
Vienna, VA
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The death earlier this year of 
Freddie Gray, a black man who suf-
fered a spinal injury while in police cus-

tody, set off protests and rioting in Baltimore. 
The New York Times waxed sociological when 
contemplating the burning city. “The racial 
comity that the election of Barack Obama 
seemed to promise has not materialized,” it 
boldly ventured.

Indeed, that the recently formed protest 
movement feels the need to call itself “Black 
Lives Matter” clearly conveys its belief that 
electing America’s first black president hasn’t 
mattered very much. The Obama phenom-
enon that gathered force eight years ago in-
dicated a different, better result. A Gallup 
poll taken immediately after the 2008 elec-
tion found that 67% of Americans believed 
that “a solution will eventually be worked 
out” for relations between blacks and whites, 
the highest positive percentage ever recorded 
in response to that question. Gallup found 
that 33% of Americans thought that elect-
ing Barack Obama was the most important 
advance for blacks in the past century, and 
another 38% considered it one of the two or 
three most important. Those who had voted 
for the Democratic nominee were especially 
optimistic: 82% believed his victory was ei-
ther the, or one of the, most important ad-
vances for blacks.

Common Grievances

A national unity more fundamen-
tal than political and racial divisions 
has been the central theme of Obama’s 

career as a national politician, beginning with 
his 2004 Democratic convention keynote 
address, whose success ignited a startling 
four-year ascent from the Illinois state sen-
ate to the White House. There’s “not a liberal 
America and a conservative America,” he told 
the delegates. “There’s not a black America 
and white America and Latino America and 
Asian America; there’s the United States of 
America,” a nation where we “are one people, 
all of us pledging allegiance to the stars and 
stripes, all of us defending the United States 
of America.”

Whereas Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton 
had made central to their campaigns for the 
Democratic presidential nomination the injus-
tices and disparities afflicting blacks, Obama’s 
shrewdly crafted speech placed minorities’ 
grievances alongside those of whites in a way 
that encouraged Americans to demand more 
government assistance, and to regard the need 
for such assistance as a common bond more 
important than racial differences. We “have 
more work to do,” he said, for “the young 
woman in East St. Louis, and thousands more 
like her, who has the grades, has the drive, has 

the will, but doesn’t have the money to go to 
college.” But we also have more to do for “the 
workers I met in Galesburg, Illinois, who are 
losing their union jobs at the Maytag plant 
that’s moving to Mexico, and now are having 
to compete with their own children for jobs 
that pay seven bucks an hour.” In the cen-
sus prior to Obama’s speech, the population 
of East St. Louis was 98% black, and Gales-
burg’s was 84% white. 

He went on to interpret the political mean-
ing and policy implications of these citizens’ 
problems:

Go into the collar counties around Chi-
cago, and people will tell you they don’t 
want their tax money wasted by a wel-
fare agency or the Pentagon. Go into 
any inner city neighborhood, and folks 
will tell you that government alone can’t 
teach kids to learn. They know that par-
ents have to parent, that children can’t 
achieve unless we raise their expecta-
tions and turn off the television sets and 
eradicate the slander that says a black 
youth with a book is acting white. No, 
people don’t expect government to solve 
all their problems. But they sense, deep 
in their bones, that with just a change in 
priorities, we can make sure that every 
child in America has a decent shot at 
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life, and that the doors of opportunity 
remain open to all.

Whites in the suburbs and blacks in the 
cities want not only similar but complimen-
tary things—more disciplined welfare pro-
grams, better disciplined children. They want 
government to do more, but not that much 
more…merely to change priorities. Whites 
and blacks share a strong desire for opportu-
nity and agree that government programs can 
never substitute for personal responsibility—
above all, for family responsibilities.

The message’s resonance was inseparable 
from the messenger’s uniqueness, and the 
calibrated way he presented himself. Obama’s 

“exotic background,” according to one account 
of his 2004 Senate campaign, helped “to 
neutralize race” by making him “an African-
American candidate who was not stereotypi-
cally African-American.” (In 2007, when they 
were rivals for the Democratic presidential 
nomination, Joseph Biden famously said that 
Obama was “the first mainstream African-
American [presidential candidate] who is 
articulate and bright and clean and a nice-
looking guy.”) It subsequently turned out that 
the first black president’s exotic background 
included two white ancestors who had owned 
slaves. “We have never had a politician quite 
like this,” the New York Times marveled af-
ter the 2004 speech. “Most people can find 
something to identify with in Barack Obama, 
and he can find something to identify with in 
them.”

A Cynic’s Façade

The carefully laid plans to pre-
sent Obama as the rainbow coalition 
personified were jeopardized in March 

2008, when journalists and then millions of 
YouTube viewers discovered a sermon the  
Reverend Jeremiah Wright had delivered in 
2003. In it, he said that after all the injus-
tices America’s government has perpetrated 
against blacks, it “then wants us to sing ‘God 
Bless America.’ No, no, no,” Wright exhorted. 

“Not ‘God Bless America’; God Damn Amer-
ica! …God Damn America for treating her 
citizens as less than human.” Coming from 
the senior pastor at the church where Obama 
had worshipped for years, who had married 
the Obamas, baptized their daughters, and 
coined the phrase that gave Obama’s cam-
paign book, The Audacity of Hope, its title, 
the YouTube tirade posed a mortal threat to 
Obama’s presidential campaign. Just as vot-
ers were getting to know the Illinois senator, 
Wright’s sermon gave them reason to suspect 
that Obama was, after all, as angry and di-

visive as Al Sharpton, the Kumbaya rhetoric 
nothing more than a cynic’s façade.

To rescue his candidacy, Obama found it 
necessary to give another speech, at Philadel-
phia’s National Constitution Center, elabo-
rating more explicitly the themes he had laid 
out at the 2004 Democratic convention. We 

“cannot solve the challenges of our time unless 
we solve them together,” he said in the second 
address. We must “perfect our union by un-
derstanding that we may have different stories, 
but we hold common hopes.” Describing him-
self—in terms few politicians of any nation 
could employ—as having “brothers, sisters, 
nieces, nephews, uncles and cousins, of every 
race and every hue, scattered across three con-
tinents,” Obama sought to convey a unique 
capacity to empathize with Americans of all 
kinds. 

Thus, he contended that the legacy of slav-
ery and discrimination “helps explain the 
wealth and income gap between black and 
white.” But to say X helps explain Y means 
X does not simply or completely explain 
Y. Obama made clear his belief that blacks’ 

The resolution of the “racial stalemate” 
America has “been stuck in for years” is, by 
happy coincidence, the one promising path for 
blacks’ advancement: “binding our particular 
grievances—for better health care, and better 
schools, and better jobs—to the larger aspi-
rations of all Americans.” Obama concluded 
by telling the story of a conversation among 
some of his campaign volunteers. A white 
woman named Ashley Baia related in moving 
detail the financial privations her family had 
suffered after her mother became seriously ill. 
Others explained why they were working for 
Obama. When it was the turn of an “elderly 
black man,” he said simply, “I am here because 
of Ashley.” That “single moment of recogni-
tion,” Obama concluded, is “where we start” 
to build a more perfect union.

Menaces of Nature

You campaign in poetry, the late 
Mario Cuomo often said, but you gov-
ern in prose. The prosaic rendering of 

common hopes and unifying aspirations has, 
however, eluded President Obama through-
out nearly seven years in office. His tireless 
efforts to make America more like a Scan-
dinavian social democracy—a goal he would 
clearly desire for its own sake, even if the 
United States were as monochromatic as Swe-
den or Denmark—have done little to resolve 
our racial stalemate. The Atlantic’s David A. 
Graham covered a recent sermon by Rever-
end Wright, learning among other things that 
he now mocks his former congregant as “our 
Halfrican-American president.” For Graham, 
Wright’s “message feels far more suited to the 
times in 2015 than it did to 2008.” In place 
of “giddy daydreams of a post-racial America,” 
Wright’s argument “that the United States 
was structurally racist and conceived in white 
supremacy” is “now commonly voiced” by 
white liberals, Black Lives Matter, and Gra-
ham’s Atlantic colleague Ta-Nehisi Coates.

Indeed, Coates’s stature—Kyle Smith 
speculated in Commentary that he might be 
named “our first Public Intellectual Laure-
ate”—is the strongest indicator of how race 
relations have worsened in the Obama era. 
Recently turned 40, Coates has already writ-
ten last year’s most widely discussed maga-
zine article, “The Case for Reparations,” and 
authored one of this year’s bestsellers, Between 
the World and Me. In awarding him one of its 
2015 “genius grants,” the MacArthur Founda-
tion praised Coates for bringing “personal re-
flection and historical scholarship to bear on 
America’s most contested issues,” and writing 
“without shallow polemic and in a measured 
style.”

conduct is also part of the equation when he 
argued that progress requires blacks to take 

“full responsibility for our own lives—by de-
manding more from our fathers, and spend-
ing more time with our children, and reading 
to them, and teaching them that while they 
may face challenges and discrimination in 
their own lives, they must never succumb to 
despair or cynicism.”

At the same time, “Most working- and 
middle-class white Americans don’t feel that 
they have been particularly privileged by their 
race,” because “as far as they’re concerned, no 
one’s handed them anything, they’ve built it 
from scratch.” Obama understands and re-
spects their grievances, too. When 

they are told to bus their children to a 
school across town; when they hear that 
an African American is getting an ad-
vantage in landing a good job or a spot in 
a good college because of an injustice that 
they themselves never committed; when 
they’re told that their fears about crime 
in urban neighborhoods are somehow 
prejudiced, resentment builds over time.

Discussed in this essay:

Between the World and Me,
by Ta-Nehisi Coates.

Spiegel & Grau, 176 pages, $24
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An example of Coates’s measured style 
is his reaction, related in Between the World 
and Me, to the terrorist attacks of Septem-
ber 11, 2001: “[L]ooking out upon the ruins 
of America, my heart was cold.” September 
11 occurred one year after a (black) friend 
of Coates, Prince Jones, was fatally shot by a 
(black) undercover police officer from (pre-
dominantly black) Prince George’s County, 
Maryland. There had once been slaves auc-
tioned in lower Manhattan, Coates reasons, 
so “Bin Laden was not the first man to bring 
terror to that section of the city.” In the days 
following 9/11, “I watched the ridiculous 
pageantry of flags, the machismo of firemen, 
the overwrought slogans. Damn it all. Prince 
Jones was dead.” Indeed,

I could see no difference between the 
officer who killed Prince Jones and 
the police who died, or the firefighters 
who died. They were not human to me. 
Black, white, or whatever, they were the 
menaces of nature.

Ward Churchill, the comparably tem-
perate ethnic studies professor and activist, 
wrote after 9/11 that the deaths of the “little 
Eichmanns” in the World Trade Center were 
a “penalty befitting their participation” in 
American imperialism. After all, they “will-
ingly and knowingly” constituted “a techno-
cratic corps at the very heart of America’s 
global financial empire—the ‘mighty engine 
of profit’ to which the military dimension of 
U.S. policy has always been enslaved.” As 
such, they were “busy braying, incessantly 
and self-importantly, into their cell phones, 
arranging power lunches and stock transac-
tions, each of which translated, conveniently 
out of sight, mind, and smelling distance, 
into the starved and rotting flesh of infants.” 
Unfairly and inexplicably, Churchill sits by 
the phone, awaiting the MacArthur Founda-
tion’s call.

Respectability

Coates’s preference for reflection 
in place of polemic was also on display 
at this year’s “Aspen Ideas Festival.” 

On a panel with New Orleans mayor Mitch 
Landrieu, Coates was asked what he would do 
about crime. (New Orleans, where 60% of the 
population is black, has one of America’s high-
est homicide rates.) “I don’t know what I’d do 
if I were mayor,” Coates said, “but I could tell 
you what I’d do if I was king.” What he would 
do is let prisoners out of prison. “And, by the 
way, I include violent criminals in that…. Gun 
crime, too.”

Coates is not a political philosopher. 
Rather than examining abstract or empirical 
propositions, much of his writing relates his 

“personal reflections,” as MacArthur noted. 
Between the World and Me, for instance, is 
cast in intimate terms as a letter to Coates’s 
teenage son, preparing him to comprehend 
and survive America’s deplorable treatment of 
blacks, especially black males.

Yet, there is an idea that runs through 
Coates’s writing: people of European ancestry 
have abused people of African ancestry from 
the day the first slave arrived right up until the 
present moment, and this great crime both 
defines and condemns the American republic. 

“In America,” he warns his son, “it is tradition-
al to destroy the black body—it is heritage.” In 
the same vein, the tense relationship between 
police officers and blacks is easily explained: 

“The problem with the police is not that they 
are fascist pigs but that our country is ruled 
by majoritarian pigs.” 

Throughout his writing, Coates elaborates 
two implications from this axiom. The first is 
that because whites’ subjugation of blacks is 

reality—blacks are “no part of the problem,” 
which “truly is 100 percent explained by white 
supremacy”—is “the inability to look into the 
cold dark void of history.”

Dream and Creed

That every american ought to 
stare ever more deeply into that void 
is, in turn, the second implication of 

Coates’s central axiom. The American polity 
will never achieve coherence or integrity until 
it comes to terms with its crimes of plunder 
against blacks, and the ways that this plunder 
has been central to the nation’s story and es-
sential to its power and prosperity. Thus, his 
argument for paying reparations to blacks is 
less about economic equality than moral clar-
ity. Reparations “is the price we must pay to 
see ourselves squarely,” the only way we can 
fully accept “our collective biography and its 
consequences” and thereby “imagine a new 
country.” Deliberating and then paying repa-
rations would constitute a “national reckoning 
that would lead to spiritual renewal,” a “revo-
lution of the American consciousness,” and “a 
reconciling of our self-image as the great de-
mocratizer with the facts of our history.”

According to Between the World and Me, 
the American Dream is not an aspiration 
but a comforting, exculpatory fantasy. The 
Dream—“perfect houses with nice lawns…. 
Memorial Day cookouts, block associations, 
and driveways”—has “never been an option” 
for blacks because it “rests on our backs.” 
America is “a country lost in the Dream,” 
where “a very large number of Americans will 
do all they can to preserve the Dream.” They 
do so hoping for “broad exoneration.”

Mistakes were made. Bodies were bro-
ken. People were enslaved. We meant 
well. We tried our best. “Good inten-
tion” is a hall pass through history, a 
sleeping pill that ensures the Dream.

Many who admire Coates read him as ad-
vocating, simply, that America finally live up 
to its high standards. His central subject is the 
severity and persistence of the gap between 
America’s conduct and its ideals, according to 
journalist Joel Mathis. In this interpretation, 
Coates is demanding nothing more than Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., did in the famous 1963 
speech at the Lincoln Memorial: “that one day 
this nation will rise up and live out the true 
meaning of its creed: ‘We hold these truths to 
be self-evident, that all men are created equal.’”

It’s possible that what Coates intends is this 
simple, this benign. Much of his work, how-
ever, supports a very different interpretation: 

the crux of American history, whites are solely 
and entirely responsible for every problem or 
disadvantage afflicting blacks today, which 
also means that blacks themselves bear no re-
sponsibility for any of their difficulties. Last 
year Charles Barkley, the basketball star who is 
now a television sports analyst, said on a radio 
show, “We as black people are never going to 
be successful, not because of you white people, 
but because of other black people. When you 
are black, you deal with so much crap in your 
life from other black people.” And the crap 
is all about how black authenticity precludes 
self-discipline. “If you go to school, make good 
grades, speak intelligent, and don’t break the 
law, you’re not a good black person. It’s a dirty, 
dark secret in the black community.”

Coates vigorously rejected Barkley’s argu-
ment, condemning it as an instance of the 

“respectability politics” that blames black vic-
tims for not adopting their oppressors’ norms. 
If “aliens were to compare the socioeconomic 
realities of the black community with the his-
tory of their treatment in this country,” he 
wrote, “they would not be mystified.” The only 
explanation for not grasping the fundamental 

 If slavery is 
America’s original sin, 

it was a strikingly 
unoriginal one.
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America’s only way forward is not by fulfilling 
a promise, but by admitting a lie. The nation 
has never made a good-faith effort to adhere 
to its creed because the declaration of natural, 
universal human equality was made in bad 
faith, and never seriously intended to apply to 
and elevate blacks.

In an article just before the 2012 election, 
Coates placed Obama in a line of black lead-
ers, running back to Booker T. Washington, 
whose prevailing concern is reassuring whites 
that blacks don’t hold a grudge and will be-
have themselves. “[W]hat are we to make 
of an integration premised…on the entire 
black community’s emulating the Huxtables?” 
Coates goes on to warmly describe an alter-
native mode of black politics, one that “casts 
its skepticism…upon the entire American 
project.” He cites the writings of law profes-
sor Randall Kennedy, whose father “rooted 
for the foreign country” in “virtually any 
American conflict.” And Coates favorably 
cites Jeremiah Wright’s skepticism about the 
American project, which skepticism grows 
ever more pronounced. In his recent sermon 
Wright argued that America must discard its 
inherently racist Constitution and start over 
with an entirely new one. To merely amend 
the existing one, he said, would be like bak-

ing a cake without the sugar called for in the 
recipe, and then attempting to fix the problem 
by sprinkling sugar on top after removing the 
cake from the oven.

Original Sin

Coates’s central proposition, as 
well as the two large, related conclu-
sions he draws from it, requires more 

scrutiny than it has received from his admir-
ers. Coates would have a prima facie case that 
America was, from the start, irredeemably 
bigoted if: a) the Declaration’s self-evident 
truths—about equality, inalienable rights, 
and government by consent of the governed 
for the purpose of securing those rights—re-
ally had been considered self-evidently true 
around the world and throughout human 
history prior to 1776; and b) chattel slavery 
was a cruel innovation, categorically differ-
ent from any subjugation previously known, 
and more or less invented by the Europeans 
who colonized the western hemisphere.

The evidence argues otherwise. If slavery is 
America’s original sin—a formulation Obama 
used in his 2008 speech on race, and one 
popular among other rhetoricians, including 
Coates—it was a strikingly unoriginal one. 

As historian David Brion Davis wrote in The 
Problem of Slavery in Western Culture (1966), 
even though “No slave system in history was 
quite like that of the West Indies and the 
Southern states of America,” slavery in the 
United States “was not unique in its central 
characteristics or in its underlying contradic-
tion.” The institution was brutal nearly every-
where it was established. “A master might kill 
his slave with impunity…in Homeric Greece, 
ancient India, the Roman Republic, Saxon 
England, Kievan Russia, and, under certain 
circumstances, in China of the Former Han 
period.” Moreover, the “Roman government 
tortured bondsmen on the slightest suspicion 
of wrongdoing.” American slavery was ex-
tremely harsh, but by global or historic stan-
dards it was not exceptionally harsh.

And slavery is only one institution whereby 
humans practice exploitation and brutal-
ity. The fundamental divide between Us and 
Them—whether based on religion, national-
ity, ethnicity, social class, ideology, or some 
other attribute—has issued in plunder and 
violence again and again. In Democracy in 
America Alexis de Tocqueville quotes from 
letters written to her daughter in 1675 by one 
Madame de Sévigné. They oscillate between 
chirpy gossip and approving accounts of com-
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moners being punished savagely for slight of-
fenses or failing to promptly pay new taxes. 

“The day before yesterday, the fiddler who had 
begun the dance and the stealing of stamped 
paper was broken on the wheel; he was quar-
tered and his four quarters exposed in the four 
corners of the town. They took sixty towns-
men and tomorrow they begin the hanging.”

The problem, says Tocqueville, was not that 
Madame de Sévigné “was a selfish and barbar-
ic creature,” but that she “did not clearly con-
ceive what it was to suffer when one was not a 
gentleman.” Returning to his central subject, 
Tocqueville argues that as more people come 
to dwell in democratic circumstances, where-
in the lives they lead are increasingly similar, 
others’ torments become comprehensible to 
them, and they “show a general compassion 
for all members of the human species.” That 
may be, but the evidence in recent years from 
such different places as Rwanda and the Bal-
kans suggests that progress along this path 
is by no means assured, and a reversion to 
barbaric attitudes and acts can be alarmingly 
swift.

Coates offers a disclaimer at the begin-
ning of his book. Yes, “violent exploitation” is 
almost certainly a constant of human history. 
This massive historical fact, however, con-
stitutes no impediment to his condemning 

America for pervasive moral depravity. To the 
contrary, the 

banality of violence can never excuse 
America, because America makes no 
claim to the banal. America believes 
itself exceptional, the greatest and no-
blest nation ever to exist, a lone cham-
pion standing between the white city of 
democracy and the terrorists, despots, 
barbarians, and other enemies of civili-
zation. One cannot, at once, claim to be 
superhuman and then plead mortal er-
ror. I propose to take our countrymen’s 
claims of American exceptionalism se-
riously, which is to say I propose sub-
jecting our country to an exceptional 
moral standard.

Coates justifies the severity of his criti-
cism on the basis of America’s hypocrisy, not 
because America’s actual conduct has been 
distinctively bad. If America had never pro-
claimed high standards it wouldn’t merit con-
demnation for failing to meet them. This ar-
gument amounts to a reworking of American 
exceptionalism: America, an ordinary coun-
try lost in the Dream that it is extraordinary, 
is exceptionally wicked for the hubristic crime 
of thinking itself exceptionally good. And this 

gap between declared standards and actual 
conduct can be understood only by conclud-
ing that the standard was never intended seri-
ously. The “tie between citizenship and white-
ness in America,” Coates wrote is 2012, was 

“made plain from the very beginning.”

America or Denmark?

A different account is possible, 
however. Perhaps the more impressive 
and important anomaly is not that a 

country dedicated to the proposition that all 
men are created equal did not immediately 
banish slavery and any ensuing manifesta-
tions of racial discrimination. Perhaps it is, 
rather, that in a world where one or another 
kind of subjugation had always been the norm, 
a new country chose a radically different cri-
terion. In declaring that all men are created 
equal, the signers of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence “set up a standard maxim for free 
society,” Abraham Lincoln said in 1857, one 
that should be “constantly labored for” and 

“constantly approximated” so that it would en-
hance the “happiness and value of life to all 
people of all colors everywhere.” In setting the 
goal, he continued, they intended that “en-
forcement of it might follow as fast as circum-
stances should permit.”
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The fact that we’re still debating this 239 
years after the Declaration could mean that 
Lincoln was wrong and Coates is right: the 
proposition to which America was dedicated 
was never meant to apply to blacks. The whites 
who perpetrated or tolerated slavery and Jim 
Crow were bad people by virtue of being good 
Americans.

The process of enforcing the standard 
of natural equality as fast as circumstances 
admit has certainly proven to be excruciat-
ingly slow. This fact does not, however, prove 
that the standard is a sham, or that the na-
tion that has approximated it so imperfectly 
is and always has been simply bigoted and 
cruel. It may also be the case—I believe it is 
the case—that the Declaration’s standard of 
equality both reflected an advance in human-
ity’s moral understanding, and was a crucial 
development in accelerating and extending 
that progress. Reducing our heritage to rac-
ism unfairly disregards the fact that our heri-
tage encompasses this resounding expression 
of a self-evident truth, one that catalyzed the 
moral advances that have rendered racism 
odious. Triumphantly condemning the past 
for failing to anticipate and adhere to the 
present’s sensibilities about racism (and sex-
ism, and homophobia) is the moral equivalent, 
as Martin Amis once wrote, of “a school of 
sixteenth-century art criticism that spent its 
time contentedly jeering at the past for not 
knowing about perspective.”

It’s also fair to say, and important to remem-
ber, that achieving equality or even reducing 
inequality was always going to be very hard. 
One indication of the severity of this challenge 
is that there is no long, easily assembled list of 
modern nations that have simply eradicated 
tribalism, whether based on color, ethnicity, 
language, class, caste, religion, or some com-
bination of them. Around the world, domes-
tic tranquility and civic functionality remain 
strongly correlated with ethnic and cultural 
homogeneity. In The Origins of Political Order 
(2011), Francis Fukuyama uses the term “get-
ting to Denmark” to sum up all kinds of so-
cietal progress, everything that leads a nation 
to be “stable, democratic, peaceful, prosper-
ous, inclusive, and [have] extremely low levels 
of political corruption.” But it took Denmark 
itself many long, tumultuous centuries to get 
to Denmark, and the Denmark it got to is a 
nation with a population smaller and even 
less diverse than Wisconsin’s.

“Multiculturalism” is, at bottom, a deter-
mined effort to make a virtue of necessity, but 
one that requires such determination because 
we remain creatures who are strongly dis-
posed to sympathize and unite with those we 
take to be like ourselves. For millennia, this 

disposition has regularly manifested itself in 
obsessive attention to the characteristics that 
differentiate Us from Them. Once that line 
is drawn, the list of possible ways to regard 
those on the other side of it includes “live and 
let live.” No reading of history or anthropol-
ogy supports the conclusion that this gentle 
option is the default one.

Socioeconomic Differences

As the constitution’s preamble 
makes clear, America, too, aspires to 
stability, democracy, peace, and pros-

perity, but “getting to Denmark” is a poor de-
scription of the American project. There’s no 
reason to believe that our country—60 times 
as populous, immeasurably more diverse—can 
or should simply scale up the other’s model. 

Getting to America, with respect to race, 
means rendering our heterogeneity an as-
set in, or at least not an impediment to, the 
pursuit of the preamble’s goals. Among the 
reasons this task is difficult is the challenge 
of figuring out and agreeing on what it means. 

Hoover Institution economist Thomas Sowell, 
having spent many years comparing different 
nations, both past and present, concludes that 
none has ever approximated this purported 
baseline: each major sub-group has the same 
proportion of the total population as it has of 
both the most and least advantageous social 
berths, from the legislature and executive suite 
to the prison yard and welfare office. (So, for 
example, with 13.2% of the U.S. population, 
blacks would account for 13.2% of professors, 
state legislators, prison inmates, etc., in an 
America unsullied by discrimination.) He cites 
social scientist Myron Weiner, who wrote, “All 
multi-ethnic societies exhibit a tendency for 
ethnic groups to engage in different occupa-
tions, have different levels (and, often, types) 
of education, receive different incomes, and oc-
cupy a different place in the social hierarchy.”

Moreover, Sowell argues, the hypothesis 
reducing the complex social processes that 
determine each group’s fate to a single cause-
and-effect relationship—the groups perpe-
trating discrimination prosper in proportion 
to the severity of the discriminatory practices, 
even as the groups victimized by discrimina-
tion fall behind pari passu—is undermined 
rather than vindicated by the empirical evi-
dence. There are too many other determi-
nants, historical and cultural, interrelated in 
complex and only partially understood ways, 
to support this thesis. Even ideas about what 
to aspire to, or how to define success, are 
shaped by culture. In The Protestant Ethic 
and The Spirit of Capitalism (1905), Max We-
ber noted the tendency, within the same na-
tion, of Protestants to prefer eating well and 
Catholics to prefer sleeping well. That is, in 
response to similar economic opportunities, 
Protestants were inclined to take on addition-
al risk and exertion at the expense of security 
and leisure, and Catholics to enjoy more secu-
rity and leisure while reducing their exertion 
and risk. This does not mean the one group 
is greedy and the other is lazy. But it also 
does not mean that the empirically observed 
disparities between them can be explained in 
terms of discrimination.

It is not uncommon, Sowell contends, for 
discrimination to be inversely rather than 
directly related to socioeconomic disadvan-
tage: “periods of advancement have coincided 
with increasing group animosity.” Japanese 
Americans, for example, suffered discrimi-
nation before 1941 and after 1945, and con-
signment to internment camps in large num-
bers during the intervening war years. Their 
household earnings, however, were roughly 
equal to the American average by 1959, and 
nearly one third above the national average 
by 1969. Coates imagines that space aliens 

One reason racial equality, for example, is 
hard to attain is that it’s hard to define. When 
Coates ascribes all of blacks’ socioeconomic 
disadvantages vis-à-vis whites to slavery and 
subsequent discrimination, he implies that: 
1) those disadvantages would be negligible 
today if the world had never known racial 
discrimination, and 2) finally overcoming 
the poisonous legacy of past discrimination 
means arriving at the essentially random dis-
tribution of socioeconomic advantages and 
disadvantages that would have prevailed in 
the absence of discrimination. This was Su-
preme Court Justice William Brennan’s ar-
gument in the 1978 Regents of the University 
of California v. Bakke affirmative action deci-
sion: a university that had admissions slots 
reserved for non-whites was merely trying 
to redress historical transgressions by put-
ting “minority applicants in the position they 
would have been in if not for the evil of racial 
discrimination.”

This tidy counterfactual history, in which 
discrimination is the sole variable that ex-
plains all subsequent socioeconomic differenc-
es between groups, is highly dubious, however. 

Coates urges blacks
to squander their lives,

all for the sake of 
proving a point.
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would embrace his preferred causal analysis: 
blacks’ disadvantages are entirely the result 
of whites’ depredations. But using the same 
analytical tools, the Martians hovering over a 
World War II internment camp would have 
made exactly the wrong assessment about the 
depths of its inhabitants’ predicament, and 
the futility of Japanese Americans relying on 
their own social capital and self-discipline to 
overcome the discrimination against them. 
(The camps’ detainees did receive reparations, 
but under a federal law passed in 1988, long 
after Japanese Americans had surpassed the 
national average in every important socioeco-
nomic indicator.)

Perma-Victims

Coates’s animus against “respect-
ability politics” is terrible advice, ef-
fectively urging blacks to squander 

their lives by eschewing beneficial habits and 
dispositions, all for the sake of proving a point. 
If blacks’ problems are whites’ fault entirely, 
then the only way blacks can improve their cir-
cumstances is to press the moral claims, over 
and over and over, that rest on their status as 
a caste of perma-victims. Blacks who Horatio 
Alger themselves or their kids into the middle 
class are crossing the picket line, undermining 
black solidarity, and giving whites the “broad 
exoneration” they crave but have done shame-
fully little to deserve. 

The strategy of disparaging self-help to 
make an all-in bet that America will someday, 
somehow enact the policies that finally and 
fully atone for slavery and Jim Crow leaves 
black fortunes wholly dependent on white 
guilt. There does seem to be a lot of that, as 
the growing reputation and glowing reviews 
of Ta-Nehisi Coates suggest. But whether 
there’s enough for the hazy but monumental 
project of national redemption he proposes is 
doubtful.

Apart from the question of whether too 
many whites will turn out to be too bigoted, 
selfish, smug, and obtuse to do the right thing, 
there is a further difficulty. The argument as-
cribing all blacks’ problems to whites’ racism 
ends up—when it gets down to it—being too 
sweeping and protean to be falsifiable, coher-
ent, or compelling. Racism is why whites 
moved out of the big cities after World War 
II, and also why their grandchildren displace 
blacks by moving back in and gentrifying ur-
ban neighborhoods. Racism is why redlining 
and restrictive covenants made it excessively 
difficult for blacks to get loans and buy hous-
es, and also why zero-down and balloon-rate 

mortgages made it excessively easy for blacks 
to get loans and buy houses they couldn’t af-
ford, and went on to lose when the real estate 
market crashed. Racism is why too little has 
been done to reduce crime in black neighbor-
hoods, and also why too much has been done, 
resulting in the “mass incarceration” Coates 
and others deplore. It depletes the reservoirs 
of guilt far below the high levels required for 
a national transformation when people re-
alize that they’ve been placed in a situation 
where guilt is ineradicable because expiation 
is impossible.

America still needs a basis for our diverse 
society to cohere, function, and advance. The 
Coates solution, a moral division of labor be-
tween black aggrievement and white atone-
ment, is unlikely to succeed. The Obama so-
lution, a newer New Deal and greater Great 
Society so successful that Americans forget 
old fault lines and animosities as they’re 
caught up in building the world’s biggest and 
most diverse Denmark, has also fallen far 
short. 

Coming from a politician rather than 
a public intellectual, the latter approach at 
least recognized the need for reciprocal ob-
ligations as opposed to endless hectoring 
for whites to engage in limitless self-abase-
ment. Speaking in 2013 at Morehouse Col-
lege—the historically black men’s school 
whose alumni include Martin Luther King, 
Jr.—President Obama told its graduates that 

“there’s no longer any room for excuses.” Even 
though racism and its legacy remain facts 
of life, a bigger fact is that ours is a “hyper-
connected, hyper-competitive world.” In that 
world, “Nobody cares how tough your up-
bringing was. Nobody cares if you suffered 
some discrimination.” Coates, who retains a 
higher opinion of Obama than does Jeremi-
ah Wright, nevertheless criticized the speech 
as an example of the first black president be-
ing “singularly the scold of ‘black America.’” 
Obama’s “targeted scorn,” he continued, not 
only does nothing to “repair history,” but 
falsely conveys that “the government he rep-
resents is somehow only partly to blame” for 
the black predicament. 

Self-Evident Hash

Picking a side in this argument be-
tween Obama and Coates is one of a 
CRB writer’s or reader’s least difficult 

decisions. One of the causes of deteriorating 
race relations since Obama’s election, however, 
is that the president agrees with Coates and 
Jeremiah Wright more fundamentally than he 

disagrees with them. As Charles R. Kesler ar-
gued in I Am the Change (2012), Obama treats 
the founding principles as vaguely admirable, 
but “regards the original intention of both the 
Declaration and the Constitution to be racist 
and even pro-slavery.”

An orthodox post-modernist, Obama rela-
tivizes the Declaration’s self-evident truths in 
order to regard them as both racist and inspi-
rational. In the resulting hash, served up in 
The Audacity of Hope, Obama can do no more 
than urge each of us to “pursue our own ab-
solute truths.” And for an orthodox progres-
sive, the pursuit is all that counts. “Progress” 
doesn’t mean advancing toward any particular 
goal or according to any standard. It means a 
gauzy confidence that our disparate absolute 
truths will somehow eventually conduce to 
a world that is more decent in every respect. 

“America is a constant work in progress,” 
Obama said at the 50th anniversary of the 
Selma march. The lesson of Selma for Amer-
ica’s youth today is, 

You are America. Unconstrained by 
habit and convention. Unencumbered 
by what is, because you’re ready to seize 
what ought to be.

Even Bill Clinton, no zealot about abso-
lute standards, preferred a map with at least 
some coordinates. “There is nothing wrong 
with America that cannot be cured by what 
is right with America,” he said in his First 
Inaugural. In Obama’s America, a constant 
work in progress, what’s right with America 
is the eternal process of revising the mean-
ing of America. Unencumbered by what is, 
Obama’s America rejects the confining states-
manship Lincoln proposed of constantly ap-
proximating a self-evident truth enshrined as 
the standard maxim of a free society. The vast 
operational latitude afforded by rejecting Lin-
coln’s purposeful project in favor of Obama’s 
unbounded one might conduce to idealism 
and the audacious, hopeful pursuit of change. 
That Jeremiah Wright’s message about race 
relations is more resonant in the twilight of 
Obama’s presidency than it was at the dawn, 
however, argues that a constant work in prog-
ress, unencumbered by what is, also conduces 
to nihilism and despair.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books, a visiting scholar at 
Claremont McKenna College’s Henry Salvatori 
Center, and the author, most recently, of The Pity 
Party: A Mean-Spirited Diatribe Against 
Liberal Compassion (Broadside Books).
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Book Review by Robert D. Kaplan

Foreign Policy on the Rebound
The Obama Doctrine: American Grand Strategy Today, by Colin Dueck.

Oxford University Press, 336 pages, $24.95

Whether selecting a spouse or a 
president, doing so on the rebound 
often ends up badly. Americans 

were so exhausted from the scandals of the 
Nixon Administration, with which they also 
associated President Gerald Ford, that they 
chose the un-Nixon: squeaky clean and mor-
ally pure Jimmy Carter. Thus they exchanged 
a strategically vigorous foreign policy for what 
would turn out to be a conflicted and spineless 
one. Likewise, Americans were so exhausted 
by the protracted wars that George W. Bush 
had gotten the nation into that they chose the 
un-Bush: Barack Obama, someone openly 
apologetic about America’s role in the world. 
The result was to exchange an overly assertive 
foreign policy for an overly unassertive one. 
Prudence and moderation were sacrificed for 
momentary emotional satisfaction.

Colin Dueck, an associate professor at 
George Mason University and the author of 
two earlier books on American foreign poli-
cy, has something like this in the back of his 
mind, even if he doesn’t refer to it directly, in 
The Obama Doctrine: American Grand Strategy 

Today. This is no right-wing hit job against the 
44th president; it is a thorough, meticulous, 
non-polemical accounting of what Obama’s 
goals have been regarding America and the 
world, and what he has been able to achieve. 
There are relatively few gotcha lines here. The 
text is sensibly measured. Dueck is on the cen-
ter-Right, I would imagine. He aims for per-
suasion, not annihilation. And not only does 
he persuade the reader that Obama’s foreign 
policy, while seeking grand results, has been 
at best mediocre; he also dissects the various 
philosophical strains in Republican foreign 
policy, offering a bracing yet moderate fusion 
of them all that is both responsible and suited 
for winning the 2016 election.

Dueck’s thesis is that obama’s 
first priority has been domestic pol-
icy: here is where the president has 

sought not modest change but truly trans-
formational change, which, among other 
things, has included significant steps towards 
national health care and towards a transfer 
of wealth from the higher economic classes 

to the lower ones. Obama, as the author ob-
serves, has in this sense actually been more 
like Ronald Reagan, another transforma-
tional president, than like his fellow Demo-
crat Bill Clinton, who elevated deal-making 
above any overarching vision. In order to ac-
complish this ambitious domestic vision, as 
well as compensate for the overly aggressive 
foreign policy of his Republican predeces-
sor, Obama has in a very calculating manner 
pursued a foreign policy of “retrenchment and 
accommodation” (Dueck’s italics). This has 
been Obama’s grand strategy, Dueck argues, 
a plan of matching broad national ends with 
available means. Clinton had no grand strat-
egy, and Obama can be considered a more se-
rious foreign policy president simply because 
he has one. That he has been more serious, of 
course, does not necessarily mean he has bet-
ter served the country’s interests.

As examples of Obama’s seriousness, 
Dueck details the determined troop with-
drawal from Afghanistan beginning in 2011 
and the perhaps deliberate failure in 2010 to 
achieve a status-of-forces agreement with the 
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Iraqi government. The latter move left Iraq 
with no U. S. troops to help sustain central 
control, thereby undoing the concrete gains 
made there during the last two years of the 
Bush presidency. Iraq experienced the worst 
of American leadership: an invasion whose af-
termath under one president was insufficient-
ly thought through, followed by an impulsive, 
politically motivated withdrawal under his 
successor. This withdrawal, moreover, may 
have owed more to domestic than to inter-
national priorities, since it symbolically tele-
graphed to the home front that the Iraq war 
was over and nation-building at home could 
redouble. Obama certainly had a strategy, and 
that strategy played a part in deepening Iraq’s 
chaos and enabling the subsequent rise of the 
Islamic State.

In Egypt, even if President Hosni Mubarak’s 
rule “was bound to end,” writes Dueck, the 
Obama Administration’s tactic of undermin-
ing both him and the Egyptian army while, 
in effect, supporting the Muslim Brother-
hood was unwise in the extreme. It amounted 
to the desertion of a tried and tested ally in 
order to offer a helping hand to a hateful ad-
versary in a country that had “little historical 
experience with liberal democracy.” In Libya, 

“Obama adopted a policy of regime change 
in 2011, followed by a de facto policy of US 
disengagement and nonintervention.” The re-
sult was strategic incoherence that hastened a 
slide into anarchy. As for the so-called pivot 
to Asia, Dueck notes that “because of deep 
overall cuts to the US Navy, a higher percent-
age of existing American vessels deployed to 
East Asia amounts to no significant increase 
in actual numbers.... To think that the Chi-
nese have not noticed this distinction would 
be absurd.”

Dueck is perhaps most effective in 
pointing out Obama’s naïveté on the 
issue of nuclear weapons. The presi-

dent seeks to cut back the number of nuclear 
weapons both as a matter of principle and be-
cause he believes that other nations will follow 
suit. In fact, states aspiring to nuclear weapons 
do not care whether or not the United States is 
cutting back on its nuclear weapons, since they 
want to develop their own for reasons of sta-
tus, geopolitics, and regional security. Inter-
national relations, Dueck patiently writes, do 
not usually reward broad, a priori concessions. 
I might add that occasional gestures of good-
will tended to work better during the Cold 
War, when formal alliances were in place that 

entailed obligations and treaty negotiations. 
We now have a less organized world, where a 
structured reciprocity is harder to come by.

Obama has certainly been ruthless in 
some spheres, most notably in his relentless 
campaign of drone-delivered assassinations 
against Islamic terrorists. But his wider pol-
icy of retrenchment is possibly connected to 
his formative years in a rather cosmopolitan, 
international setting, often outside the main-
land United States. He may not feel nation-
state America in his bones quite to the degree 
of some previous presidents, and thus takes a 
more modest view of America’s place in global 
geopolitics. He grew up in an atmosphere of 
America Lite, and so may be comfortable with 
a post-American world. His fervent desire 
for a successful understanding with Iran over 
nuclear weapons is a case in point. Obama 
does not see this as appeasement at all, but as 
a legitimate vehicle to create a more stable re-
lationship with a regional power, reducing the 
possibility of America's having to send troops 
in significant numbers back to the Middle 
East. In all of this he is serious, calculating, 
and forward-thinking. The question for histo-
rians will be whether his seriousness has fur-
thered American interests.

In obama’s defense, i would argue that 
the chaos we see today in the greater Mid-
dle East, the renewal of Cold War-style 

conflict in Europe, and the rise of Chinese sea 
power in the South and East China Seas have 
much to do with historical undercurrents 
that are difficult for a U.S. president to alter. 
The collapse or weakening of suffocating to-
talitarianisms in Libya, Syria, and Iraq has 
left an utter void in political organization in 
these places. Bush toppled Saddam Hussein 
in Iraq, but Bashar al-Assad in Syria has been 
violently undermined by indigenous causes. 
There may never have been the possibility of 
soft landings for such politically pulverizing 
Baathist regimes. As for Europe, the favorable 
geopolitical situation in the 1990s was made 
possible by Russia’s very convenient state of 
disorganization, caused by the systemic shock 
of the Soviet Union’s collapse. And Vladimir 
Putin’s rise and his aggression have been par-
tially facilitated, until recently, by high energy 
prices. In Asia, decades of capitalist-style ex-
pansion have facilitated China’s return as a 
formidable military power. Given all of this, it 
is a mistake to believe that the United States 
is in control of world events. It certainly is 
not; and too many journalists, intellectuals, 

and policy analysts have not internalized this. 
Nevertheless, through deft decision-making 
at pivotal moments, America can still affect 
the trajectory of international relations.

So how to navigate a world in the 
throes of intense geopolitics played out 
during an age of globalization? Dueck 

neatly divides Republicans into “conservative 
anti-interventionists,” “conservative inter-
nationalists,” and “conservative nationalists,” 
who run the gamut from neo-isolationism to 
muscular Wilsonian interventionism. The fu-
sion of all of these that Dueck comes up with 
is “conservative American realism,” which 
would robustly support American allies, coun-
ter American adversaries, bolster deterrence, 
and emphasize strategic planning. In spirit, it 
would be analogous to Walter Russell Mead’s 

“Jacksonian” foreign policy tradition, which is 
skeptical of nation-building and spreading de-
mocracy, but takes a no-nonsense approach to 
dealing with America’s enemies and hunting 
down those who attack us, or plan to attack 
us. This is a foreign policy sensibility that our 
elites do not articulate well, but which many 
Americans feel deeply.

No new administration, especially if it is 
Republican, should plan a transition strategy 
without this book. As for my own advice, I 
would add the following:

First, if you invade or help topple a regime 
on Wednesday, please have a plan for Thurs-
day. Of course, you cannot know the exact 
ending of a conflict when you embark on it. 
And to demand such knowledge would immo-
bilize moral action. But you must have a co-
herent, well-staffed-out strategy, nevertheless.

Second, even though the Iraq war was 
a disaster, and even though the bar must be 
set extremely high for the involvement of sig-
nificant numbers of American troops in any 
future conflict, this does not mean we will 
never need to intervene again. So don’t make 
decisions on the rebound—don’t impulsively 
do the opposite of what you did before. Each 
situation will be unique, and to tack through 
the shifting winds will require the same prac-
tical wisdom.

Robert D. Kaplan is a senior fellow at the Center 
for a New American Security and the author of 
16 books on foreign affairs and travel, including 
In Europe’s Shadow: Two Cold Wars and a 
Thirty-Year Journey Through Romania and 
Beyond, to be published in February by Random 
House.
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Book Review by Stephen A. Cambone

There Will Be War
You Run the Show or the Show Runs You: Capturing Professor Harold W. Rood’s Strategic Thought for a New Generation, 

by J.D. Crouch II and Patrick J. Garrity. Rowman and Littlefield, 268 pages, $80

Those who studied with him will 
welcome You Run the Show or the Show 
Runs You: Capturing Professor Harold 

W. Rood’s Strategic Thought for a New Gener-
ation. In it J.D. Crouch and Patrick Garrity, 
both students of Rood’s, elaborate many of 
the themes, subjects, and issues his students 
will recall from their time in the classroom.

Their systematic treatment of his thought 
is something Rood never did himself. He left 
few published writings, aside from his only 
book, Kingdoms of the Blind (1980), and his 
award-winning essay for the U.S. Naval Insti-
tute’s Proceedings, “Distant Rampart,” and its 
sister essay for Infantry Magazine, “Why Fight 
in Vietnam?” His essays for the CRB and its 
earlier incarnation are still worth reading and 
can be found at the Claremont Institute’s web-
site. His writings for Grand Strategy: Counter-
currents (an early publication of the Claremont 
Institute) in the 1980s are not yet available on-
line. Work he did as an analyst for many years 
at the Stanford Research Institute is not pub-
licly available. But why does it matter?

Crouch and Garrity provide their answer in 
their subtitle. They assert that Rood’s strategic 
thought is important enough that it needed to 
be preserved for successive generations of stu-
dents who look to enter the academy or public 
life. This ambition sets a high bar for the book. 
Not only must it faithfully represent Rood’s 
teaching, lest it be subjected to merciless criti-
cism by fellow students whose recollections 

may differ; it must make the case that Rood’s 
thinking about international relations (I.R.) 
was neither an artifact of the Cold War—and 
hence of antiquarian interest only—nor merely 
idiosyncratic, a contrarian view useful, perhaps, 
to illustrate the outer boundary of reasonable 
thought on serious subjects.

Rood was not an “i.r. theorist,” 
Crouch and Garrity declare. At bot-
tom, he was a political scientist, and in 

the course of the book, they derive and pres-
ent his findings as a political scientist. Rood 
taught his students to understand the root 
causes and assess the consequences of hu-
man behavior. The behavior of most interest 
to him was that of human beings organized 
into a state, the purpose of which was to serve 
the needs of the rulers and, in better instances, 
the interests of the ruled. He taught that few 
peoples and states shared the same idea of 
what constituted peace, justice, and defense. 
Nevertheless, he was firmly convinced that 
however those terms were rendered by a state, 
their meaning and implications could be un-
derstood by others who did not hold or accept 
them or who stood in opposition to them.

The source of understanding was, in part, 
that every state performed many of the same 
functions for the same reasons. These includ-
ed the defense of the territory and people of 
the state, administration of the law, collection 
of taxes, protection of trade, and the provi-

sion of essential goods and services. That said, 
Rome was not Carthage. For that reason each 
understood that their differences were fun-
damental and an inevitable source of conflict 
between them.

That there is nothing theoretical about 
international relations was a point Rood 
drove home, physically, when he opened his 
introductory classes wielding a Lee-Enfield 
rifle, bayonet fixed. International relations are 
about nations seeking their place in an unruly 
world, he taught. The strong wrest from oth-
ers the opportunity to impose their rules on 
it. Strategy is the principal art of the leader of 
the state. It is successful when it has so pre-
pared and positioned the state for war that 
its opponents either accede to its demands or 
lose the war they are compelled, or choose, to 
fight. At the tip of that bayonet, Rood would 
declare without equivocation, is where inter-
national relations begin.

Winning, he would teach with countless 
vivid historical examples, is always better than 
losing. That being so, understanding interna-
tional relations and the development and ex-
ecution of strategy are among the highest ob-
ligations of the state’s leaders. Except, that is, 
in the case of liberal democracies. Although 
their institutions are similar to those of other 
states, the purposes of liberal democracies are 
singular—the happiness and well-being of the 
citizens and their protection while conduct-
ing their lawful activities. The habits inculcat-
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ed by pursuing such pacific purposes, Rood 
taught, can cause citizens of liberal democra-
cies to misunderstand or mischaracterize the 
activities of states with different habits, prac-
tices, and purposes. 

Among non-democratic states—
despotic, theocratic, autocratic, or to-
talitarian—the well-being of the state 

itself and its leadership is the end of politics. 
The state is a self-defined entity. The people 
are its servants. The leadership exists to man-
age and control, by force if necessary, the ser-
vants. The leadership is the embodiment of 
the state, and its survival is paramount, even 
as it is always in peril from internal revolt or 
external threat. Hence, such states take natu-
rally to the harsh realities of international 
relations and the practice of strategy. Their 
leaders understand they have only one choice: 
prepare for war with the intent of winning. 
The alternative is to suffer certain defeat at 
the hands of better strategists.

Rood taught that, to remain safe in a world 
populated with such states, democratic citi-
zens need to be instructed in the harsh reali-
ties of international relations. Their own polit-
ical experience will not instruct them, because 
nothing in their domestic politics, by defini-
tion, approximates the nature of international 
relations. And yet it is they who are responsi-
ble for their own security, in the end. Though 

they depend on executive action to deal with 
each particular strategic concern, their lead-
ers come from the people themselves, serve for 
only a brief time, and then return to their ci-
vilian lives. So, unless the citizenry, or at least 
the interested and committed among them, 
are educated in the fundamentals of strategy, 
executive leadership will be hamstrung in ad-
dressing the realities of international relations. 
Democratic citizens, themselves, need to ap-
preciate at least in a basic way that in interna-
tional relations the choice is stark: “you run 
the show or the show runs you.”

Having established the elements of Rood’s 
thought, Crouch, now the president and CEO 
of the United Service Organizations, and Gar-
rity, a research faculty associate with the Uni-
versity of Virginia’s Miller Center, show how 
he then applied it. They cover “The German 
Problem,” “The Problems of Asia,” “The Mid-
dle Eastern Question,” and the “The Caribbe-
an-Cuban Salient,” the latter including Rood’s 
controversial analysis of the Cuban Missile Cri-
sis. Through these applications, they expound 
Rood’s teaching on the nature of politics (“pow-
er is intrinsic to politics”), international politics 
(“there is going to be a war” because war is “the 
political means by which humans…determine 
who will organize things”), and strategy (whose 
object is to impress on the enemy that “how-
ever much he may resist, [he] must ultimately 
conform to one’s will”).

At the heart of their treatment 
is a discussion of what they call “the 
democratic strategic deficit,” those 

blinkered habits of behavior and thinking 
characteristic of citizens of liberal democra-
cies. This is how Rood described it in King-
doms of the Blind: 

The belief in the impossibility of war, 
coupled with the failure to contemplate 
the consequences of defeat, explain the 
weakness that democracies display in 
providing for their own defense…. Mili-
tary policy must fit the requirements for 
successful strategy and successful strat-
egy does not derive from the notion that 
war is impossible.

This is a timely reminder. Although cur-
rent U.S. foreign policy is said to be predicat-
ed, in the case of Iran, Russia, and China, on 
the belief that the alternative to the current 
approach could be war, there is little apparent 
appreciation that the success of those policies 
could result in war in any case. Put another 
way, the Obama Administration’s apparent 
acquiescence in Iran’s claim to a right to en-
rich uranium and to exert force in the greater 
Middle East, its reluctance to send lethal aid 
to Ukraine, and its determination to further 
enmesh China in the existing international 
system all confirm its expectation that these 
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policies will not only avoid a present conflict 
but also render one in the future nearly im-
possible. That is, we are told, the meaning of 
living in the 21st and not the 19th century.

But if we follow Rood’s teaching, we should 
see strategic moves by the U.S. as bolstering 
the country’s position in any future conflict; 
at the least, this would mean positioning the 
U.S. so as to deter each of these three adver-
saries from pursuing war as an instrument of 
state policy any time soon. 

Rood would probably view U.S. policy in 
Iraq and Syria and toward the concerns of 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia as lacking in strate-
gic force relative to Iran and more lately to-
ward Russia. The cavalry ride by a U.S. Army 
mechanized unit through NATO allies from 
the Baltics into Eastern Europe, and the ro-
tation of a handful of U.S. fighter aircraft to 
Europe, he might criticize as unserious. The 

“pivot” to Asia, Rood might observe, has ap-

parently not given China pause as it deploys 
its “belt” and “road” to encircle the Indo-Pacif-
ic region, dredges islands for itself in regions 
of the South China Sea to which it has no in-
disputable claim, and pursues military capa-
bility that has U.S. strategists discussing the 
merits of offshore deterrence.

Crouch and garrity conclude 
their presentation of Rood’s work with 
a compelling discussion of the chal-

lenges it poses for those thinking about I.R. 
and strategy. They admit that he could make 
an argument “in the most provocative fashion 
to overcome the intellectual straightjacket of 
received wisdom.” Such arguments were made 
in the service of prompting students and prac-
titioners alike to take seriously his abiding 
challenge: “In a world that can promise neither 
peace nor safety to sovereign nations it is the 
burden of statesmanship to look ahead to dis-

tant dangers that are today obscured by more 
immediate concerns, visible, perhaps, only to 
the informed, thoughtful and far-sighted.”

Crouch and Garrity derive six insights from 
this challenge. First, “human beings are stra-
tegic animals” (emphasis in the original). They 
organize and use power in a systematic way 
to gain their ends, which leads to war. Strat-
egy is how states prepare to win wars. Second, 
neither the nature of human beings nor that of 
international relations has changed. Prepar-
ing for war remains the best way to deter war 
and to win it if it occurs. Third, deception is 
integral to strategy; in international relations 
it is rare that anything happens without a rea-
son. Looking for anomalies and asking about 
their meaning is a way to gain insight into an 
enemy’s intentions. Fourth, the “democratic 
strategic deficit” is a burden U.S. leaders have 
no choice but to shoulder. That means they 
must take what measures they can even in the 
face of little public interest in or support for 
the requirements of strategy. Fifth, there are 
patterns of behavior to be deduced in observ-
ing the actions of great powers. Patterns are 
not predictions, but they do suggest indicators 
of potential changes in international relations 
for which strategy needs to account. Last, the 
bedrock principle of American strategy is to 
prevent direct attack on the U.S. and, if there 
is to be war, to fight abroad. This implies hav-
ing won positions abroad from which to fight, 
which in turn implies the possibility of having 
to fight many small wars to gain strategic ad-
vantage as a way of avoiding a big one.

The u.s. has experienced a period 
of nearly 150 years of ascendant, then 
preeminent, power in international re-

lations. It proved itself to be sufficiently stra-
tegic over that time to create an international 
system within which it is comfortable. Harold 
W. Rood might remind us, however, that this 
system is by design and in its operation intend-
ed as an obstacle to the ambitions of those who 
would challenge it and an affront to those who 
oppose its fundamental principles. In the face 
of Russia’s revanchism, China’s determination 
to recoup for its past humiliations, Iran’s asser-
tion of its interests in the greater Middle East, 
and a violent repudiation of modern liberal 
democracy by jihadist movements worldwide, 
Crouch and Garrity are right to conclude that 
the student and practitioner of international 
politics “would do well to ponder whether 
such a thesis can be responsibly set aside and 
what might take its place.”

Stephen A. Cambone, a student of Harold 
Rood’s, has served in senior level positions in the 
Department of Defense and in the private sector. 
He is the founder of Adirondack Advisors, LLC.
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Book Review by Lauren Weiner

Lights, Camera…Treason?
Hollywood Traitors: Blacklisted Screenwriters—Agents of Stalin, Allies of Hitler,

by Allan H. Ryskind. Regnery, 539 pages, $29.99

Among the ironies revealed in 
Allan Ryskind’s Hollywood Traitors: 
Blacklisted Screenwriters—Agents 

of Stalin, Allies of Hitler is that American 
movie studios didn’t blacklist only defiant 
radicals in the 1940s and ’50s. Witnesses 
who cooperated with the House Un-Amer-
ican Activities Committee (HUAC) and 
told what they knew about Communists 
in Hollywood were blacklisted, too. Anti-
Communists in the film industry, and even 
congressmen from the committee, had to 
exert pressure on the studios to get these 
ex-Communist “friendly” witnesses gain-
fully employed again.

A former reporter for the Washington 
Times and editor-at-large of Human Events, 
Ryskind offers in this important but flawed 
new history acute portraits of the “friendlies,” 
the “unfriendlies,” and the Hollywood anti-
Communists, including his father, the accom-
plished playwright and scriptwriter Morrie 

Ryskind. He gives us the backstory, too, trac-
ing the evolution of American Communism 
in the 1930s, when various hard-Left and 
pro-Soviet groups that started in New York 
expanded to the West Coast.

Based on the testimony of ex-Communist 
Rena M. Vale, Ryskind writes that New York 
playwright John Howard Lawson, “the grand 
pooh-bah” of the Hollywood Reds, only went 
out to California in 1937 because the Com-
munist Party ordered him there. In addition 
to writing the scripts for such movies as Al-
giers and Action in the North Atlantic, he be-
came one of the Hollywood Ten, the original 
uncooperative HUAC witnesses who prompt-
ed the blacklist. Although Lawson, eight of 
his fellow scriptwriters, and one director 
claimed to be upholding artistic freedom and 
the First Amendment, they were really carry-
ing water for a regime notorious for imprison-
ing and murdering artists and free-thinkers of 
any kind.

Still, in depression-era america, 
Marxism-Leninism drew people who 
were upset by the apparent failure of 

capitalism. The dedication of leaders and fol-
lowers alike was relentless, whether in creating 
organizations of their own, like the People’s 
Educational Center in Los Angeles, or in try-
ing to dominate organizations they co-founded 
with liberals. Those who weren’t Party mem-
bers or fellow travelers were in the way. In 1937, 
with the newly formed Screen Writers Guild 
in turmoil, a frustrated liberal lawyer repre-
senting the Guild, Laurence Beilenson, said:

It was wrecking my life to stay up ev-
ery night and listen to all this nonsense. 
John Howard Lawson was the leader 
of the communist group on the board. 
They would try to railroad the meetings.

Many liberals pursued labor rights alongside 
the radicals only to find that the latter’s fa-

Drawing based on a cartoon by H
erblock in the St. Louis Post-D

ispatch,  1958
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vored tactics—demonstrations and strikes— 
jeopardized the hard-won leverage against 
management that nascent unions like the 
Screen Writers Guild had gained.

In the lead-up to World War II, when the 
Communist Party line changed to accom-
modate the Soviet Union’s shifting priorities, 
movie-industry radicals shifted with it. When 
Stalin signed a non-aggression pact with Hit-
ler in 1939, for example, the Hollywood Anti-
Nazi League instantly changed its name to 
the Hollywood League for Democratic Ac-
tion. Its campaign against fascism, supposedly 
the centerpiece of the Left’s politics, was sus-
pended. Members now railed loudly against 
British imperialism, at a time when the Nazis 
were taking over country after country and 
only the British stood in the way. Party mem-
bers and fellow travelers, advocating nonin-
tervention, called the conflict between Britain 
and Germany a “phony war.” When Germany 
invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941, they 
started calling it “the people’s war.”

The league’s leader was donald 
Ogden Stewart. A gifted screenwriter 
with a talent for light-hearted dialogue 

(The Philadelphia Story, Life with Father), he 
wanted to be a serious Communist. Like Party 
members the world over, Stewart had to learn 
obedience. When the Communists turned 
pacifist during the Hitler-Stalin Pact, it was a 
bitter pill for him to swallow. “But,” he wrote 
in his memoir, “Russia was the only country 
of Marxism, and I didn’t think I could aban-
don Stalin without surrendering my life raft.” 
Later, when Stewart got a subpoena from 
HUAC, rather than respond to it he moved to 

“imperialist” Britain.
The committee, which held hearings in 

Washington and on the West Coast in the 
late 1940s, with a second series of hearings 
in the early 1950s, searched for signs of Com-
munist propaganda in American films. Rys-
kind covers familiar Red-tinted World War II 
pictures—remember, it had become “the peo-
ple’s war”—including The North Star (written 
by Lillian Hellman), Song of Russia (Richard 
Collins), and Mission to Moscow (Howard 
Koch—not a Party member but, according 
to Ryskind, a close fellow traveler). Ryskind 
makes a plausible addition or two, like a lit-
tle-known John Garfield-Maureen O’Hara 
movie called The Fallen Sparrow. Mostly he 
points to fleeting moments in movies made 
during the war, like the scene in Casablanca in 
which screenwriter Howard Koch slipped in a 
positive mention of the Loyalist cause in the 
Spanish Civil War—a cause that Stalin had 
co-opted, much to Spain’s detriment.

It is tricky to weigh the propaganda value 
of a feature film, even one made in an era 

when doctrinaire scriptwriters like Lawson, 
Koch, and Dalton Trumbo were trying to 
insert their doctrine into the scripts. As Rys-
kind concedes, commercial cinema is collab-
orative, with many hands involved in the work. 
In several of the instances he describes, the fi-
ery revolutionary rhetoric of, say, a Trumbo 
script or novel falls by the wayside as a film 
or film adaptation proceeds. Ryskind hits the 
propaganda theme hard anyway, concluding 
that being labeled unemployable in the movie 
business—or in some cases being threatened 
with, or sent to, prison—was “rough justice” 
for the people he calls Hollywood traitors.

If by “rough” we mean inconsistent, 
that might be apt. It is not enough to say 
that because these people were Stalin-

ists—and Ryskind amply demonstrates that 
they were—they threatened U.S. national 
security. This is what the House committee 
and the entire Congress were grappling with 
at the time. In retrospect, they weren’t right. 
Nor could one argue that either HUAC’s 
proceedings or the blacklist—a ban on the 
hiring of Communists by a motion picture 
industry that never publicly specified the in-
dividuals to whom it applied—went off with-
out a hitch, although Ryskind comes close to 
so arguing. 

The Hollywood Ten were held in contempt 
of Congress for their non-responsive speechify-
ing before HUAC and were later sentenced to 
a year in prison. Their case set a precedent that 
wasn’t followed in at least one instance. This 
isn’t in Ryskind’s book, but Sidney Buchman, 
the producer and screenwriter who wrote Mr. 
Smith Goes to Washington for Frank Capra, 
should have been held in contempt, too, but 
wasn’t. When Buchman came before the panel 
in 1951, he admitted that he had been a Com-
munist but refused to identify others in the 
Party when asked to. The liberal think tank 
Fund for the Republic issued a 1956 report on 
HUAC noting that onlookers were surprised 
he didn’t face any legal consequences—until 
they realized that one congressman had left the 
hearing room for part of the testimony, leaving 
the committee “without a quorum and, conse-
quently, unable to issue a contempt citation” to 
Buchman “for his refusal to give full testimony.”

 And the studios’ blacklist could be quite 
messy. Some of the people called to testify 
later described trying to comply with the com-
mittee in the least damaging way they could, 
but these efforts sometimes backfired. Screen-
writer Richard Collins, for example, set out 
to minimize the impact of his disclosures by 
naming people who were deceased; by nam-
ing people who, having already come before 
HUAC, were already stuck; and by naming 
people who had set aside Marxism-Leninism 

long ago and, so, would not be of interest to 
the authorities or the public. That last as-
sumption proved incorrect when Collins men-
tioned screenwriter Budd Schulberg, author 
of the novel What Makes Sammy Run? and an 
ex-Communist. Collins thought Schulberg’s 
political switch meant that the surfacing of his 
name wouldn’t make waves—but people either 
weren’t aware he’d left the Communist move-
ment or ignored the fact. The headlines blar-
ing out news of Schulberg’s Red associations 
left Collins chagrined and feeling he ought to 
have anticipated the sensationalism, given how 
well regarded a writer Schulberg was. 

Such foul-ups are not in the book. 
Nor does Ryskind discuss secrecy, em-
phasizing as he does the brazenness of 

the film industry’s Communists. But secrecy 
is a vital part of this story, because it coexisted 
with the brazenness. As non-Communists of 
various stripes (such as the producer Dore 
Schary and the “gray-listed” actress Mar-
sha Hunt) were wont to say, one knew there 
were certain people who adhered to every zig 
and zag of the Party line, but none of these 
people ever identified themselves as Commu-
nists. That’s why the congressmen, in order to 
pursue their investigation, sought out people 
who were known to have been in the clique 
because they had publicly left it. If the “exes” 
didn’t identify the people currently in it, no 
one would, due to Party members’ vow of si-
lence. The Party itself created the dynamic of 
informers and informed-upon.

Communist Maurice Rapf (co-writer of 
such movies as Walt Disney’s Song of the 
South) shed light on this subject in Patrick 
McGilligan and Paul Buhle’s extensive 1997 
oral history, Tender Comrades. Rapf, the 
son of a prominent MGM executive, said: “I 
made some terrible mistakes during this pe-
riod, because the Party was secret, you know.” 
The mistake to which he refers is lying. “It 
was ridiculous to deny membership, but I 
did.” This wasn’t admirable, but neither was 
the fact that FBI agents dogged Rapf ’s steps, 
and his wife’s. The government’s lengthy 
dossiers on Rapf and others like him were a 
colossal waste of time, if a treasure trove for 
historians. Ryskind has occasionally gleaned 
interesting tidbits from the FBI’s files, but he 
doesn’t ponder whether the bureau’s counter-
subversive energies might have been better 
devoted to catching actual “agents of Sta-
lin”—Soviet spies stealing U.S. military and 
other vital information. 

Such persecution, it bears mentioning, 
was neither widespread nor long-lasting. 
Rapf ’s stonewalling about his political alle-
giances, begun during the HUAC period, re-
mained in effect right up to his interview for 
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Tender Comrades half a century later. Why, 
he was politely asked, have you kept honor-
ing the Party’s secrecy rule all this time? His 
answer was not that he feared punishment 
by the U.S. government but that he was un-
willing to give “reactionaries” the satisfac-
tion of confirming that they were right about 
him. In short, the government that Ryskind 
defends is worthy of that defense—not for 
doing a perfect job of handling the Commu-
nist controversy, but for muddling through a 
difficult period while maintaining the basic 
freedoms guaranteed in the U.S. Constitu-
tion. The private citizens whom Ryskind 
rightly celebrates—like labor leader Roy 
Brewer, actor  Ronald Reagan, and screen-
writer Emmet Lavery (of whom I was previ-
ously unaware)—did their part in defending 
American ideals and the rule of law even as 
they pushed Communists out of their re-
spective labor and civic organizations.

Nevertheless, calling this book 
Hollywood Traitors is gratuitous. 
American Communists’ views fre-

quently went against, but sometimes dove-
tailed with, U.S. foreign and defense policies. 
That the Reds exchanged pacifism for pro-war 
zeal the instant Hitler invaded the socialist 
motherland in 1941 discredits them, no ques-

tion about it. The same goes for their next re-
versal, which came at the Cold War’s onset in 
1945. Russia had overcome the German invad-
ers and no longer needed the Allies’ help, so 
Communists turned against the Western de-
mocracies. They lobbied for “peace”—but only 
as a cover for strengthening the Warsaw Pact’s 
forces and backing Third World revolutionar-
ies aligned with Moscow. Yes, American Com-
munists gave “aid and comfort to the enemy”—
except for a four-year period when they gave 
aid and comfort to the Allied victory. What’s 
more, Hollywood’s intermittent traitors made 
patriotic movies that Americans look back on 
with pride, in a period that is rightly consid-
ered the golden age of American film. 

Compare these Popular Front intellec-
tuals to indisputable traitors—American 
operatives for al-Qaeda, for example, six of 
whom have been killed overseas in U.S. mili-
tary drone strikes. Neither Dashiell Ham-
mett nor Maurice Rapf took up arms against 
the United States—in fact Hammett served 
in the U.S. Army in both world wars. Their 
love for the Soviet Union was wrong, but was 
it indistinguishable from hating the United 
States? 

Apparently sensing the problem of lump-
ing Tinseltown Reds together with home-
grown jihadis, Ryskind catalogues a store of 

anti-American statements from the former. 
Even these, though, need to be understood 
in context if we have to decide—as the book’s 
title pushes us to—whether treason is in-
volved here. Hammett, Rapf, Lawson, and 
the others constantly said that America was 
going fascist. They mistakenly thought they 
were helping to prevent that from happening. 
Hence what looks like destructiveness to me 
was saving America to them. They were coy. 
They were manipulative. They lacked intellec-
tual independence—even the ones who were 
good writers, directors, actors, or produc-
ers. They participated in political life based 
on an unfounded sense of moral superiority. 
They were disloyal, too, putting another gov-
ernment ahead of the United States in their 
hearts. But theirs was a warped allegiance 
that fails to rise to the level of treason. 

The hostility that outspoken anti-Commu-
nists faced in that era is a scandal—Allan Rys-
kind is right about that. And today it would 
be funny if it weren’t so sad that anti-anti-
Communism has lasted so much longer than 
the Soviet Union. But the other side’s distor-
tion of history—chronic and irksome as it is—
doesn’t justify exaggeration on one’s own side.

Lauren Weiner is the associate editor of the Li-
brary of Law and Liberty.
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It’s impossible to imagine the Jerry Garcia 
of 1967—his breakout year—asking about a 
stock valuation. That by 1995 this was believ-
able enough for a manufactured quip to be 
repeated as fact may be said to represent the 
confluence of hippie leftism and filthy lucre 
which is the distilled essence of “San Fran-
cisco Values.”

Civic Prom Queen

The quotation marks are not in-
cidental. The phrase may—or may 
not—have originated as a right-wing 

taunt. San Francisco’s Left establishment 
insists it did, but also prides itself on “own-
ing the insult,” which it has adopted as a self-
congratulatory slogan—self-congratulation 
being more abundant in “The City” (follow-
ing the stylebook of the San Francisco Exam-
iner, which always capitalizes even the definite 
article in mid-sentence) than rainbow flags. 
It’s hard to imagine a town that thinks more 
highly of itself than contemporary San Fran-
cisco. More difficult still is to discern the basis 
for this self-regard.

To be sure, San Francisco Bay and its phys-
ical environs are strong evidence of nature’s 
beneficence and God’s goodwill. Here are the 
world’s very best natural harbor and one of its 

rites to sanctify a new enlightened age. For 
some, the party never ended as they followed 
the band from concert to concert, town after 
town, state after state, year after year.

The lifestyle took its toll: on fans, on the 
band, not least on Jerry himself. But in the 
mid-1980s Garcia (temporarily) kicked his 
heroin habit, got his life in order, and for the 
first time set the Dead’s financial interests on 
a sound footing through a series of shrewd 
business deals. These included a line of mass-
marketed neckties (an improbable endeavor 
for a hippie who, in his entire life, had worn 
no tie but tie-dye) and, in 1987, the ice cream 
flavor “Cherry Garcia,” co-launched with fel-
low hippies Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield. 
Though Garcia proved incapable of perma-
nently resisting the draw of dope, he never 
again allowed his finances to devolve into 
chaos.

On his death, he left some $10 million (ad-
mittedly, couch-cushion change by the Great 
Techspectations of contemporary San Fran-
cisco) plus the vastly more lucrative licensing 
rights to his name and music to heirs who, 
to this day, receive a cut of every pint sold of 
Cherry Garcia. He also departed a San Fran-
cisco at once immeasurably richer and more 
left-wing than the city of his birth, or—for 
that matter—any city in history.

“Netscape opened at what?!!” 
Legendary Grateful Dead guitar-
ist Jerry Garcia probably didn’t 

say those words just before dying of a massive 
heart attack at the Serenity Knolls drug treat-
ment center in Marin County, California, on 
August 9, 1995.

Yet that was the same day as Netscape’s 
initial public offering, the Coloma strike of 
the dot-com gold rush. Priced at $28—near-
ly twice the going rate for tech stocks—the 
shares zoomed to $75 before closing their first 
trading session at $58.

Inured as we have become to instant inter-
net riches, it requires an effort of imagination 
to recall how shocking this was at the time. 
Hence the mordant joke that began floating 
around Bay Area tech and venture capital 
circles: “What were Jerry Garcia’s last words?”

The alleged reply being too good to check, 
it has been printed widely—if he didn’t say it, 
he should have. Nothing could better encap-
sulate the spirit of a time and place. Jerome 
John Garcia—born and bred in San Fran-
cisco—was for 30 years a living embodiment 
of the “counterculture” that, too, was born, 
or at least raised, there. His Grateful Dead 
started out as the house jam band for Ken 
Kesey’s “acid tests,” 72-hour (sometimes lon-
ger) drug-fueled raves intended as religious 

Essay by Michael Anton

San Francisco Values
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finest spots for human habitation. The former 
is the consensus of everyone who can pilot 
a boat, the latter the considered judgment 
of, among others, Richard Henry Dana, the 
first American to lay eyes on the place. San 
Francisco, Dana saw immediately, has it all: 
an excellent defensive site, a situation offering 
commercial and military command of the Pa-
cific coast—really the entire North American 
continent west of the Rockies—plus a perfect 
climate, lands for every kind of cultivation, 
flat plains and rolling hills, fresh water, nat-
ural abundance with few natural predators, 
and—the cherry on top—scenic beauty and 
dramatic vistas scarcely matched anywhere in 
the world.

To these, man has added many glories of 
his own, including the Golden Gate and Bay 
Bridges, the California Palace of the Legion of 
Honor, the cable cars, City Hall, Coit Tower, 
the War Memorial Opera House, plus a resi-
dential architectural style—call it Victorio-
Beaux Arts-Mediterranean—that is both 
perfectly attuned to its setting and instantly 
recognizable by people who’ve seen it only in 
photos. If additional confirmation of Dana’s 
assertion were needed, the prices people all 
over the world are willing to pay for that hous-
ing stock provide it.

To those who care about such things (and 
few Californians do), the history is interesting. 
But no more so than, say, Sacramento’s, which 
was founded at the same time, for the same 
purpose, and closer to the action in the gold 
fields. Yet not even as an organ donor would 
Tony Bennett be caught dead leaving his heart 
in the Big Tomato.

What else has The City got going for it? 
To those of us raised in San Franciscophilia’s 
humid atmosphere, the very question sounds 
blasphemous. But when you actually start to 
make a list, the uncomfortable query hangs 
there in the air, like an ethnic joke at a Noe 
Valley dinner party.

San Francisco has never been a political or 
economic capital. The most one can say is that, 
for a few decades, it could and did make a plau-
sible claim to being the commercial and cultur-
al nerve center of the western half of the North 
American continent. But with the advent of 
mass media and long-distance telephone, San 
Francisco’s relative importance began to de-
cline the instant it peaked. (Let’s say, for the 
sake of argument, in 1945, when it hosted the 
conference to establish the United Nations. 
And we all know how that turned out.)

Hanging San Francisco’s status on its sup-
posed cultural heft, as so many try to do, is 
more problematic still. The art scene, a self-
conscious copy of New York’s, is a joke. Its 
culinary renown is derivative of nearby towns 

(“California Cuisine” was born across the Bay 
in Berkeley), and for at least 20 years North-
ern California’s best restaurants have been in 
the suburbs and the wine country. The City 
by the Bay can claim one genuinely topflight 
asset: the second-best opera company in the 
United States. The rest of its cultural at-
tractions are no better and some a good deal 
worse—I’m looking at you, de Young fine arts 
museum, with your cotton-candy collection 
in that gulag-chic monstrosity—than com-
parable institutions in second- and third-tier 
Eastern and Midwestern cities.

But it’s the comparison to one city in partic-
ular that really reveals—and rankles. If there 
is one thing San Franciscans have always 
known in their bones it’s that not merely is 
their city superior to Los Angeles but that the 
gap is so huge, any comparison is fundamen-
tally absurd: Godzilla versus Bambi. Native 
San Franciscan Lewis Lapham described the 
collective horror in the Examiner newsroom 
when, in 1959, his bosses were sent by mis-
take (or taunting fate?) the galleys of a Sunday 
supplement piece meant for their sister paper 
down south. The title—“Los Angeles: The 
Athens of the West”—was alarming enough. 
Much worse was the sinking realization that 
the case was unassailable. Los Angeles by that 
time could boast Igor Stravinsky, Jascha Heif-
etz, Aldous Huxley, and Christopher Isher-
wood. Arnold Schoenberg had died there less 
than a decade before; George Gershwin little 
more than a decade before that. These lumi-
naries had all been born elsewhere—but then 
they hadn’t chosen to end their wanderings on 
a dock by the Bay, had they? San Francisco, 
by contrast, lost Mark Twain, Bret Harte, and 
Ambrose Bierce almost as soon as it gained 
them. And what about Raymond Chandler, 
Nathanael West, and James M. Cain? That’s 
still to say nothing of the genuine literary li-
ons (William Faulkner, F. Scott Fitzgerald, 
Evelyn Waugh) who joined Hollywood’s army 
of hacks. For the Beats, San Francisco’s most 
famous 20th-century icons, The City was but 
a waystation. Only Lawrence Ferlinghetti—
founder-owner of the City Lights bookstore—
remained for good, and he proved more adept 
at selling books than at writing them. San 
Francisco could once claim Dashiell Ham-
mett—no slouch—but he had long since 
moved to New York.

Are we then left with mere physical beauty? 
The civic equivalent of a vain, empty-headed 
prom queen? (Perhaps not coincidentally, a 
veteran of the Cow Hollow bar scene once de-
scribed San Francisco to me as “a town full of 
6s who think they’re 9s.”)

But no, just as prom queens sometimes 
later come into their own as hostesses, volun-

teers, and philanthropists, San Francisco has 
found its purpose, and with it, the rationale to 
justify its self-love.

The Rich Are Different

Salon founder and ceo david tal-
bot, in his book Season of the Witch 
(2012)—a more sustained effort of 

civic self-praise than a Zenith Booster Club 
pamphlet penned by George Babbitt him-
self—defines “San Francisco Values” as “gay 
marriage, medical marijuana, universal health 
care, immigrant sanctuary, ‘living’ minimum 
wage, bicycle-friendly streets, stricter environ-
mental and consumer regulations.” As short 
summaries go, this is not a bad sampling of 
the incoherent impulses underlying modern 
liberalism: hedonism, utopianism, suicidal 
altruism, triviality, overblown responses to 
sensible concerns—they’re all there.

Or almost. Talbot’s formulation leaves 
out—deliberately—one crucial element be-
cause it seems not merely to stand in direct 
contradiction to the others but actually to 
undermine the warm glow of compassionate 
sanctimony they are intended to cast. And 
besides, talking about money is a little vulgar.

As should be obvious to everyone by now, 
in America (and in the developed world more 
generally), the very rich are different from you 
and me. They’re far more left-wing.

This appears to be a new phenomenon in 
history. The rich being—as Aristotle noted 
2,500 years ago—everywhere few in contrast 
to the many poor, they are always in need of 
some rationale to justify their privilege. In 
ancient times, the argument was superior 
virtue, above all wisdom; in the Middle Ages, 
a willingness to fight and die to protect vul-
nerable peasants; during and after the Indus-
trial Revolution, rising living standards for 
all. None of these (to say nothing of others) 
holds much truck any more. Yet wealth en-
dures and must assert a fresh claim—which 
it has found in an improbable alliance with 
the Left. Even more improbable are the 
terms.

Contemporary liberalism exists to redis-
tribute wealth, which in turn has, historically, 
sought to fend off, mock, and discredit liber-
alism. In the rare cases when these tactics fail, 
wealth makes the minimum necessary con-
cessions to ensure its own survival against the 
Left’s relentless envy and resentment.

But for a decade or two now, the rich haven’t 
needed to make much of an effort because 
they’ve managed to beguile liberals in much 
the same way that Tom Sawyer tricked his 
friends into whitewashing the fence. Rather 
than clamoring to redistribute wealth, liberal-
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ism now gratefully accepts whatever crumbs 
wealth deigns to bestow—and in return treats 
wealth with the obsequious deference of a 
court eunuch.

How this happened—and especially its San 
Francisco pedigree—I hope to explain. It’s long 
been a truism that California is the political 
and cultural bellwether for the nation. But this 
particular export remains underappreciated.

For the moment, though, it’s enough to 
recognize that both the rich and the Left—
and above all the rich Left—have a clear in-
terest in obscuring and even denying their 
arrangement: the Left because they need the 
culture’s rhetorical guns trained rightward in 
order to maintain their grip on power; the 
rich to deflect scrutiny and envy from them-
selves. Politicians decline to stoke populist 
outrage against this partnership because the 
rich pay them not to and because, in a de-
mocracy, they must court the Left for reasons 
not dissimilar to Willie Sutton’s rationale 
for robbing banks. Sutton, though, couldn’t 
count bankers as backers or allies. Today’s 
Democratic Party, by contrast, enjoys near 
universal support not just from Wall Street 
but from the 1% in every industry, save Big 
Oil and Big Pharma.

The former abandoned Market Street 
when Chevron—a successor company to 
John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil—de-
camped for Contra Costa County in 2001 
(and continues to send jobs to Houston). The 
latter never had any presence at all. Finance, 
law, technology, and media (especially social 
media), however, dominate the scene more 
completely than the Harvey Milk Club con-
trols the San Francisco Democratic Party. 
They didn’t invent San Francisco Values, but 
they’ve effectively bought off those who did, 
who have proven to be surprisingly cheap 
dates.

Baghdad by the Bay

In his plutarchian biographies of the 
American Founders, Richard Brookhiser 
observes that while certain American 

settlements arose from lofty aspirations—
the Puritanism of Boston, the Quakerism 
of Philadelphia (whose very name under-
scores its ambition), the religious tolerance 
of Maryland and Rhode Island—New York 

“has always been the city of getting, spending, 
and getting ahead.”

No words could better describe the ori-
gin and first purpose of San Francisco once 
the Americans got hold of it. Despite being, 
physically, the world’s best place to live, as 
recently as 1840 no one lived there. Six years 
later, when huckster-visionary Sam Brannan 

led 240 Mormons around Cape Horn to Yer-
ba Buena (the original settlement, at a small 
cove long ago erased by landfill), he instantly 
tripled its population. Within three years it 
would increase another 50-fold, driven almost 
entirely by gold fever. That specific passion 
had to give way, as the gold ran out, to silver, 
copper, and other get-rich-quick dreams. But 
the underlying thirst was never slaked, and 
fueled San Francisco’s spectacular growth 
over the next half-century.

In hindsight, it’s clear that this was the first 
of four epochs in the history of San Francisco 
(so far). What bon vivant Lucius Beebe called 

“San Francisco’s Golden Era” set the tone, as 
founding eras always do, for what came af-
ter. Wealth dug out of the Mother Lode—a 
120-mile stretch of Sierra foothills due east—
poured down the American and Sacramento 
Rivers, through the Delta, into the Bay, and 
finally onto San Francisco’s streets, where 
ostentation was the rule. Monumental Victo-
rian façades sprouted like California poppies 
up and down San Francisco’s “Seven Hills” (a 
list later expanded, appropriately, to 49), the 
most spectacular atop the one called “Nob,” 

extant graph-paper-perfect street grid, wasn’t 
implemented. Instead San Francisco was re-
built as an outpost of the urban Northeast, 
replete with a Progressive Republican upper 
class, an Irish police force, an Italian fishing 
fleet, a seedy waterfront, a radical longshore-
man’s union, and a compact downtown of 
banks, law firms, publishing houses, and ad-
vertising agencies.

1967’s Summer of Love is the obvious point 
from which to date the beginning of San Fran-
cisco’s third era. Yet the cultural winds that 
swirled into a hurricane that year had already 
been blowing for at least two decades. From 
the beginning, the city’s upper class has been 
at least half Catholic—an unusual distinction 
shared among American cities only by Balti-
more and New Orleans—and, since the earth-
quake, both capital and lower-case progressive. 
Unlike the Protestant Midwestern bluenoses 
who once ran Los Angeles, San Francisco’s 
grandees have long winked at vice. In the min-
ing era, this tolerance was just good business. 
Depravity—liquor, opium, gambling, whores, 
you name it—was the city’s third principal in-
dustry, after banking and dry goods. Decades 
of looking the other way from, and even en-
couraging, certain behaviors will have an effect, 
not least making it difficult to rise up and say 

“No more!” when the limits of one’s personal 
tolerance are finally, inevitably exceeded.

Booze always flowed freely, even—espe-
cially—during Prohibition, when the mayor 
himself, “Sunny Jim” Rolph, personally do-
nated several horse-cartloads of the finest 
Kentucky bourbon to ensure the smooth pro-
ceeding of the 1920 Democratic Convention. 
And thus, H.L. Mencken wrote, 

was Rolph reëlected almost unanimous-
ly and remained in office until 1931, 
when he was promoted by the apprecia-
tive people of all California to the high-
est place within their gift, and there 
he remained, to the satisfaction of the 
whole human race, until his lamented 
death in 1934.

After repeal, the Protestants in the state’s 
southern half tried to keep Prohibition’s spirit 
alive with various blue laws, but San Francisco 
hadn’t bothered to enforce the 18th Amend-
ment when it was the supreme law of the land. 
Once it was gone, Bayshore saloonkeepers 
pulled up their shades and never looked back.

World War II provided the greatest mate-
rial boon to California since the Gold Rush—
greater even than the oil boom that surged 
Los Angeles’s population past San Francisco’s 
in 1920. The war brought money and people, 
who came to build ships and munitions, or 

after “nabob,” an Anglo-Indian term for rich 
(and possibly criminal) adventurer. Of these, 
only one—that of silver magnate James Clair 
Flood (now the Pacific Union Club)—sur-
vived the earthquake and fire of 1906. Inside, 
solid gold table settings—not just the flatware, 
but the plates, cups, platters and serving dish-
es, candlesticks, even the napkin rings—were 
de rigueur. Silver may have been acceptable as 
the foundation of Flood’s fortune, but for his 
family’s accoutrement, it was far too common 
(and cheap) to make the necessary statement.

The second epoch arose on the rubble of 
1906. Architects Willis Polk, Julia Morgan, 
Bernard Maybeck, William Wurster, and 
others less notable replaced row after row 
of razed or charred Victorians east of Van 
Ness Avenue with elegant homes and bold 
new monuments, while to the west—centered 
along the ridgeline topped by Broadway—they 
filled the hitherto largely undeveloped Pacific 
Heights with even more capacious mansions. 
Daniel Burnham’s ambitious plan—delivered 
to City Hall on April 17, 1906, the day before 
the Great Quake—to remake the city into 
the “Paris of the West,” with Haussmannian 
boulevards blasting their way through the 

The very rich are different 
from you and me. They’re 

far more left-wing.
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else to transit through on their way to fight 
the war itself. Before embarking, well-paid 
soldiers, sailors, and Marines would of course 
spend freely in bars and bawdy houses—and 
then remember those rolling good times in 
the mud and blood of hell-hole islands such 
as Guadalcanal, Tarawa, and Okinawa, vow-
ing that if they managed to survive, they’d be 
damned if they were going all the way back 
home to the blizzards of Buffalo or the mon-
soons of Mobile. Hell, no—they were going to 
get off the boat and stay in California, where 
the good life was being lived.

“In-migrants” no less than immigrants are 
by definition self-selecting, and California se-
lected those who were never too happy back 
home in the first place, even if they didn’t real-
ize it until they saw an alternative. San Fran-
cisco wasn’t that wild then, not yet, just a little 
more blasé than the rest of the country about 
low-level vice, even the exotic kinds like reefer, 
unknown or at least unacknowledged in the 
hinterlands. Some of the newcomers came spe-
cifically in search of laxity. Others just liked 
the look and feel of the place but soon found 
themselves influenced by their neighbors’ rev-
elry, and so, in a self-reinforcing cycle, the 
city’s morals progressively loosened. This is 
the town—the open, easy-going, mid-century 
pleasure ground—that columnist Herb Caen 
celebrated as “Baghdad by the Bay.”

In 1957, the white-glove establishment 
joined with the Irish-Italian police force and 
Irish district attorney’s office to mount a des-
ultory counteroffensive against what they 
considered bridge-too-far cultural corrosion. 
They probably would have lost no matter what, 
but they were imprudent in their choice of op-
ponent. History is written not so much by the 
winners as by the writers of history—and in 
this case, as in so many others, the two coin-
cided. Allen Ginsberg’s Howl—sold to two 
undercover juvie cops by one of Ferlinghetti’s 
unsuspecting clerks at City Lights—may not 
have been great literature (adolescent dreck, if 
you ask me), but one must go back to republi-
can Rome to find a time when censors weren’t 
reflexively condemned as puritanical fanatics. 
Despite the narrowness of the loss—a single 
judge decided the Howl obscenity trial—the 
establishment’s self-confidence was shattered. 
They never stood up for themselves, or against 
anything, again.

That their initial fear contained at least a 
grain of truth may be deduced from the fact 
that the intersection where City Lights still 
stands—Broadway and Columbus—became 
America’s first unabashed and uncloaked red 
light district and the birthplace of the mod-
ern porn industry. In those days—the 1950s 
through the ’70s, when William Parker and 

then Edward Davis served as Los Angeles’s 
police chief—the LAPD maintained a vigilant 
and energetic vice squad that quickly busted 
anyone caught working on dirty movies. The 
SFPD didn’t care, so nearly all the porn made 
before L.A. gave up in the early ’80s was shot 
up north, where not coincidentally a lot of the 

“talent” was dancing in Broadway strip joints.
The hippies thus intuited that, in 1967, go-

ing to San Francisco, flowers in your hair, was 
to push on an open, or at least unlocked, door.

Buy Low, Sell Never

It helped that it was cheap. insanely 
cheap. Western San Joaquin Valley dirt-
farm cheap. This fact has become underap-

preciated to a point beyond mere forgetfulness 
but is hard to overemphasize. San Francisco 
through the third quarter of the 20th century 
(at least) was a textbook example of a vastly un-
derpriced asset. The office towers, retail spaces, 
and especially that housing stock—all built 
for a city of far greater cultural and economic 
significance—stagnated or even fell in value 
as that significance declined. But the views, 
weather, amenities, and quality of life stayed 
the same or even improved. Hence gettings 
were good, if you had any reason to get. Con-
versely, heartbreak would stalk those who got 
out too soon, either because they didn’t see the 
future coming or just had other things to do.

Everyone has a story. A friend tells of his 
native-Angelino father moving to New York 
in 1948 and succeeding well enough to afford, 
by the ’60s, a comfortable but otherwise av-
erage house in Scarsdale. When he returned 
west in 1968, he was able to trade that house 
for a four-story Edwardian with an elevator 
and bridge-to-bridge views on Vallejo Street, 
one block downhill (but the good, north side 
of the hill) from Broadway—plus cash. That 
is, the owner of the PacHeights mansion 
threw in the cash as part of his end of the deal.

My father’s first job out of law school was 
working for Melvin “King of Torts” Belli, who 
lived until his fifth divorce at 2950 Broadway, 
probably San Francisco’s most opulent resi-
dence, which he bought in 1978 for $438,000. 
Two years ago, it sold for $35 million, an ap-
preciation more than 2,000% above inflation 
and outstripping the S&P 500 returns almost 
two-to-one over the same period.

We never had a shot at Outer Broadway—
though as a child I was fortunate enough to 
visit the boss’s house and swim in San Francis-
co’s only heated outdoor pool. We did, howev-
er, after two years in the purgatory of Burlin-
game, briefly secure a narrow, marijuana-green 
Victorian on Russian Hill—the bad part, with 
views only of North Beach strip club neon, but 

Russian Hill nonetheless. Alas, my father fell 
out with Belli (and with the rest of the San 
Francisco bar) and sold that house in 1980 for 
$24 worth of beads and beaver skins, or so I 
imagine when I think about it today, which I 
try not to do. In this he was but the last in a 
long string of my forebears—who had first ar-
rived in The City in 1888—to decamp before 
reaping the benefits of the late 20th century 
(and still accelerating) real-estate Gold Rush. 
My Aunt Ida—the only one of us with any 
sense, apparently—bought an elegant Marina 
Mediterranean in the 1930s, where she lived 
until her death at age 96 in 1992.

In any case, just imagine what it was like for 
the hippies. Entire Victorians in the Haight 
could be had for four figures—to buy, not rent. 
Granted, some looked as though they might 
collapse in a stiff breeze, and the plumbing 
often made Gold Rush outhouses seem mod-
ern, but hippies aren’t ones to complain about 
sanitary conditions, and the wind rarely gets 
above a zephyr east of Mount Sutro.

Nerds No More

Because tech supplies a vital in-
gredient to the San Francisco Val-
ues recipe, it’s tempting to date the 

beginning of the city’s fourth—and pres-
ent—epoch from the Netscape IPO. Still, 
my vote goes to the day in April 1987 when 
the Chronicle announced, front page above 
the fold, that San Francisco’s median home 
price had exceeded New York’s to become 
the highest in the nation. This seemed in-
credible at the time, what with the Wall 
Street boom. More incredible still, Santa 
Cruz—the scruffy little beach town 75 miles 
south to which my family had long since mi-
grated—came in at number three. As far I 
could tell, nobody but the ticket takers at the 
Boardwalk even earned an income in Santa 
Cruz, and then only in summer. How could 
it possibly be the third least affordable hous-
ing market in the nation?

In hindsight, it’s clear that this was the mo-
ment when the trickle of tech money flowing 
north to The City and south to the beach—
buying up all those (formerly) underpriced 
assets—surged to a flood. A few old-timers 
still resent these flows, but most now accept 
them as part of the natural order. Yet back 
when it all started—when Peninsula suburbs 
were still largely bedroom communities for 
Financial District middle management, when 
it didn’t take Apple options to buy a cookie-
cutter postwar two-bedroom in Sunnyvale, 
when the tech industry had almost nothing to 
do with San Francisco (and vice versa)—the 
shift was quite unexpected.
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as ever. Nearly all the big tech innovations 
and fortunes were made well outside the city 
limits. Only recently have the more hipster-
ish firms such as Twitter and Dropbox cho-
sen S.F. headquarters, partly out of derision 
for the Valley as middle-aged and passé, and 
partly to be nearer to the urban delights, like 
yuppies eager to pay top dollar once the gen-
trifying gays and artsy white liberals have 
completed the hard and risky pioneering.

But in a deeper sense, everything is dif-
ferent. Only Washington now outstrips San 
Francisco as a company town, whose civic, 
cultural, economic, political, and social life 
is more dominated by a single industry than 
New York is by finance. The diversity of the 
old mini-Manhattan is lost—and unlament-
ed because the upside is so massive.

San Francisco is now America’s Second 
City, having seized the title more swiftly and 
humiliatingly than when Los Angeles 50 
years ago eclipsed Chicago. At least the lat-
ter two were (and still are) comparable in size, 
with L.A. claiming obvious advantages over 
its freezing, windswept, blue-collar Midwest-
ern rival in climate, dynamism, and quality of 
life. By contrast, in both population and area, 
S.F. is a mere fraction of L.A. and its weather 
arguably worse. That unparalleled natural 
harbor? The manmade one down south has 

blown past it in terms of traffic and strategic 
significance while the Port of San Francisco 
today is hardly more than a tourist trap. Fog 
City never had more than a speck of a media 
sector; its minor publishing firms were long 
ago acquired (for peanuts) by the big houses 
in New York. Yet—the cruelest cut—San 
Francisco now manages to out-produce L.A.’s 
principal export crop: glamour. If the 1996 
film Independence Day were remade today, 
the Transamerica Pyramid would replace 
downtown L.A.’s Library Tower as the West 
Coast’s object of alien wrath.

“Glamour” may seem to tech nerds as “bad 
skin” is to supermodels, but it correlates high-
ly with money, which the nerds have in spades. 
More to the point, they really aren’t nerds any 
more. To the contrary, they are now the soul 
of hip. First and foremost because the whole 
world, and elites especially, adore and are ad-
dicted to their products, from Facebook to 
the iPhone, which have redefined what hip 
means. But even superficially, the change is 
palpable. Pocket protectors and tape around 
the nose bridge are long gone. If a techie even 
wears glasses—most choose contacts or get 
Lasik—he insists on the latest style from Veo 
Optics, and if the bridge breaks, he buys a new 
pair. Tom Wolfe pointed out 15 years ago how 
Silicon Valley forced dress codes to relax (cra-

But it shouldn’t have been surprising that 
the techies would fall hard for views and pret-
ty Victorians. With a few exceptions, such as 
Old Palo Alto, their Valley’s architecture is 
surprisingly drab, especially by the standards 
of what Charles Murray has termed the “su-
perzips.” Even less surprising is that they fell 
for the “lifestyle.” Techies may be profession-
ally adventuresome, but their personal lives 
tend toward the square. Lacking imagination 
for how to spend their windfalls, these most 
modern of men turned to that most modern 
solution: they hired experts. Hippies, foodies, 
yogis—the whole menagerie of countercul-
ture free spirits who could never get past H.R. 
at any going tech concern—were suddenly in 
demand as lifestyle gurus. 

Or if you wish, you may compare the tech-
ies and their wealth to a groom, and The 
City with its graceful homes, gracious living, 
and groovy inhabitants to a beautiful bride. 
It would not be the first time—not even in 
San Francisco—that unpolished new money 
has sought to boost its status by an alliance 
with (relatively) impecunious sophistication. 
Hence our prom queen at last found her 
prince, who in addition to paying her way has 
given her new life.

In one sense, nothing has changed. San 
Francisco is as overrated and overestimated 
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ter?) throughout elite America. “The billion-
aire founders of the new wonder corporations 
walked in the door looking like well pressed, 
well barbered beachcombers, but beachcomb-
ers all the same.” A necktie at Woodside’s Vil-
lage Pub is the sure sign of a dork—or worse, 
an investor from the East.

This hipness extends well beyond mere 
dress to all forms of lifestyle. The residual 
nerd stench that money failed to rinse away, 
the nerds scrubbed off by allying themselves 
with, and adopting the tastes and habits of, 
the hippies.

How this manifests itself in everyday life 
David Brooks explained in hilarious detail 
in Bobos in Paradise (2000), a minor classic 
that is, if anything, underrated and superior 
to 99% of academic social science. In modern 
San Francisco, the specifics differ slightly, but 
that’s not so important. More germane to our 
purpose are the intellectual roots and archi-
tecture of the alliance.

Opinion Morality

The marriage of old-time materi-
alism and hippie “morality” may seem 
improbable. But try to think like a 

Hegelian. Thesis and antithesis met, were re-
pelled at first sight, then after years of sexually 

tense mating dance, fell in love and conceived 
the inevitable synthesis.

Inevitable, because it takes a rare discipline 
in the human soul to despise or disdain money, 
and a Herculean effort to maintain that pose 
for long. Rare is the genuine Socrates or Trap-
pist monk or even committed hippie willing 
to live indefinitely on the bare metal floor of 
his 1970 VW Bus. Reconciliation was bound 
to happen. Only the terms were in question.

It took a couple of decades for the outlines 
of a solution to emerge. One should not look 
for Hegelian precision in the result, which is a 
mish-mash of conflicting impulses, contradic-
tory ideas, and incompatible desires. An old 
joke about French intellectuals ends: “That 
may be fine in practice, but will it work in 
theory?”

The answer in this case is, no: the theory 
is a mess, as can be seen first of all from the 
fundamental contradiction underlying the 
phrase “San Francisco Values.” On the one 
hand, San Francisco Values are celebrated 
as intrinsically good, the enlightened mores 
and policies that define justice in the modern 
world. On the other hand, the very word “val-
ues” betrays the concept’s origin in late mod-
ern philosophy, which denies any objective 
basis for the good and insists that all values 
are merely preferences.

San Franciscans do their best to hew to 
both ideas simultaneously. In one of His-
tory’s little pranks, the Republican conven-
tion that nominated Barry Goldwater was 
held in San Francisco, albeit in prelapsarian 
1964. The Goldwater slogan, “In your heart, 
you know he’s right,” was a concession to the 
unspeakability of his message in polite soci-
ety. San Franciscans, by contrast, never tire of 
lecturing the world on the rightness of their 
every thought. “Opinion morality”—I pro-
fess, therefore I am good—did not originate 
in, nor is it unique to, their city. But there it 
flowered and reached its fullest perfection. In 
2006, the cartoon South Park memorialized 
this attitude with an episode entitled “Smug 
Alert!”—in which a family moves to San 
Francisco to escape flyover provincialism and 
find happiness among the self-anointed.

Yet as good postmoderns, our S.F. elites 
are uneasy with the concept of eternal, objec-
tive truth, which they assume inevitably leads 
to Babbitry, absolutism, slavery, fascism, the 
Inquisition, and other dreadful things people 
flee red states to get away from.

Their solution to this paradox is not to think 
about it. Despite pretenses to the contrary, the 
town is not particularly reflective or intellec-
tual but rather living proof that self-absorption 
and introspection share no necessary connec-
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tion. The two main universities sit well outside 
the city limits and long ago gave themselves 
over almost wholly to worldly pursuits. Like all 
elite schools, they’re more alike than they are 
different, but the differences capture the yin 
and yang of San Francisco Values—Berkeley 
exemplifying the priggish, scolding, left-wing 
fanaticism; and Stanford the hyper-ambitious, 
status-seeking, white-hot money lust more 
scorching than any found on Wall Street.

This might seem a difficult circle to square, 
but, like the early Christians, San Franciscans 
manage to turn a weakness into a strength. 
The very theoretical incoherence of their 
worldview allows to them to incorporate into 
it whatever they want. The dictionary defini-
tion, no less than the philosophic underpin-
nings, of “values” points the way: “San Fran-
cisco Values” are in the final analysis just the 
things that San Franciscans value. They’ve 
valued money from the beginning. But only 
recently did they find a way to give this an-
cient desire a hip, high-minded spin.

Money Laundering

The central purpose of san fran-
cisco Values is, then, to justify, ob-
fuscate, glamorize, exalt, and deflect 

attention from House of Bourbon levels of 
wealth concentration and inequality. More 
important, it is to transform money into 
something not merely desirable for oneself—
which it has always and everywhere been—
and not even admirable when lawfully and 
honorably earned by others (America’s great 
contribution to mammon-worship), but as the 
foundation of a “ just” social hierarchy based 
on a left-wing conception of virtue. So long as 
it could all be blessed, however gratuitously, in 
the name of the “least advantaged,” both par-
ties to the original culture clash had reason 
to seek this easy-going Rawlsian resolution: 
the rich because wealth, to protect itself from 
envy, has always needed legitimacy—whether 
genuine or a veneer doesn’t matter, so long as 
people profess to believe—while the hippies 
inevitably tired or aged out of their romantic 
attachment to poverty.

The issue of this marriage is today’s high-
flown lifestyle liberalism, which operates on 
at least three levels. The first is the elevation 
of the aforementioned “opinion morality” to 
a status superior to, and almost a replace-
ment for, the personal virtues that were once 
thought to constitute genuine ethics. This is 
a sop to the lefties, who 50 years ago deter-
mined what the content of the new morality 
would be and still serve as the high priests 
who alone are entitled to define its param-
eters. More fundamentally, it’s the key source 

of the oligarchs’ legitimacy. Everyone knows 
who the bad people with money are: the Roos-
evelts’ monocled “malefactors of great wealth,” 
or Rich Uncle Pennybags, the Monopoly mas-
cot who forecloses on widows and donates to 
Republicans (but never to charity, much less 
Amnesty International). The modern tech bil-
lionaire who crusades for transgender rights 
and frets about potable water in the Third 
World, simply by professing these and other 
passions, is admired as an upstanding person 
who deserves his wealth and status.

Second, and related, is the public celebra-
tion and sanctification of (formerly) morally 
neutral behaviors and tastes. One can now tell 
the right sort of person in part based on what 
she eats, where she shops, how her apartment 
is furnished, whether her coffee is fair trade 
and her seafood sustainably fished, and so on. 
It is not just that her preferences are more ex-
pensive than the more mundane alternatives 
(though of course they are, and that helps). 
More important, these preferences are now 
signifiers of moral and personal worth. They 
are also a way for the oligarchs to forge and 

not mutually exclusive) and, more important, 
take their cues from them on matters of poli-
tics not directly contrary to their economic in-
terests. It’s a kind of socio-intellectual money 
laundering. Call it—with a tip of the cap to 
Booker T. Washington—the San Francisco 
Compromise.

Since the 1970s at least, conservatives and 
Republicans have dreamed of co-opting the 
tech industry—as donors above all, but also 
as allies and friends whose borrowed impri-
matur might rub off and supply a little cool-
by-association. They’re everything we exalt! 
Entrepreneurial! Meritocratic! Achievers! 
Committed to excellence!

Alas, this alliance has always been a pipe 
dream, and one that recedes further from 
reach with every IPO. The techies—ever be-
sotted with “creative destruction” and their 
self-congratulatory update, “disruptive inno-
vation”—never had much use for conserva-
tism in any form. The default Republican ap-
peal falls with a thud. Techies and their bank-
ers are more than rich enough to pay, while 
suffering no diminution of lifestyle, whatever 
level of taxation California and the feds see 
fit to extort. Which in part helps explain—
or would, if conservative economists weren’t 
so dense—why high tax, high cost of living 
zones like San Francisco and Manhattan not 
only don’t collapse from the strain but seem to 
leap from triumph to triumph. If you had the 
money to live anywhere, where would you go? 
Seacliff? Or Sandusky?

Although techies practice “family values” 
with near-religious fervor, they ridicule any 
politics based on them. A nerd lucky enough 
to become accepted as cool develops an uncon-
scious reflex to abhor any unhip thought the 
way the body automatically rejects an organ 
of the wrong blood type. Besides, an integral 
part of the Compromise is complete submis-
sion to the Left on cultural matters.

Kook Capital

Not that it’s all gone smoothly. 
Appropriately for California, fault 
lines remain. There is, for instance, 

friction between the old and new upper class-
es. As vastly greater tech fortunes push prices 
ever upward, old San Francisco dynasties—
Spreckels sugar, Levi Strauss denim, and the 
like—must now strain to keep their charitable 
commitments while maintaining ducal mag-
nificence on Outer Broadway. One imperative 
is to persuade the new money to donate to 
old causes. But the techies have proved much 
less willing than Gilded Age robber barons 
to defer to their supposed betters on how to 
spend it. They’re happy to take on socialites 

maintain a bond with the lefty rank-and-file 
who, on the surface, might seem to have di-
vergent interests. These common tastes—es-
pecially ones the foot soldiers can’t really af-
ford—dampen feelings of palpable inferiority, 
which the oligarchs further assuage by invit-
ing the lefties to some of their parties, where 
the goods can be sampled gratis. “[T]oday in-
tellectuals know their Château Margaux from 
their Merlot,” Brooks writes, a bit fuzzy on 
the blend comprising fine Bordeaux but right 
on the money with his larger point. Pouring a 
little Margaux (or Lafite, or Latour—but save 
the La Tâche for when it’s just us) now and 
then alongside the organic elk carpaccio helps 
to maintain a sense of “us,” however improb-
able—sort of the way antebellum plantation 
owners mollified poor white trash with the re-
minder that “At least you’re not a”…you know.

Third, then, is the implicit deal between the 
oligarchs and the rank-and-file. The latter not 
only decline to use their considerable propa-
ganda skills to vilify the former, but cheerfully 
glorify and whitewash them. The oligarchs in 
turn subsidize the lefties through non-profits 
and make-work jobs (categories emphatically 

Yesterday’s kooks 
are today’s mayors, 
supervisors, and 

state senators.
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as paramours, but they’ve already exchanged 
rings with the lefties, and mistresses have 
much less say than wives over how household 
income is spent. Hence favored institutions 
such as the de Young and the Opera go beg-
ging, while tech money tries to bring broad-
band to the Amazon and entrepreneurialism 
to Outer Mongolia. Pacific Heights isn’t ex-
actly thrilled about this, but at least they’ve 
done better than the hapless conservatives at 
co-opting their new overlords.

The San Andreas, though, is the gap be-
tween the bourgeois stolidity necessary to 
keep the money flowing and the Left’s insatia-
ble appetite for permanent revolution. Every 
fresh enthusiasm instantly becomes the defin-
ing struggle for justice against oppression not 
only of its time but of all time—especially if, 
just yesterday, nobody had even heard of it.

This can make the upper classes—old and 
new alike—uneasy. It’s one thing to disrup-
tively innovate yourself into a billionaire and 
to creatively destroy your competition. That’s 
natural and laudable. But too much disrup-
tive destruction can put all that wealth, plus 
the orderly environment in which it can be 
best enjoyed, at risk. The lefties don’t under-
stand this, or don’t care, or in some cases even 
look forward to conflagration, which is why 
they must be managed like unruly children.

But this is not so easy to accomplish. 
Former mayor and lifelong San Franciscan 
Dianne Feinstein, sounding like a lady who 
protests too much, once famously disclaimed 
the title “kook capital of the world” for her 
native city. And indeed San Francisco does 
today seem, outwardly at least, less kooky 
than it was in the kook heyday of the Rev-
erend Jim Jones, the Zebra murders, Anton 
LaVey’s Church of Satan, and the rest of 
that memorable cast of characters so vividly 
chronicled in Season of the Witch. The fact 
that the center of gravity of the world’s most 
prestigious and profitable industry contin-
ues to inch north toward the city-county line 
also provides a veneer of seriousness lacking 
a generation ago.

Yet while The City may look more sedate, 
in another sense it is kookier than ever. Fringe 
ideas from back then—and many then un-
dreamt of—are now policy. Yesterday’s kooks 
are today’s mayors, supervisors, and state sen-
ators—their kookiness having not faded away 
but become mainstream. There is no formal 
or even informal opposition any more. The 
cultural and intellectual atmosphere is one of 

stultifying groupthink coupled with increas-
ingly swift persecution of dissent. There are 
no gulags (yet), but to remain employed—and 
employable—without publicly professing al-
legiance to the latest dogma is all but impos-
sible. More than 18 months after being forced 
from the company he helped to found, for the 
sin of having donated—six years prior—to 
a ballot initiative defending marriage that 
passed with bipartisan and transracial sup-
port, Brendan Eich still doesn’t have a job.

Old-line aristocrats and other strangers in 
this strange land must accommodate them-
selves to the leftward march even as they 
struggle to maintain the strategy Friedrich 
Nietzsche ascribed to beleaguered conserva-
tives: change only “according to the principle 
‘as slowly as possible.’”

Feinstein—the West Coast’s Daniel Pat-
rick Moynihan—illustrates the point. At first 
glance, the comparison seems inapt. She was 
born to wealth; he grew up in a Hell’s Kitch-
en saloon. He authored 16 books; she is no 
one’s idea of an intellectual. Yet they share a 
reflexive conservatism, though Moynihan’s 
was the product of study and experience while 
Feinstein’s is in her blood. But both quickly 
sensed that to stay in the ever-changing game, 
they had to adapt to the new rules. Hence the 
quotably conservative Moynihan—“defining 
deviancy down,” etc.—was a reliable vote for 
the Left his whole senatorial career. So is the 
prim, matronly, sensible, and “pro-business” 
DiFi. The senior senator from California may 
go home to the splendor of Pacific Heights, 
far from the grimy ground zero of progressive 
activism in the Mission. But denizens of the 
latter have veto power over what she thinks 
and how she votes.

Meanwhile, down in the Mission, the 
plush (and free) buses that Google and oth-
er Valley companies line up along Dolores 
Street to transport gentrifiers south to their 
jobs are vandalized and blocked by a lefty old 
guard increasingly priced out of their accus-
tomed haunts. This is but one way that the 
principal fault line shakes, rattles, and roils 
the San Francisco Compromise. Another is 
that the techies are loyal to nothing and no 
one but themselves and their own messianic 
ambitions to remake the world into a play-
ground for Übermenschen, unconstrained not 
only by quaint, outmoded notions like tradi-
tion, religion, and nature but also by any cause 
the Left holds dear. The instant some techie 
dream bumps up against a lefty piety, the for-

mer will drop the latter more quickly than a 
bored housewife dumps her safe, dependable 
(but bald, fat, and unambitious) husband. It’s 
bound to happen sooner rather than later, and 
when it does, the Left will be just as stunned 
and despondent as hubby.

How long before The Big One?

The Davos Archipelago

“Anything that can’t go on for-
ever, won’t.” It’s not yet clear if the 
San Francisco Compromise is one 

such thing. It may seem surprising that it was 
forged at all, much less that it has lasted this 
long. But who’s to say, in this time of continu-
ous (and mostly bloodless) revolution, that 
a new, durable, and enduring order is not 
emerging?

For all its original contributions to the way 
we live now, San Francisco is far from unique. 
Better to think of it as one of the principal is-
lands in the Davos Archipelago—that chain 
of cities, suburbs, university towns, resorts, 
and nature preserves that connect and unify 
the transnational elite. San Francisco, if not 
quite first among equals, resides somewhere 
above the second tier. There are, after all, no 
New York or London Values eo nomine. New 
Yorkers, Londoners, and so many others live 
by San Francisco Values (and consequently 
must pay San Francisco prices for the privi-
lege). Perhaps San Francisco did not legislate 
every section and line of the new code all on 
its own. But it was the first to put it all to-
gether into a whole, and proselytize it nation-
ally and then globally. The rest of the world 
may lag a little at the margins but will catch 
up in short order. If you doubt this, and if you 
live anywhere within an hour’s drive of the 
Davos Archipelago, ask yourself what would 
happen if you referred aloud to Caitlyn Jenner 
as “Bruce.”

We may not all be San Franciscans now, 
but everyone in the professional classes and 
above feels the gravitational pull of San Fran-
cisco Values and must (at least in public) ei-
ther pay their respects or decline to demur. 
The little gold-counting, mining-pan trading 
post of Yerba Buena has finally become what 
it for so long yearned to be: the socio-cultural 
arbiter not just of half the world, but the bet-
ter half.

Michael Anton, a native of Northern California, 
is a writer living in New York.
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Book Review by William A. Galston

The Head and the Heart
The Conservative Heart: How to Build a Fairer, Happier, and More Prosperous America, by Arthur C. Brooks.

Broadside Books, 256 pages, $27.99

This book is written by a conserva-
tive, for conservatives, relegating non-
conservative readers to the sidelines. 

Spectatorship has its advantages, though. It 
permits a more impartial comparison between 
Arthur Brooks’s effort to change conservatism 
and previous attempts to reform parties and 
movements. 

As it happens, I was deeply involved in one 
of these efforts. In the wake of Michael Duka-
kis’s seven-point defeat at the hands of George 
H.W. Bush in the 1988 presidential race, a 
heated debate broke out among Democrats. 
For eight years, most Democratic strategists 
had believed that Ronald Reagan’s charm and 
skills as a communicator—not his beliefs and 
policies—were the key to his success. With 
Reagan’s departure from the scene, and with 
the memory of the Carter Administration 
fading, Democrats expected to regain their 
status as the natural governing majority.

Bush’s victory should have sent that theory 
packing. But just as Ptolemaic astronomers 
added epicycles to save their hypothesis, so 
did the strategists. It was the Willie Horton 

ad, they said; or the tactical mistakes of the 
Dukakis campaign; or the candidate’s infa-
mous tank ride; or his cold-blooded response 
to a debate question about the death penalty—
anything but the obvious: that the American 
people’s doubts about aspects of Lyndon John-
son’s Great Society had reached critical mass, 
as had their skepticism about liberals’ ability 
to steer the economy and defend the country. 

In short, democrats’ problems were 
substantive, not just cosmetic. They 
couldn’t be solved by nominating better 

candidates, reframing an unchanged agenda, 
or adopting a new tone. Without abandoning 
their deepest convictions, they needed to re-
think longstanding policies. Enter the Demo-
cratic Leadership Council (and its offshoot, 
the Progressive Policy Institute), which in 
four years reformed the Democrats’ approach 
to crime, welfare, fiscal policy, and trade; de-
veloped a comprehensive plan to reform a scle-
rotic government; and propounded a new con-
ception of citizenship based on responsibility 
as well as rights—the theoretical basis of the 

national service movement. In the hands of 
Bill Clinton, a politician whose skills rivaled 
Reagan’s, this new agenda proved irresist-
ible. It is no accident that so many Americans 
would gladly return to the peace, prosperity, 
and budget surpluses of the Clinton years.

I don’t mean to suggest that Clinton’s effect 
on liberalism was as sweeping or as enduring 
as Reagan’s transformation of conservatism. 
(Franklin Roosevelt is the truer counterpoint.) 
In fact, after his two terms, and in reaction 
to the widely unpopular Iraq war, Democrats 
moved left on foreign policy. Rising inequal-
ity and stagnating incomes for working and 
middle-class families moved the party left on 
economic policy. And as the country shifted 
on issues such as same-sex marriage and the 
legalization of marijuana, most Democrats 
did so as well. No longer setting the direc-
tion for the party, the Democratic Leadership 
Council shuttered its office in 2011.

My point is this: liberalism faced substantive 
challenges in the late 1980s, and Bill Clinton 
responded to them with substantive proposals 
that shifted the terms of debate for more than 
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a decade. He never believed that he could wrap 
the policies of the past in better rhetoric and 
sell them to the American people. The prob-
lem was the message, not the messenger.

Compare this with the president 
of the American Enterprise Institute’s 
very different approach to the reform 

of conservatism. Stripped to its essentials, 
Brooks’s message to Tea Party conservatives is 
challenging but reassuring: You don’t have to 
discard your policies or shed your antipathies. 
To become a national majority, you must 
think and act as a nascent majority, not as a 
dissident opposition. You must move from a 
protest movement to a social movement. 

And you must talk differently—hence, 
Brooks’s concluding chapter, “The Seven 
Habits of Highly Effective Conservatives,” all 
of which concern modes of self-presentation. 
Much of his advice is sensible: spend more time 
saying what you are for and less dwelling on 
what you are against; be happy, not angry; as-
cribe error, not evil motives, to your adversaries.

Above all, Brooks urges, convey that you 
care. Conservatism’s Achilles’ heel is the public 
conception that conservatives are indifferent 
to the suffering of the less fortunate. Just the 
opposite is the case, Brooks insists: conserva-
tives care at least as much about the poor as 
do liberals. (His first book, Who Really Cares 
[2006], showed that political conservatives 
give to charity at a higher rate than liberals 
despite having slightly lower incomes on aver-
age.) Conservatives just have a different view of 
how best to fight poverty—through charitable 
contributions and grassroots social entrepre-
neurs rather than top-down public programs. 
So when you talk about poverty, lead with the 
affirmative—not with cuts to food stamps. 

In fairness, he does suggest a new focus for 
conservative thinking. With the Declaration of 
Independence as our template, we can put his 
point this way: There are “life” conservatives, 
who focus on abortion and—more broadly—
natural or God-given limits to social change 
and guides to good policy. There are “liberty” 
conservatives, who emphasize how the growth 
of government breaches individual freedom in 
principle and in practice. For Brooks, these 
forms of conservatism are important but insuf-
ficient: we need a “pursuit of happiness” con-
servatism that understands the nature and 
sources of human satisfaction, and organizes 
public policy so as to facilitate its pursuit.

To that end, he offers a chapter of reflec-
tions on true happiness, capped by his visit to 
Swami Gnanmuni, the chief administrator 
of the Swaminarayan Akshardham Hindu 
temple in New Delhi. The swami’s formula 
for happiness: enjoy abundance but do not be-
come attached to it. Over lunch, Brooks told 
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the swami that he would appear in Brooks’s 
forthcoming book and that many Ameri-
cans would be hearing his name. “Modelling 
nonattachment,” Brooks relates, the swami 
contemplated this prospect and responded, 

“Dude, do you like the soup? It’s spicy.”

For the many hard-pressed ameri-
cans who wonder whether the Ameri-
can Dream is still attainable, excessive 

attachment to material goods is not their 
most pressing problem. Brooks discusses at 
length the vicissitudes of the war on poverty, 
emphasizing the traditional complaint that 
the social safety net encourages dependence 
even as it offers assistance. Effective public 
policy is more like building a winning football 
team than it is like designing a jet engine, says 
Brooks: values and culture matter. Honest 
work, he declares, ennobles and elevates us.

As an unindicted co-conspirator in Bill 
Clinton’s welfare reform law, I am in no po-
sition to disagree. (I note for the record that 
absent a panoply of publicly funded work sup-
ports—for transportation, child care, and 
health care, among others—the law would 
not have succeeded.) But poverty is no longer 
the only pervasive economic challenge we face, 
and it is not the principal ground on which the 
liberal/conservative battle will be waged in the 
2016 election and beyond.

On this crucial point, Brooks is less clear. 
On the one hand, he says, conservatives have 
failed to acknowledge that there is a crisis of 

“insufficient opportunity” as well as of poverty. 
He notes that rags-to-riches stories have lost 
much of their resonance and that the ladder 
of socioeconomic mobility seems to be los-
ing its lowest rungs. Not only is opportuni-
ty disappearing for those at the bottom, but 
also income is declining for the working class. 
Meanwhile the top 10%—especially the top 
1%—have reaped nearly all the gains of the re-
covery from the Great Recession.

All this is true, but it misses the key point: 
the American Dream is at risk, not just for 
the poor and working class, but for the mid-
dle class as well. Median household income 
peaked at the end of the Clinton Adminis-
tration, failed to regain that peak during the 
first seven years of George W. Bush’s admin-
istration, and then fell sharply during the 
Great Recession and for two years thereafter. 
In August of this year, it stood 1.5% below 
where it was at the onset of the recession in 
December 2007, and nearly 3% below its 
2000 high. 

The imperfections of anti-poverty pro-
grams have little to do with the stagnation 
of middle-class incomes. Our economic chal-
lenges reflect changes in the structure of the 
American economy brought on by technology, 

globalization, slowing workforce growth, de-
clining productivity gains, the hyper-expan-
sion of the financial sector—and by inade-
quate responses to these challenges on the part 
of the private as well as public sector, conser-
vatives as well as liberals. A relevant conserva-
tism—and for that matter, a relevant liberal-
ism—must address these challenges head-on. 
Endlessly relitigating the War on Poverty isn’t 
the point. Neither is the conservative “heart.” 
The real issue is the conservative head—what 
conservatism stands for and how that stance 
matches up against today’s realities. 

Brooks appears to assume that if the Tea 
Party could just allow its inner compassion for 
the poor to shine forth, all would be well. As he 
admits, “Ordinary Americans believe conser-
vatives don’t care about them, let alone about 
people who are even poorer or more vulnerable.” 
Why? Brooks’s answer: “Conservatives are per-
ceived as aligning moral worth with wealth.” 

This is true, but not the whole 
truth. A burdened middle class thinks 
it needs help handling the big finan-

cial challenges—especially with college and 
medical costs and secure retirements. They 
see liberal responses to these challenges as 
flawed and inadequate—but conservatives as 
missing in action. After five years of promis-
ing to “repeal and replace” Obamacare, con-
servatives have yet to coalesce around a re-
placement that the public regards as credible. 
That’s just one example of why a real reform 
of conservatism requires better policies, not 
just better talk. (To their credit, self-styled 

“reform conservatives” like Ross Douthat, 
Yuval Levin, and Ramesh Ponnuru under-
stand this, as did their liberal counterparts a 
quarter-century ago.)

Man does not live by bread alone, and nei-
ther do voters—another reason why Brooks’s 
focus on poverty is unlikely to achieve the po-
litical result he desires. Economic well-being is 
not the only issue that drives a wedge between 
conservatives and the Americans Brooks is ea-
ger to attract. After fighting and dying for the 
right to vote, African Americans care at least 
as much about unimpeded access to the polls 
as they do about safety-net programs, and they 
will not support a movement that advocates 
impediments to the ballot box in the name of 
preventing “voter fraud.” 

“Everyone knows what the Tea Party is 
against,” Brooks declares, but somehow his 
lengthy enumeration leaves out immigration 
reform. Mitt Romney’s stance on immigra-
tion policy hurt him at least as much among 
Hispanics as did his infamous dismissal of 

“the 47%.” As long as the Tea Party inveighs 
against “amnesty” and forces Republican 
presidential candidates to dance to its tune, 

the party the conservative movement domi-
nates is doomed to minority status.

Fifty years ago the representatives 
of the American people made two mo-
mentous decisions—to ensure voting 

rights for all Americans, regardless of race; 
and to reopen the gates of immigration that 
had been slammed shut for four decades. The 
first hit the country like a grenade; the latter, 
like a time-release capsule. Both grew out of 
American principles and traditions. Together, 
they have irreversibly transformed our society 
and our politics. 

The Voting Rights Act honored our com-
mitment to equal political and civil rights for 
all citizens, and redeemed the explicit prom-
ise of the 15th Amendment. The Immigration 
and Nationality Act built on our rich history 
as a nation of immigrants, and it reflected our 
confidence that strivers and risk-takers willing 
to leave their native lands in search of freedom 
and opportunity would enrich our economy 
and strengthen the American Dream. A ma-
jority of Americans continue to believe that 
immigrants strengthen our country through 
their talent and hard work—a view over-
whelmingly supported by the evidence. 

Of the 59 million immigrants who have 
come to the United States in the past half-
century, three quarters have done so legally. If 
not a single illegal immigrant had crossed our 
borders during those decades, the Act would 
still have been transformative. If not a single 
illegal immigrant enters during the next half-
century, racial and ethnic minorities still will 
account for a majority of the U.S. population 
by 2065. These momentous changes help 
explain why African Americans and immi-
grants don’t share the Tea Party’s concern for 
government overreach. 

No one who reads The Conservative Heart, 
or who knows Arthur Brooks, can doubt his 
generosity. Perhaps it is why he sees the Tea 
Party as he wants it to be, not as it is—a move-
ment that invokes the past to avert the future. 
I can see no basis for his hope that the Tea 
Party could move from opposition to affirma-
tion. It seems more interested in shutting the 
government down than in using it to promote 
a conservative agenda. It exemplifies William 
F. Buckley, Jr.’s definition of conservatism as 

“standing athwart history yelling ‘Stop!’” As 
long as Tea Party views prevail in the heart 
of the conservative coalition, it may win a na-
tional election from time to time, but it will 
not represent the country, and if my argument 
is correct, it cannot create a governing major-
ity in 21st-century America.

William A. Galston is a senior fellow at the 
Brookings Institution.
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Book Review by Mollie Ziegler Hemingway
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Six months before he was re-elect-
ed in 2012, President Barack Obama 
unveiled a cartoon storybook ad called 

“The Life of Julia.” The interactive slideshow 
followed a faceless middle-class woman at 
various points in her life from age 3 to 67, en-
joying the benefits of the state.

As a toddler, she’s enrolled in Head Start. 
Her high school is part of a federal education 
program. In her twenties, she goes on birth 
control, covered at no charge to her under 
Obamacare. At age 31, Julia “decides to have a 
child.” In her forties, Julia starts her own busi-
ness, thanks to a Small Business Administra-
tion loan. We don’t hear from her again until 
she’s 65, enrolling in Medicare. Julia retires 
at 67, when her years of contributions to So-
cial Security mean she can “retire comfortably, 
without worrying that she’ll run out of savings.”

The ad was part of Obama’s successful 
“War on Women” messaging, designed to get 
single women to vote for him. Outside of Af-
rican Americans, single women are the most 
reliable voting bloc for Democrats. The target-
ing worked. Obama won 67% of unmarried 
women, even as Republican opponent Mitt 

Romney won 53% of married women. Never 
mind that the ad was based on fiction—it’s 
laughable to suggest that Head Start improves 
education or that entitlement programs are 
solvent, much less that they offer a comfort-
able retirement. The ad was truthful in one 
respect: at no time was a man in the picture.

Lifelong dependence on the state is 
increasingly common for single mothers 
and their children. Rutgers anthropol-

ogy professor Lionel Tiger refers to this state 
of affairs as “bureaugamy,” where the state be-
comes for many women a more suitable mar-
riage partner than a man. A whopping 40% 
of American babies are now born outside of 
marriage. This ranges from nearly 30% of 
white children to more than 50% of Hispanic 
children and more than 70% of black children. 
Almost 60% of women without a bachelor’s 
degree are having children outside marriage.

And far from being the wonderland depict-
ed in the Julia cartoon, out-of-wedlock birth 
has deleterious effects on everyone involved. As 
Center of the American Experiment president 
Mitch Pearlstein writes in Broken Bonds: What 

Family Fragmentation Means for America’s Fu-
ture, “I know of no aspect of life in which chil-
dren who grow up in broken or never-formed 
two-parent families do as well, on average, as 
boys and girls who grow up with both their 
parents.” He cites increased rates of drug abuse, 
criminal behavior, mental illness, physical ill-
ness, early sexual initiation, and widespread 
educational shortcomings. Broken Bonds is 
based on candid interviews with 40 leading 
family experts across the political spectrum—
from liberal historian Stephanie Coontz to 
conservative political scientist Terry Moe.

Isabel Sawhill is a senior fellow in economic 
studies at the Brookings Institution. She’s also 
the board president of the National Campaign 
to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy. 
In Generation Unbound: Drifting into Sex and 
Parenthood without Marriage, Sawhill observes 
that “Marriage as an institution is disappear-
ing in most advanced countries, including the 
United States.” The decline in marriage and 
rise in out-of-wedlock births is leading to two 
distinct and wildly disparate classes of Ameri-
cans. Those who do marry are at the top rungs 
of the income ladder and those who don’t are 
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relegated to a life of decreased opportunities 
for advancement. Things are relatively good 
for those in the upper classes. 

Sawhill contends the country is 
being divided into “drifters” and “plan-
ners” when it comes to how families are 

formed:

Growing class divisions in America are 
not just divisions of income. It’s not just 
income inequality. It’s also gaps in fami-
ly formation patterns and it’s a matter of 
gaps in educational achievement. When 
you put all those things together, it 
seems to me we have a bifurcating soci-
ety in which the children of very advan-
taged parents who are raised in stable 
families, who get good schooling, and 
who go on to be successful have very dif-
ferent life prospects than children who 
are born to single-parent families; usu-
ally to parents without much education, 
who don’t do well in school, and who go 
on to have a lot less success in life.

Stable families help children learn how to 
control impulses, delay gratification, and deal 
with anger. The problems are reinforced when 
the children of never-married mothers have 
children themselves. And children of divorce 

look as if they’re privileged in comparison to 
kids born outside of marriage. Girls are less 
harmed by broken and never-formed families 
than boys are.

The scholars interviewed by Pearlstein, a 
conservative, told him that family fragmenta-
tion rates might be high because of a growing 
secularization of society or a rise in “hyper-indi-
vidualism.” Some pointed to racism or a loss of 
the cultural norm of seeking the common good. 
Most predicted that family fragmentation 
would lead to a decline of the republic, “A wast-
ing disease, not a heart attack.” “A slow decline, 
nothing apocalyptic.” “We’ll manage problems, 
not resolve them.” “Maybe we’ll muddle along.” 
One said, we’ll “ just keep trying to spend more 
money to fix things that we cannot fix without 
addressing cultural questions.” Another said 
that Americans would have a pleasant experi-
ence in decline so long as the country had “a 
protector out there” to depend on. “I see the 
United States drifting quietly into some sort of 
dependent position in the world.”

None was confident that Americans in 
general, particularly in the classes that con-
tinue to marry, had even a slight sense of how 
bad the problem was for lower socioeconomic 
classes. The Manhattan Institute’s Heather 
Mac Donald said Americans were “oblivious,” 
and that there was real naïveté about “the fact 
that atomized individuals are just not able to 

carry on the socializing functions that fami-
lies can.” The scholars, generally, said they 
didn’t see avenues of opportunity as quite 
open in America. One noted that the only 
category of American men who have earned 
more than their fathers since 1974 was those 
who had gone on to graduate school.

As it happens, it’s the 50th anni-
versary of Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s 

“The Negro Family: The Case for Na-
tional Action” report. Then a sociologist and 
assistant secretary of Labor, Moynihan warned 
that poverty among black Americans had a lot 
to do with black families’ being in disarray. At 
the time he wrote the report, what was then 
called illegitimacy was at 23.6% among blacks 
and 3.07% among whites. He noted that one 
quarter of black families were headed by wom-
en and that one quarter of black marriages had 
ended in divorce. All of this had led to a star-
tling increase in welfare dependency.

The report was vilified as racist. The phrase 
“blaming the victim” entered the parlance from 
William Ryan’s 1971 book of the same name. 
Moynihan’s call for major governmental and 
societal change was ignored, at best. Within 
15 years, though, out-of-wedlock birth rates 
among blacks had more than doubled—to 
56%. The problems were getting worse, but 
progressives still didn’t want to talk about 
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family structure. They instead responded by 
starting groups such as the Children’s De-
fense Fund and talking, as the Manhattan 
Institute’s Kay Hymowitz objected in 2005, 

“about children not as the offspring of individ-
ual mothers and fathers responsible for rear-
ing them, but as an oppressed class living in 
generic, nebulous, and never-to-be-analyzed 
‘families.’” Such a perspective meant the ad-
ministrative state had a blameless client for 
whom to provide a host of services.

The other response was to talk about teen 
pregnancy. Planned Parenthood’s research arm 
got the ball rolling in 1976 with a report on the 
millions of teenagers who were pregnant. The 
1978 Adolescent Health Services and Pregnan-
cy Prevention and Care Act was passed. The 
normal population growth charities joined the 
cause, including the Ford Foundation and the 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. But teen 
pregnancy rates were actually down. The prob-
lem wasn’t teen pregnancy but out-of-wedlock 
teen pregnancy. Campaigns to stigmatize teen 
pregnancy began—and rates of teen pregnancy 
have declined by over 50% since 1991. Still, 
out-of-wedlock pregnancy keeps growing—it’s 
just moved up the age ladder. Only 23% of out-
of-wedlock births are to teenagers. The median 
age of women at their first child’s birth used to 
be higher than the median age at first marriage. 
By 1991, a “great crossover” had occurred and 
the median woman was younger at the time of 
her first child’s birth than at her first marriage.

In broken bonds, hymowitz says that 
in the face of family ruin, “all that many 
upper-income people have to offer is better 

birth control. That’s the only thing they’ll talk 
about. They think that’s the problem.” And 
in fact that’s precisely what Isabel Sawhill 
prescribes in Generation Unbound: “A social 
norm that once called for parenthood only 
within marriage contributed to achieving that 
goal. But now that that norm has all but dis-
appeared, something else must take its place.” 
In short, she recommends replacing the norm 
of marriage with contraception, sterilizing 
poor people with long-acting contraception 
that lasts up to 12 years. She emphasizes the 
sterilization would be voluntary, though her 
plan would include various nudges. She pre-
fers using intrauterine devices and other long-
acting contraception because unlike condoms 
and the birth control pill, “They are forgiving 
of well-documented human frailties (like a 
desire for sex).”

Sawhill reasons from acute social science 
insight, through iron-clad logic, to a confi-
dent policy conclusion: people have trouble 
thinking about long-term consequences 
when they’re sexually aroused; children are 

conceived at precisely that point when long-
term consequences of procreation are least 
considered; failure to plan for children and 
their needs means greater likelihood of family 
fracturing; those who grow up without stable 
families suffer; ergo, the status quo should be 
barrenness. The state should make such long-
acting contraception a required part of all in-
surance coverage mandated by the state and 
provide it free of charge for those on govern-
ment insurance. What could go wrong?

There are, of course, many things 
that could go wrong. And it’s not that 
Sawhill doesn’t devote a few paragraphs 

to considering them. But her imagination is 
impossibly narrow. “One of the great mistakes,” 
as Milton Friedman used to say, “is to judge 
policies and programs by their intentions 
rather than their results,” In 2005, columnist 
Megan McArdle wrote an essay on this theme 
and on the fragility of marriage in the face of 
government reworking of norms. One of the 
examples she gave was of welfare reforms that 
enabled unmarried mothers to get govern-
ment benefits. She noted that public housing 
in the 1950s was full of functioning families. 
A debate began over whether to limit welfare 
benefits to such families or extend them to 
single mothers. Advocates of extending ben-
efits argued that “The brutal societal prejudice 
against illegitimacy was old fashioned, bigoted, 
irrational.” Opponents of extending benefits 
worried that subsidizing unmarried mothers 
might lead to more unmarried mothers. They 
were mocked. Who would have a baby out of 
wedlock simply for a few paltry benefits?

More women than you might think, McAr-
dle writes:

Of course, change didn’t happen over-
night. But the marginal cases did have 
children out of wedlock, which made it 
more acceptable for the next marginal 
case to do so. Meanwhile, women who 
wanted to get married essentially found 
themselves in competition for young men 
with women who were willing to have 
sex, and bear children, without forcing 
the men to take any responsibility. This 
is a pretty attractive proposition for most 
young men. So despite the fact that the 
sixties brought us the biggest advance in 
birth control ever, illegitimacy exploded.

As Pearlstein and Sawhill both note, mar-
riage in the inner city has now more or less 
been destroyed. Sawhill further observes that 
sexual norms that encourage sex prior to mar-
riage have a profound effect on men. “[M]en 
no longer have to provide much, if anything, 

in return for as much sex as they want.” She 
points to studies showing that the most 
striking thing about the sex lives of the re-
cent generation isn’t that they’re having more 
sex or even sex with more partners—they’re 
not—but that their sexual relationships have 
become much more casual. Yet, she then inex-
plicably writes: “Men’s failure to obtain higher 
levels of education at a time when the job mar-
ket requires and rewards it—while their sis-
ters breezed right past them educationally—
is one of the great puzzles of our era.”

It is a few pages later where she 
notes that divorce hurts boys more than 
girls and that that may be one reason men 

trail women in educational achievement and 
job prospects, which in turn leads them to be 
less marriageable. Now imagine that women 
are simultaneously made barren by the state, 
which is at the same time further encouraging 
women to lean into careers, while men have 
less incentive than ever to do the same. One 
doesn’t imagine sexual relationships becoming 
more serious. Who knows how mass steriliza-
tion would play out, but it is not unreasonable 
to suppose it could make the dystopian novel 
Children of Men, about the consequences of 
worldwide infertility, seem like a documentary.

Pearlstein interviewed Lawrence Cooper, a 
political scientist at Carleton College. He ar-
gued that 

The success—and in the long run, even 
the survival—of self-government re-
quires more than a wise constitution 
supplemented by prosperity. Self-gov-
ernment also requires a citizenry with 
certain dispositions and character traits. 
Some of these traits, or virtues, are pri-
vate or domestic. These are the qualities 
necessary for success and satisfaction 
amid a modern, commercial society: 
moderation, self-control, the ability to 
defer gratification, and the like.

He also called for “public virtues, the qualities 
that make for spirited, intelligent, and respon-
sible citizenship.” These, as he puts it, are the 

“vigorous virtues,” qualities such as “respect 
for the rights of others, protectiveness toward 
others, patriotism, and the ability and inclina-
tion to engage in civic life.”

If we are lucky, such virtues may still be 
cultivated in the few families we have left. But 
no one should imagine them being nurtured 
by a mass, government-nudged sterilization of 
the fecund. 

 
Mollie Ziegler Hemingway is a senior editor at 
The Federalist.
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It’s a big deal when scott walker and 
Chris Christie, Republican governors in 
states no GOP presidential nominee has 

carried since the 1980s, can antagonize gov-
ernment-employee unions and still go on to 
win second terms. But when Democrat Rahm 
Emanuel returns to Chicago from being Pres-
ident Obama’s first chief of staff, wins the 
mayoral election, and proceeds to challenge 
public-sector unions over the cost and qual-
ity of public services, the game is changing to 
the point of being unrecognizable. The city’s 
unions derided Emmanuel as “Mayor 1%” and 
avidly supported schoolteachers during an ac-
rimonious strike, but could not prevent his 
reelection.

The growing evidence that their unions 
are now embattled argues that government 
workers’ salaries, benefits, pension costs, 
and accountability are becoming critical is-
sues. Daniel DiSalvo’s timely book, Govern-
ment Against Itself, provides a thorough, em-
pirically rich assessment of the threat that 

public-employee unions pose to solvency and 
democracy. A senior fellow at the Manhattan 
Institute and political science professor at the 
City College of New York, DiSalvo makes 
clear that “unions representing government 
workers are different from those found in 
the private sphere.” For one thing, civil ser-
vice laws already regulate employment terms 
such as grievance and termination proce-
dures, which private-sector unions negotiate 
for their members. Governments can also 
borrow more cheaply than private businesses 
and raise revenue through taxation, partially 
exempting them from the market incentives 
that shape business firms’ negotiations with 
workers. Moreover, as the monopoly pro-
vider of many services, governments lack the 
constraints which competition imposes on 
private firms. Above all, unions “exercise in-
fluence on both sides of the bargaining table.” 
They represent their workers, and also influ-
ence management through political activism 
and campaign contributions. 

Today, the american labor move-
ment is being transformed. While pri-
vate-sector unions fade, public unions 

have expanded aggressively. In 2014, a mere 
6.6% of private-sector workers belonged to la-
bor unions. By contrast, 35.7% of government 
workers were union members, including 27.5% 
of those employed by the federal government, 
29.8% of state government workers, and 41.9% 
of those in local government. Though advocates 
for public unions claim that private and public 
unions’ interests are one and the same, the rise 
of public unions has produced “two worlds of 
work,” according to DiSalvo. In the private sec-
tor, “competition is intense,” whereas “stability 
and regularity predominate” in government. In 
the public sector, “Unions are powerful. Lay-
offs are rare. Retirements come early.” 

Maintaining this refuge from capitalism’s 
creative destruction costs taxpayers dearly, 
however. When public employees move to 
the private sector, they typically receive low-
er salaries and reduced benefits. Wage com-

Book Review by Joseph Postell
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pression is much greater in the public sector: 
lower-skilled employees benefit at the expense 
of higher-skilled employees, who are particu-
larly apt to leave government for the private 
sector. Finally, fringe benefits “are much more 
generous in public than private employment,” 
DiSalvo writes. “Much public sector compen-
sation is thus back-loaded into retirement. All 
told, public employees do better.” 

The many studies connecting government 
workers’ advantages to their unions’ political 
clout explain why governments are spending 
more and delivering less. The increasing mobil-
ity of taxpaying businesses and residents makes 
this contradiction unsustainable, however. As 
municipal budgets strain to pay for basic ser-
vices—parks, schools, libraries, transportation, 
public safety—a growing portion of govern-
ment spending is devoted to retirees’ pensions 
and benefits, fulfilling stupid and cynical prom-
ises made during rosier economic times. New 
York City spends more on retired police offi-
cers’ benefits than on active cops’ salaries. For-
mer mayor Michael Bloomberg said, “We now 
spend more on pensions than we do on the op-
erating budget of the NYPD, the Fire Depart-
ment, and the Sanitation Department—com-
bined.” Oakland was forced to lay off over 100 
police officers to pay for the retirement benefits 
of former officers. In Los Angeles, pensions 
consume 18% of the city’s budget, a figure pro-
jected to rise to 37%. Escalating pension costs 
for Chicago teachers forced Rahm Emanuel to 
close many elementary schools. 

For disalvo, however, the debate 
over public unions is not simply about 
dollars and cents. Rather, it’s about “the 

character of democracy itself.” Unlike private-
sector unions, public unions get “two bites at 
the apple.” The first bite occurs during the 
collective bargaining process, when the gov-
ernment employees negotiate against the gov-
ernment. In this sense, public unions perform 
a similar function to those in the private sec-
tor. But public-sector unions get a second bite 
through their political activities. They advance 
or thwart the political careers of the elected of-
ficials on the other side of the bargaining table, 
a power completely unlike any enjoyed by even 
the strongest unions in the private sector. 

Thus, from 1989 to 2012 six of the 15 larg-
est donors in national political campaigns were 
public unions. They gave almost exclusively to 
the Democratic Party: e.g., 98% of American 
Federation of State, County, and Municipal 
Employees (AFSCME) donations went to 
Democrats. Other large contributors, such as 
the National Association of Realtors or Gold-
man Sachs, hedge their bets and give relatively 
equal amounts to both parties. As DiSalvo 
makes clear, “The partisanship of union con-

tributions helps explain Democrats’ advantage 
over Republicans in contributions from the 
biggest donors: $1.3 billion to $844 million 
over the last 20 years.” These figures capture 
public unions’ spending only in federal elec-
tions. At the state level, public-sector unions 
spent about $150 million in 2010 alone. 

Public unions amass their war chests be-
cause many states’ laws provide them with 
consistent revenue streams. One provision is 
the “agency shop,” which requires nonunion 
workers to pay fees to the union. In another, 
the “dues check-off,” the government with-
holds a portion of employees’ salaries to pay 
dues. California has about 1 million union-
ized public-sector workers, with estimated 
average annual dues of $500 per employee. 
Even if unions devote only 20% of their funds 
to political activity (a figure drawn from many 
unions’ estimates of their spending), this gives 
California public unions some $100 million 
to spend on local, state, and national politics 
each year. They can fail at the bargaining stage, 
then, but spend millions to elect a friendly ne-
gotiator for the next round. 

These realities encourage govern-
ments and their workers to construct 
deals that benefit everyone sitting at 

the table—to the detriment of everyone who 
isn’t in the room. DiSalvo explores the fiscal 
consequences of this collusion, but also its ef-
fects on public employees’ accountability, as 
well as the democratic dysfunction this ar-
rangement introduces into our political sys-
tem. “In California, 0.002 percent (which is to 
say effectively zero) of teachers are dismissed 
for performance-based reasons in a given year.” 
For firefighters, the number of fires has fallen 
by more than 40% in recent decades, yet “the 
number of career firefighters has increased 
by more than 40 percent.” The reasonable re-
sponse to the decreased incidence of fires is to 
adjust the number of firefighters to match the 
reduced need, yet “firefighters’ unions have 
negotiated contract rules that require their 
constant presence,” mandating bloated de-
partments in many cities. 

Ultimately, public-employee unions have 
become a paradigmatic example of the power 
of interest groups in the current American 
political system. American political parties, 
in decline for decades, have yielded their role 
to interest groups that advocate for a particu-
lar constituency’s narrow demands—not for 
policies that stitch together a large governing 
coalition. Individual candidates, no longer 
able to rely on party organizations and party 
resources for election, forge alliances with in-
terest groups to win office. 

DiSalvo presents a highly persuasive case 
that public-employee unions distort democ-

racy and threaten the financial sustainability 
of states and cities. His proposed remedies 
range from the incremental to the transfor-
mative. He suggests giving public employees a 
larger share of their compensation in the form 
of salaries by reducing pension and healthcare 
benefits, as well as slowing the rise in the pay 
scale to prevent pension “padding” at the end 
of a lengthy government career. Some other 
moderate reforms include: capping pension 
benefits, raising the retirement age for pen-
sions, and expanding the range of “peak” earn-
ing years used to calculate pension benefits. 
(California Governor Jerry Brown has advo-
cated some of these steps.) 

More radical reforms include moving from 
defined-benefit to defined-contribution pen-
sions, eliminating “agency shops,” and man-
dating that dues check-off fees be used only 
for bargaining, not political purposes. It is un-
clear, however, who will shepherd such reforms 
through the political process. Democrats who 
take on the public unions threaten core con-
stituency groups that wield immense clout. 
Yet DiSalvo gives liberals good reasons to re-
consider their attachment to public unions. If 
increased spending on pensions and benefits is 
not to crowd out important services which low-
er- and middle-class Americans rely on, true 
progressives must undertake serious reforms. 

The book’s title is intended to 
evoke James Madison’s famous admo-
nition in The Federalist about obliging 

government to control itself. But what DiSal-
vo describes is not government against itself, 
but government against the governed, the pub-
lic. The very premise of collective bargaining 
rights for public employees is that government 
workers have an adversarial relationship with 
their employers—ultimately, the people. 

A few years after the Constitution’s rati-
fication, Madison reflected on the threats to 
the republic in an essay titled “Consolida-
tion.” He feared that the people, disengaged 
from public concerns, would “by a universal 
silence and insensibility, leav[e] the whole gov-
ernment to that self-directed course, which, it 
must be owned, is the natural propensity of 
every government.” If our governments are 
to avoid that path, in which public employees 
benefit to the detriment of the public inter-
est, citizens and statesmen must comprehend 
the consequences of public unions’ growing 
power, and then support reforms to place the 
public interest ahead of the government’s in-
terest. Their work surely will be inspired and 
informed by Government Against Itself.

Joseph Postell is assistant professor of political 
science at the University of Colorado, Colorado 
Springs.
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Book Review by Michael Auslin

Who Let the Dogs In?
The Invaders: How Humans and Their Dogs Drove Neanderthals to Extinction, by Pat Shipman.

Belknap Press, 288 pages, $29.95

We describe our connection to 
modern dogs, the most expressive 
of any animal species that interacts 

with man, with anthropomorphic expressions 
such as “love” and “friendship.” No simple 
owner-pet relationship, for example, can ex-
plain the heart-rending photo of a fallen U.S. 
Navy SEAL’s Labrador Retriever lying in 
front of his flag-draped casket. We bred them 
to be so expressive, of course, but only in the 
last two centuries or so did we actively shape 
Canis lupus familiaris into highly differentiat-
ed breeds, each filling a specific psychic need 
or role, from lapdog to bird retriever.

For thousands of years before that, howev-
er, our relationship with dogs was driven less 
by the specialization and leisure inherent in 
modern society than by environmental com-
petition. An exchange of convenience seems 
to have precipitated our taming of the gray 
wolf, the first animal or plant species humans 
domesticated. 

That part of the story is well known. What 
we are now learning, thanks to advanced ge-
netic testing and some fascinating fossil discov-
eries, is not merely that our relationship with 

wolf-dogs goes back farther than anyone imag-
ined, but that the alliance with dogs itself may 
have been the key to our survival as a species. 

The question is not merely “why dogs,” but 
why did we and dogs win the evolutionary 
game at the expense of so many competitors? 
That is the puzzle tackled by Pat Shipman, a 
paleoanthropologist retired from Penn State 
University, in The Invaders: How Humans and 
Their Dogs Drove Neanderthals to Extinction. 
The subtitle is, in two ways, a bit misleading. 
First, dogs only appear three-fourths of the 
way through the book, after long and detailed 
discussions of ecosystems, isotopic testing, 
and climatic change. Second, Shipman ac-
knowledges that it cannot be proven from the 
limited number of remains so far discovered 
that humans and dogs drove Neanderthals to 
extinction; and that the scenario does not fit 
the evolutionary time frame exactly. Nonethe-
less, her argument is wonderfully provocative.

Shipman’s big question is the age-old riddle 
of why the Neanderthals died out. Once seen 
as largely insensate brutes, Neanderthals are 
now viewed increasingly as intelligent homi-
nins, well adapted to their environment, who 

may have had language and rudimentary cul-
ture. Starting around 250,000 years ago they 
inhabited Eurasia, from the Levant through 
the central European plain to the Atlantic 
coasts of Spain. Then, some 50,000 years ago, 
a new hominin species arrived in Eurasia from 
Africa, Homo sapiens. Within 5,000 years or 
so, the Neanderthals were no more. 

Homo sapiens is what biologists 
call an invasive species. Not only 
the Neanderthals, but all the “mega-

fauna” of the late Pleistocene era disappeared 
almost as quickly. Such predators as woolly 
mammoths, cave bears, and sabertooth tigers—
all of which had a relatively inflexible diet, forc-
ing them to compete directly with the new hu-
mans for animal food sources—either became 
prey themselves or simply died out. A new apex 
predator had fundamentally reordered the eco-
system. Or, to be more precise, two apex preda-
tors now sat atop the Pleistocene food chain 
and, in what almost certainly was a biological 
first, formed a working partnership that com-
bined their comparative advantages into a le-
thally efficient survival machine.
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Until recently, scientists believed that hu-
mans began domesticating wolves some 18,000 
years ago. As the theory had it, the tamer 
wolves among those that had been camp fol-
lowers and scavengers were kept around, and 
eventually bred amongst themselves. Sites in 
central Europe, however, have been provid-
ing evidence that domestication started much 
earlier. Morphological comparison of canid 
skulls now leads Shipman and some other 
paleoanthropologists to believe that dogs first 
became genetically and behaviorally distinct 
from wolves 36,000 years ago. If they're correct, 
dogs appeared just a few thousand years after 
the last Neanderthal died, and well before the 
Pleistocene megafauna became extinct.

The domestication of what Shipman calls a 
“living tool” gave obvious advantages to early 
humans. Wolves could hunt prey for long dis-
tances and keep them at bay when cornered 
or exhausted; but moving in for the kill was 
dangerous when the prey was a woolly mam-
moth or rhinoceros. Humans, on the other 
hand, could not hunt nearly as well, but with 
thrown spears could kill far more efficiently, 
and could strip more meat off dead animals 
quickly. The end result was more food, an in-
crease in protein, for both predator groups. 
The effect of this lethal partnership was to 
cause what biologists call a “crash,” which led 
to the extinctions of the competing species.

The sample size underpinning such 
dramatic claims is small. Yet what is 
missing is also significant. There are no 

Neanderthal sites yet found that contain canid 
remains. For whatever reason, it appears that 
Neanderthals did not, or could not, partner 
with wolf-dogs—if they even existed then—
or any type of wolves. On the other hand, a 
stunning find from a Homo sapiens site in the 
Czech Republic yielded a fossilized wolf-dog 
skull with what appears to be a piece of mam-
moth bone ceremoniously inserted into its 
mouth. More significantly, new discoveries of 
what Shipman calls “megasites,” containing 
the remains of dozens of mammoths, indicate 
that far larger groups of animals were slaugh-
tered and processed by early humans than 
ever were by Neanderthals. And those sites 
have been found to include wolf-dogs’ remains, 
though not with the telltale marks of having 
been butchered themselves.

Of course, what happened those millennia 
ago will never be known for sure. Yet Shipman 
proposes that a combination of climatic change, 
a cooling of the Eurasian landmass 39,000 years 
ago, and the loss of food sources for Neander-
thals reduced their habitable areas. Less able 
than humans to adapt to such sudden changes 
in their environment, the Neanderthals even-
tually succumbed. They were not hunted out 

of existence or absorbed into the early human 
population, though some interbreeding did oc-
cur. They were losers in a much larger altera-
tion in Eurasia’s ecosystem that transformed 
the late Pleistocene era. Wolf-dogs may have 
emerged after the Neanderthals vanished, but 
they appear almost certainly to have been part 
of the broader spread of early humans.

Can the triumph of Homo sapiens truly be 
laid at the paws of man’s best friend? Early hu-
mans were already more adaptable and more 
intelligent than any hominin before them, but 
intense competition for food against a series 
of fearsome predators meant that they would 
have to fight every step of their way up the 
ecosystem ladder. Without the advantages 
of canid partners, humans might not have 
spread so quickly, nor extinguished so many 
competitors, meaning that human settlement 
in the succeeding Holocene era, considered to 
have begun 11,700 years ago, might have been 
both slower and more sporadic.

What is missing in the paleoan-
thropological record is an under-
standing of how the Homo sapi-

ens-Canis lupus mechanism actually worked. 
Obviously, over long periods of time, those 
canids that were unable to assimilate to the 
partnership—too violent to be domesticated 
or too inefficient to be hunters—were bred 
out of the wolf-dog population. That was the 
evolutionary road to pacification and eventu-
ally to the dogs we know today. Such cull-
ing continues in urban and rural areas alike, 
making modern humans canine breeders and 
domesticators similar to their prehistoric an-
cestors. But back in the Pleistocene, how were 
dogs, which were still largely wild, actually 
used in the hunt?

Here, Shipman advances a bolder, ulti-
mately unprovable hypothesis: the whites of 
early human eyes allowed for nonverbal com-
munication, as the direction of the human 
gaze could be followed by observers. Noting 
that modern dogs readily follow their mas-
ters’ gaze, unlike other canids and even apes, 
Shipman proposes that wolf-dogs might have 
been able to pick up on directional clues from 
humans, adding some efficiency to the hunt. 
At the same time, though, she writes that old-
fashioned brutality might also have helped 
tame wolf-dogs into living tools, noting the 
number of injured fossil skulls of proto-dogs 
found at human sites. 

The biological framework adopted by Ship-
man has some fervent partisans. Although 
she is careful except in a few instances not to 
extrapolate too much from the nature of our 
distant ancestors to contemporary human 
behavior, her argument about the invasive na-
ture and lethality of Homo sapiens shades into 

current debates over the destruction wrought 
on nature by man. She starts and ends her 
book with a call for us to reflect on our impact 
on the planet; but radical environmentalists 
will no doubt want to press further, seeking a 
scientifically based justification for their con-
demnation of human society.

It might thus be better to conceive of hu-
mans not as an invasive species—after all, we 
are talking about every living being’s desire to 
survive—but rather as a particularly successful 
competitive species. “Competition biology” is 
therefore a better conceptual framework than 
invasion biology, and describes more accurately 
the interplay within an ecosystem that is find-
ing its equilibrium. It also provides more insight 
into the human-dog partnership, by stressing 
the unique aspect of two apex competitors 
joining forces, and almost wholly by volition on 
both parts, as far as we can speculate.

Thus, shipman’s book ends with the 
story’s real beginning. The Invaders 
provides tantalizing glimpses into the 

biological triumph of man, but also illumi-
nates his subsequent development. Rewriting 
human evolution as a story of man and dog 
partnered on every continent, through every 
age, in every society, ultimately must cause 
us to rethink our definition of being human. 
Men and dogs may well have been lethally de-
structive, but to focus on the losses inflicted 
by their partnership is to ignore everything it 
subsequently made possible. It may not be hy-
perbole to say that dogs made us human, that 
they did not merely make possible our sur-
vival, as important as that was, but provided 
a significant part of the security that allowed 
civilization itself to arise, whether in the Nile 
Delta, where pictures of dogs are incised along 
with hieroglyphics, or in later empires on the 
Eurasian landmass. Those achievements, in 
turn, provided the fertile ground for the flour-
ishing of human culture’s arts and sciences. 

Even today, untold thousands of dogs still 
serve in working roles that make possible ev-
erything from herding to war fighting. In part 
because of the labor always undertaken by dogs, 
at some point in the recent past, no more than 
a few hundred years ago, we decided to make 
our partners into pets, from living tools to “an-
imal companions.” Yet in their genes they still 
carry the encoding that drives them to protect 
us, and to form an emotional attachment that 
secures what they need to survive better than 
they can on their own. In the process, they re-
mind us of the first partnership that enabled 
our ancestors to thrive on the slow, arduous 
journey out of the cave and into the sunlight.

Michael Auslin is a resident scholar at the Amer-
ican Enterprise Institute.
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Book Review by James R. Stoner, Jr.

Magna Carta and Us
Magna Carta, by David Carpenter. 
Penguin Classics, 624 pages, $25

Magna Carta: A Very Short Introduction, edited by Nicholas Vincent. 
Oxford University Press, 136 pages, $11.95

Magna Carta: The Foundation of Freedom, 1215–2015, by Nicholas Vincent. 
Third Millennium Publishing, 192 pages, $75 (cloth), $39.95 (paper)

Magna Carta: Muse and Mentor, edited by Randy J. Holland. 
Thomson Reuters, in association with the Library of Congress, 336 pages, $69

Magna Carta and the Rule of Law, by David Barstow Magraw, Andrea Martinez, and Roy E. Brownell II. 
American Bar Association, 474 pages, $39.95

June 2015 marked the 800th anniver-
sary of the signing of England’s Magna 
Carta. To many Americans, the consid-

erations justifying its disregard form a long 
list. Unlike the Declaration of Independence, 
there is nothing explicitly philosophical about 
it: no propositions about human nature, natu-
ral law, or natural rights; no first principles of 
political life; no account of the ends of human 
association; and hardly even any legal prin-
ciples visible to American eyes without strain-
ing. Unlike our Constitution—in effect for 
226 years with only a few clauses repealed or 
defunct, and a mere 27 amendments—Mag-
na Carta is generally said to have only three 
clauses that are still good law in England.

To be sure, the English celebrated its 
birthday with great pageantry. But then, 
they had celebrated the disgraced Richard 
III three months previously when they re-
buried his bones in Leicester Cathedral. The 
circumstances of Magna Carta’s origin—not 
a gathering of representatives of the people 
or a social contract among social equals, but 
a sort of peace treaty among king, bishops, 
barons, and knights—hardly resonate in 
America, a nation lacking a pre-democratic 
age.

And what would history prove, anyway, to 
modern men of any nation who look to sci-
ence and the present rather than the past for 
wisdom and authority? 

Nevertheless, the anniversary 
has called forth numerous volumes 
of scholarship and commemoration; 

and there is quite a bit of consensus these days 
about Magna Carta’s history and its continu-
ing importance. Long before 1215 the English 
king swore an oath at his coronation to keep 
the laws and do justice. As the late historian 
J.C. Holt noted in his classic Magna Carta 
(1965), when Henry I ascended to the throne 
in 1100, he introduced an elaborate corona-
tion charter, which detailed some of the laws 
and liberties he swore to preserve. When, af-
ter continued exactions of money and the loss 
of most of his domains in France, King John’s 
relations with his bishops and barons deterio-
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rated, the 1100 charter served as a template 
for demands that the king live up to his pre-
decessors’ commitments. Over the course of 
several months in late 1214 and early 1215, 
a series of similar documents was produced, 
interpreted by historians as drafts for nego-
tiation between rebel barons and the king’s 
advisors. Finally, somewhere between June 15 
and June 19, John and the nobles, meeting at 
Runnymede near London, produced a com-
mon text. During the following days, copies 
were made, sealed, and sent to the various 
counties of the realm, where they were read 
and often deposited for safekeeping in ab-
beys or cathedrals. This Charter of June 1215, 
written in Latin in what were later counted as 
63 paragraphs or “chapters,” is the one whose 
anniversary we now mark.

But the story is much longer, and 
stranger. Within a few months, claim-
ing he had signed the pact under duress, 

King John appealed to Pope Innocent III—
who had previously excommunicated him 
but then received him back into the Church 
in 1213—and got the Charter declared null 
and void. At this point, war between John 
and his barons broke out, the latter inviting 
Prince Louis, heir to the French throne, to 
come to London with his forces and join the 
fight. John fought the rebels for a year before 
his death (of natural causes) in October 1216.

With the blessing of the papal legate, the 
king’s loyal counselors, many of whom had 
been named as advisors in the 1215 Charter, 
then reissued Magna Carta in the name of the 
new king Henry III, who was only nine years 
old. Because this gesture of reconciliation 
quelled the rebellion, the French withdrew. 
The Charter was reissued in 1217, now along-
side a separate, shorter charter concerning the 
law of the king’s forest. This “Magna Carta”—
given that name for the first time, presumably 
because it was greater in length than the For-
est Charter—was shorter than the 1215 ver-
sion, including only 37 chapters, mostly taken 
from before. Its most notable omission was 
the lengthy security clause, which had formed 
a committee of 25 barons to hold the king ac-
countable, a mechanism that collapsed into 
the renewed rebellion. Henry III reissued 
Magna Carta in 1225 upon turning 18. This 
fourth version was eventually placed at the 
head of the English statute book—one says 

“eventually” because there was as yet no regu-
lar English parliament and so no modern stat-
utes, both developing later in the 13th century. 

Magna Carta was reissued in 1297, ap-
parently in the presence of a parliament, and 
thereafter a tradition emerged among English 
kings of confirming Magna Carta but not re-

issuing it. The establishment of Magna Carta, 
then, was a process taking 82 years, spanning 
what are often called the High Middle Ages, 
the period that saw the great cathedrals of 
Notre Dame and Chartres completed, Thom-
as Aquinas laboring at his famous theological 
corpus, and Marco Polo voyaging to China.

Among the books published in ad-
vance of the 800th anniversary, David 
Carpenter’s Magna Carta is the most 

thorough and detailed. A professor of medi-
eval history at King’s College, London, Car-
penter is like a tour guide who wants to tell us 
everything he knows about Magna Carta and 
its world. He discusses and compares the four 
versions, and helpfully reprints the Charter 
on facing pages in the original Latin and his 
own English translation.

His immersion in the past does not pre-
clude some unfortunate presentism. Car-
penter’s first page informs us that Magna 
Carta discriminated against both peasants 
and women, inviting readers to feel both edi-
fied and proud that 21st-century sensibilities 
are more democratic than the 13th century’s. 
His discussion of the era’s social life is rich 
and informative, however. By the end of the 
book he shows that the widows of aristocratic 
husbands, the subject of some of its earliest 
clauses, did indeed benefit greatly and imme-
diately from Magna Carta. I’ve never seen a 
more patient summary of all the era’s different 
English offices and courts, the different ranks 
of nobles, and the different kinds of taxes. 

Carpenter portrays John as a monarch who 
mostly continued the policies of his father, 
Henry II, but, being somewhat more assertive 
about taxation and a great deal less competent 
at warfare, earned the contempt of his people, 
who united against him. Though immersed in 
the details of the road to Runnymede, among 
other things, Carpenter nevertheless gets the 
big picture: 

The Charter’s impact in the thirteenth 
century was actually very great. Its ar-
rival does mark a “before” and “after” 
in English history.… The king was 
now subject to the law. This idea had, 
of course, a long pedigree, but now its 
truth was proved in a document of un-
impeachable authority and overwhelm-
ing fame.

Nicholas Vincent’s Magna Carta: A Very 
Short Introduction, honors its subtitle’s prom-
ise: in only 109 pages of text, it offers insights 
not available elsewhere. Vincent pays careful 
attention to the Church’s role in setting the 
stage for Runnymede, negotiating the docu-
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caught the sly British wit that included a big 
color picture at the chapter’s start of President 
Obama signing an order on his second full day 
in office ordering the closure of Guantanamo: 
A new King John!

Magna Carta: Muse and Mentor, likewise 
an edited collection of essays on glossy paper, 
was published earlier this year in conjunction 
with an exhibit at the Library of Congress. 
The treatment is eclectic, if not eccentric: the 
authors discuss Magna Carta in the diction-
ary, at the 1939 New York World’s Fair, in a 
John Philip Sousa march, and in a Jay-Z al-
bum. There are also, however, fine chapters 
on the document’s legal effect in its time; its 
reception in America; and its appearance 
in, and later disappearance from, American 
state constitutions. An essay on trial by jury 
sets the record straight: Coke and Blackstone 
mistakenly thought it was a right secured by 
Magna Carta. In fact, it had more to do with 
Pope Innocent III’s Fourth Council of the 
Lateran, also in 1215. A chapter on taxation 
shows how King John’s abuse of it led directly 
to the Charter. The contributions are uneven, 
though the reflection on religion and the 
Charter is good.

Since the time of Coke, Magna Carta has 
always belonged in a special way to the law-
yers, and the American Bar Association did 
not overlook the anniversary, issuing a vol-
ume portentously titled Magna Carta and 
the Rule of Law. If you don’t like depending 
on the internet for documents, its appendi-
ces are splendid: the Coronation Charter of 
Henry I; the Articles of the Barons, a list of 
demands given to John; the versions of 1215, 
1216, 1217, and 1225; even the papal bull an-
nulling the original. Except for a few articles 
at the outset, the authors write on contem-
porary topics with reference to Magna Carta. 
Even when competently done, as on execu-
tive power or habeas corpus, they strain a bit 
to find the connection between contempo-
rary issues and old law. There is a fascinating 
essay on canon law and its influence on 13th-
century legal developments. A somewhat 
eccentric piece on religious liberty—which 
begins with the ancient Buddhist Emperor 
Ashoka—is worth reading, if only for its at-
tention to the Jews, to whom Magna Carta 
is decidedly less than magnanimous, and 
to the changed meaning of religious liberty 
since 1215. 

Taking these books all together—
they constitute only a sample of what is 
being published for the anniversary—is 

there a way of garnering something valuable for 
our own time by reflecting on the meaning of 
Magna Carta? Five observations are in order.
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tographs of castles and cathedrals, royal seals 
and coins, and documents reproduced so finely 
that one can often read the Latin script. Other 
scholars’ chapters concern its subsequent im-
portance—including its role in the late Mid-
dle Ages, as a “liberty document” from Coke 
to William Blackstone, in America, and in 
the 19th century. Although the historians of-
ten show wisdom and equanimity discussing 
the past, Foundation of Freedom unfortunately 
turns shrill when considering the present and 
future: its concluding chapter, written by a 
human rights jurist, focuses mostly on the 
sins of the United States in the fight against 
Islamic terrorism. Did readers really need to 
be lectured about the hooded figure from Abu 
Ghraib, without mention that those respon-
sible for the outrage have long ago been tried 
and convicted? But I forgave even that once I 

ment, and then dealing with its consequences. 
A fine map of the Angevin Empire, the Eng-
lish kings’ holdings in France, makes clear at 
a glance a geopolitical reality modern readers 
accustomed to nation-states find incongru-
ous. Vincent also goes beyond Carpenter in a 
chapter that notes Sir Edward Coke’s widely 
acknowledged revival of Magna Carta in the 
17th century, then its use as a “totem” in sub-
sequent waves of British reform, even as most 
of its specific clauses were repealed.

Vincent repeats part of his tale 
in his magnificent, edited coffee-table 
book, Magna Carta: The Foundation of 

Freedom, 1215–2015, discussing early English 
law and the story of Magna Carta through 
1297. Worth the price are the illustrations: 
details from illuminated manuscripts, pho-
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First, Magna Carta stands at the headwaters 
of Anglo-American constitutionalism, but pays 
homage to the specific traditions it inherited 
and acknowledges tradition in general as a form 
of law and liberty. The Charter rarely innovates. 
Rather, it promises to restore, often to the time 
of John’s father, Henry II. The famous clause 
that promises not to condemn any free man 
except by the judgment of his peers or the 
law of the land supposes that law already in 
existence. In April 1215 John had first allowed 
London to elect its own mayor, but there is no 
mention of this innovation in Magna Carta, 
wherein the citizens of London are promised 
their “ancient liberties” and “free customs.” 
This reproduces the distinctive attitude of 
common law, always taking tradition as a 
baseline, always looking for precedents, always 
presuming—albeit rebuttably—the wisdom 
of the law that had been handed down. What 
could be more different from the suppositions 
held today by many lawyers and most law 
professors? They treat the fact that a rule is 
traditional as a presumption against it, an 
indication of prejudice rather than of wisdom 
born of experience.

Second, Magna Carta’s law appears along-
side recognition of the independent author-
ity of religion—the “freedom of the Church,” 
promised in the first chapter. Stephen Lang-
ton, the Archbishop of Canterbury from 1207 
to 1228, was an important Biblical scholar, re-
sponsible for the modern division of the Bible 
into chapters. He had helped revive Henry I’s 
coronation charter, may have authored parts of 
Magna Carta itself, and is thought to have been 
critical to its negotiation. Langton advised the 
king, whose first aim in issuing the Charter is 
announced as “the salvation of our soul, and 
the souls of all our ancestors and heirs,” adding 
that he acts “unto the honour of God and the 
advancement of his Holy Church,” and only 
then for “amendment of our realm.”

Whatever else might be said 
about the differences across the 
ages on the matter of religion, the 

responsibility of the king expressed in Magna 
Carta is not only to the realm but also to God 
and the Church. At the same time, however, 
secular rights and political powers are dis-
cussed without religious dictation. That the 
Christian Church, free of the state, establish-
es the basic aims of society and inculcates its 
basic virtues was probably taken for granted 
by most of those who made Magna Carta. 
Nor would it have been forgotten by contem-

poraneous readers that John’s father had pro-
voked, though later repented, the murder of 
his friend and Langton’s predecessor in the 
see of Canterbury, Thomas Becket.

Third, law is often treated today as autono-
mous, enforceable by judges without reference 
to the political will that animated its mak-
ing and enforcement. Magna Carta, though 
forced on John by his barons and reissued by 
his successors for political purposes, neverthe-
less pays homage to the king’s authority as the 
source of law. It takes the form, after all, of a 
royal grant, even in versions confirmed in Par-
liament. By its terms, the king promises not 
to break old customs or otherwise transgress 
the law. Much of his prerogative remains un-
touched, however, and his affirmative respon-
sibilities to keep the peace and ensure justice 
remain clear. Magna Carta is an eminently 
practical document, written by and addressed 
to practical men who exercise authority in the 
world of affairs. Justice ought to inform their 
exercise of judgment, but it cannot replace it. 
Justice is a virtue, not a system. 

Fourth, the king has authority, but he 
rightly rules with the assent of his subjects. As 
expressed in the final chapter of the 1215 orig-
inal, both king and barons swear to observe 
all things in the Charter “in good faith and 
without evil subtlety.” The Charter is given by 
the king, but witnessed by the realm. This is 
not yet the world of Thomas Hobbes and John 
Locke, where authority comes exclusively from 
consent, “there being no obligation on any man 
which ariseth not from some act of his own,” as 
Hobbes put it. Instead, authority flows from 
God to the king, under the watchful eye of the 
Church. The authoritative ends that law serves 
are written in the book of nature.

Still, as in Aristotle, what distinguishes a 
king from a tyrant is that the former rules 
with, and the latter without, his subjects’ as-
sent. Rule and law are based in reason, but 
all men have some part in reason and so can 
be rightly ruled only through their reason. 
One does not yet find in Magna Carta the 
promise that new law will be made only in 
Parliament, nor that there will be no taxa-
tion without representation. But the seeds 
are there, both in the making of Magna Car-
ta and in its 12th chapter: “No scutage or 
aid [two kinds of taxes] shall be imposed in 
our kingdom, unless by the general council 
of our kingdom.” John himself complained 
to the pope that his assent had been coerced, 
but with the reissues by his heirs, that point 
became moot.

Finally, magna carta, like the com-
mon law as a whole, leaves room for 
change and improvement. Although 

basic liberties are promised to the Church, 
the barons, and to all free men forever, there 
is no fiction that all the laws are sacred or that 
they descend directly from the Almighty. The 
Charter is the king’s grant, and much of what 
it grants is English custom. The common 
law courts, for example, extending the king’s 
law throughout the realm and often displac-
ing the manor courts of the great lords, had 
been established only in the reign of Henry 
II, a half-century before. Even if the law they 
applied was held to be immemorial, the run 
of the king’s writs was relatively new, and the 
role of judges and juries in enforcing them was 
still being developed. 

Thus, the praise of tradition was not the 
antithesis of innovation. Every tradition has 
a beginning, clear in retrospect if not at the 
time. Indeed, both tradition and innovation 
had the same principle, namely the authority 
of reason. Tradition embodied the past dis-
coveries of reason, while innovation reflected 
the judgment of reason concerning what 
needs to change. Precisely when traditions 
can be adjusted and corrected, and bad cus-
toms abandoned, may we reasonably presume 
that tradition transmits what is good, not 
simply what is old.

Eight hundred years was the lifespan of 
Sparta, which for many in the classical world 
was the model republic, evidence of human 
legislation’s capacity to discipline the unruli-
ness of human nature by teaching men vir-
tue and devotion to the common good. Our 
constitutionalism was formed by a different 
sensibility—devoted to learning and open to 
charity as well as courage, dedicated to liberty 
in the individual as well as in the state—and 
the heritage of Magna Carta is only a part of 
it. Nevertheless, to note that Magna Carta 
has achieved the lifespan of the laws of Lycur-
gus is to recognize a great achievement. There 
were, after all, various other charters made in 
the same era on the European continent, all 
now long forgotten. But it is also a sober re-
minder: our liberties are as mortal as our lives, 
and will be preserved only if they are under-
stood, honored, and loved.

James R. Stoner, Jr., is professor of political sci-
ence at Louisiana State University, and author 
of Common-Law Liberty: Rethinking Amer-
ican Constitutionalism (University Press of 
Kansas).
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Book Review by Robert K. Faulkner
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This is a quietly authoritative 
book that establishes a quite radical 
thesis. And it has good maps.

 Robert Middlekauff concentrates on the 
well-worn topic of George Washington as 
general of the Americans during the Revo-
lutionary War. But his briskly judicious his-
tory sheds new light. Middlekauff ’s Wash-
ington is more than the ingenious military 
commander who contrives with sketchy 
forces to throw off the imperial master. This 
Washington is formative for the revolution-
aries themselves. He is the defining embodi-
ment of their enlightened cause amidst the 
divisions and doubts at home. Washington’s 
Revolution is then theme as well as title: 
the great man in effect shaped the Revolu-
tion. The direction and limits of his gener-
alship were in good part self-imposed. His 

“thought…amounted to a form of constitu-
tionalism.” Middlekauff ’s engagingly inquir-
ing narrative of particulars can reward schol-
ars as well as a broader audience, even if, at 
the end, it becomes a bit fuzzy as to just what 
Washington was fighting for. 

Robert Middlekauff is emeritus professor at 
Berkeley and a former director of the Hunting-
ton Library. He is that singular type, a histo-
rian distinguished in his profession who seems 
free of both historicist reductionism and post-
modern guilt and cynicism. His full-fledged 
scholarly history of the Revolution pronounced 
it The Glorious Cause (1982), expressly shun-
ning irony. Benjamin Franklin and His Enemies 
(1996) disdained the fashionable distaste for 
Franklin as but effusions of a “period of slack,” 
that is, of an era that “celebrates the liberated 
spirit—and flesh—not the disciplined mind.” 
Now Middlekauff shows the very disciplined 
Washington to be greater than we knew.

This book of history is a lesson 
in politics. Middlekauff explores “the 
making of a leader” while following 

Washington’s development from Virginian, to 
American, to “Citizen of the World.” His is 
not “contextual” history, occupied with exter-
nal influences, for Washington was of “enor-
mous importance” to the Revolution’s course 
and outcome. In arguing this thesis Middle-

kauff draws profitably from original letters and 
documents. He is not preoccupied with other 
scholars (more confrontations would be useful), 
he disdains big theories of historical causation, 
and he acknowledges Washington’s occasional 
errors. The result is a stream of sensible, digest-
ed, and intellectually lively judgments. Some 
biographers would pump up human interest 
in a marble statue by tales of loves, riches, and 
hunger for land. Middlekauff touches such af-
fairs easily enough, but he, like Washington, 
concentrates on the grander aims and accom-
plishments. He brings out Washington’s actual 
great motions. No statue, this. There is drama 
enough in a seminal revolutionary who is a par-
tisan of enlightenment, victor over the world’s 
greatest empire, and gentleman-general who 
infused his fierceness with fairness and honor. 
We see resolve, audacity, and dedication, yes, 
but husbanded shrewdly and without despotic 
purges, terror, or dictatorship of the righteous 
or of the leader himself. 

Washington arose amidst the lesser Vir-
ginia tobacco-growing gentry and had to 
make his way, although eventually much fa-
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vored by relatives, friends, and marriage. One 
sees seeds of the resolute general and army-
builder in the spirited young Virginia officer 
and then the enterprising expander of a run-
down plantation. Washington had become 
the leading soldier of Virginia; he gained 
experience (and made mistakes) while con-
fronting French and Indians to the West be-
fore turning, at age 22, in some disgust, from 
soldiering to running a plantation. The early 
efforts were accompanied by frequent quar-
rels with his superiors, both colonial gover-
nors and imperial generals. Washington in-
sisted on what his tasks required, although 
adequate men and supplies were rarely forth-
coming. He insisted, too, on what was due 
his officers and himself, including rank and 
pay equivalent to offices of the empire. That, 
too, was not forthcoming. He had finally 
quit in order to take up a life of private inde-
pendence. Should one criticize him for “am-
bition for the status that appointment in the 
British army would bring, and occasionally 
an impatience,” as Middlekauff does once? 
Or does that miss the magnanimous pride 
that Middlekauff usually discerns? Wash-
ington’s pride was an unbending determina-
tion to be genuinely superior, that is, to be 
honorable in action, deserving of his honors, 
aware of his worth, and fearless in claiming 
what his accomplishments and his worth de-
served. Although he reentered military duty 
within a year when General Edward Brad-
dock arrived with a newly energized British 
force, it was on his own terms, as gentleman 
volunteer and advisor without pay. If he soon 
reaccepted command, it was of all Virginia’s 
forces. Washington’s proud independence 
upheld what he thought right against all 
comers, including conventional superiors, 
until, perhaps the colonies’ foremost soldier 
at 27, he returned again to private life. 

As a planter, washington restored 
Mount Vernon, administered his new 
wife’s distant plantations, and aggres-

sively enlarged his lands. Middlekauff brings 
out the remarkable “powers of organization” 
in private life that foreshadowed the revamp-
ings of a ramshackle Revolutionary army. 
He brings out, too, Washington’s intensely 
scientific brand of agriculture. He system-
atically experimented with combinations of 
soils, composts, seeds, and plants, in order to 
decide what the home plantation should grow. 
Accordingly, he was early and unusual in re-
placing tobacco with wheat. An indefatigable 
correspondent, he spread his findings among 
friends and neighbors. The warrior and plant-
er led in applying natural science as well as 
civil science.
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Middlekauff is thoughtful, if 
not fully successful, in clarifying 
just what Washington fought for. 

He sees the importance of Washington’s “vi-
sion,” and he ties the defining opinions about 
rights and politics to a principled constitu-
tionalism, not, as in The Glorious Cause, to a 
Protestant past. But this he identifies with an 

“old constitutionalism,” commonly accepted, 
that somehow spread in Washington’s mind 
with his struggles for the nation. Washington 
himself, however, saw the nation as blessed 
not by hazy visions and old customs, but by 
an “epoch,” as he said in a circular letter to 
the governors, “when the rights of mankind 
were better understood” and the “collected 
wisdom” of philosophers and sages might 
be “happily applied in the establishment of 
our forms of government.” How could an old 
Anglo-American convention breed the “Citi-
zen of the great republic of humanity at large” 
that he elsewhere proclaims himself? Mid-
dlekauff doubts that Washington was such an 
enlightened rationalist. He calls Washington 
a patron of justice, but not of equality: he 
stood for rights and mobility, but not natu-
ral rights, individualism, or democracy. But 
Washington in one of his general orders to 
the army spoke of protecting “the rights of 
humane nature, and establishing an Asylum 
for the poor and oppressed of all nations and 
religions.” From the start of his command 
he enforced freedom of religion, perhaps the 
crucial modern individual right. Nor was he 
the conventional slaveholder that Middle-
kauff describes. Even before the war this 
planter thought slavery unjust: a letter quot-
ed by Middlekauff distinguishes free and just 
government by consent from our merely “ar-
bitrary” rule over “blacks.” And while Wash-
ington was no patron of simple democracy, 
he promoted the effective popular self-gov-
ernment that mixed “free and equal” popu-
lar representation in the legislature with a 
strong executive. Accordingly, Washington 
could lead and inspire a democratic move-
ment, or at least a liberal, constitutional, and 
popular movement. 

Robert Middlekauff has written a mor-
ally generous and politically shrewd account 
of how constitutional, revolutionary, para-
doxical, and politically formative was Gen-
eral George Washington, even before his two 
terms as president. 

Robert K. Faulkner is research professor of politi-
cal science at Boston College and the author, most 
recently, of The Case for Greatness: Honor-
able Ambition and Its Critics (Yale University 
Press).

whole came close to “catastrophic collapse.” 
In 1781 the Pennsylvania Line mutinied and, 
with their (reasonable) demands, marched 
on Congress. In 1783 there was projected a 
much more dangerous mutiny of the officer 
corps generally, also to march on Congress. 
It was Washington alone whose Newburgh 
Address turned the officers around. The 
meaning of the Revolution was at stake, to-
gether with “the rights of humanity,” “your 
own sacred honor,” and “the National char-
acter of America.” 

In effect, more or less, Washington be-
came the country’s decisive government as 
well as the army’s soul. Apart from the army, 
Middlekauff notes, there was hardly a coun-
try. There was neither one society nor real 
government: hardly a national capital, no ex-
ecutive, no supreme court, and no supreme 
legislature. The Continental Congress was 
the divided representatives of the separate 
states. The states themselves were commonly 
stingy and erratic in anteing up men, pay, and 
provisions for the common cause. The states 
varied in loyalty with the armies’ progress or 
retreat. It was the fierce little Christmastime 

That such a spirited, rich gentleman should 
step forward early in the revolutionary crisis, 
despite being “a patriarch” in “a patriarchal 
society” and dependent on British brokers, 
comes as no surprise in Middlekauff ’s tell-
ing. Washington repeatedly clashed with the 
brokers, and he immediately suspected the 
new revenue taxes as but parts of a political 
plot. The oppression of Boston after the Tea 
Party confirmed his suspicions. He saw and 
felt that the right of Americans to govern 
themselves was at stake. Washington helped 
draft non-importation agreements, voted for 
various protests, helped draw up the Fairfax 
Resolves, which insisted on popular govern-
ment by laws through consent of representa-
tives, and served in the first and second Con-
tinental Congresses. In the second, after first 
appearing in civilian dress, and being much 
recognized for his prowess and wealth, he 
then appeared in military uniform. To re-
fuse to be commander of the Revolutionary 
army, he wrote his wife, “would have reflect-
ed dishonor upon myself ” and “given pain to 
my friends.”

Middlekauff’s theme amidst the 
instructive particulars is the de-
pendence of both army and po-

litical support upon Washington’s forceful 
shaping. Some trace the Revolution’s success 
to democratic spirit. But when Washington 
joined the army around Boston in 1775 he 
found the militias “nasty, dirty, and disobe-
dient,” completely dependent on the diverse 
states, and subject to short and variable en-
listments. Throughout the war he saw his 
army as composed of “comers and goers.” He 
had constantly to locate replacements—to 
beg Congress and the states for soldiers and 
for the pay, clothing, and provisions that 
might get men to join and then to remain. It 
is true, of course, that an officer corps helped 
sustain the Revolution. But Washington 
shaped that corps. He found in Boston a 

“rag-tag” group of officers, some elected by 
the soldiers, many appointed by the states, 
and most subject to the envy and suspicion 
of democratic legislatures. More than 50 of-
ficers were court-martialed in his first five 
months as commander. What Washington 
sought was a separate “caste” of officers, a 
class treated and paid like “gentlemen” of 
honor. He pressed the states and Congress 
for such pay and treatment, then pressed for 
back pay, and then, with little forthcoming, 
pressed for at least some pay when the army 
was dissolved. This too was not forthcoming. 
At Valley Forge, in winter 1777-78, 200 to 
300 officers had resigned, and the army as a 

victories at Trenton and Princeton (1776-
77) that encouraged New Jersey to switch 
back from loyalist to revolutionary. Indeed, 
as Middlekauff puts it, Washington fought 
there “to preserve the public’s faith in the 
Revolution,” not only in the Mid-Atlantic 
states but all over America. The army was 
the chief force of national government and to 
a decisive extent the definer of the one coun-
try. Middlekauff is wise to call Washington’s 
political thinking itself “a form of constitu-
tionalism.” As general he was reluctant to 
expand his powers, he deferred to Congress 
even as he pressed it, he refrained as much as 
possible from seizing supplies even as Con-
gress in its impotence authorized seizures, 
he refused indignantly this or that invitation 
from a fellow officer that he himself seize 
power. At war’s end he laid down his gener-
alship and retired from public life. Congress 
then honored him for always deferring to 
the civil power—Thomas Jefferson’s formu-
lation—even when, one could say, it hardly 
existed. 

Washington’s pride 
was an unbending 
determination to 

be honorable.
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Book Review by Michael Nelson

Four-Horse Parlay
The Quartet: Orchestrating the Second American Revolution, 1783–1789, by Joseph J. Ellis.

Alfred A. Knopf, 320 pages, $27.95

I don’t qualify as a trekkie, but one 
episode of the original Star Trek series 
stands out vividly in my memory. In stan-

dard fashion, Captain Kirk and his crew land 
on a strange planet. They fall into the hands 
of a violent, primitive tribe ruled by brutal 
shamans whose power is grounded in their 
command of the sacred chant, “Ee’d Plebni-
sta.” The tribesmen do not know what these 
words mean, but by the end of the hour we 
do: they are a bastardized version of “We the 
People.” Evidently this tribe once lived under 
the U.S. Constitution—maybe it began as an 
American space colony—but over time it lost 
all knowledge of what freedom and self-gov-
ernment are. The words were sacred but had 
become meaningless.

We’re a little like that, aren’t we? (That was 
the moral of every Star Trek episode.) Foreign 
visitors often are astonished by how much 
Americans revere the Constitution. Yet study 
after study reveals how little we know about 
what is in it. The Constitution is like the Bible 
in that way: the word of God, of course, but 
who was Saul again? 

This combination of reverence and igno-
rance seems paradoxical but actually is per-
versely logical. Our veneration of the Consti-
tution is part of the reason we know so little 
about it. We put it—and its authors—on so 
high a pedestal, at such a great remove from 
ourselves, that we don’t even try to bridge the 
gap with knowledge and understanding. And, 

it’s worth noting, those who demonize the 
Constitution and the framers make the same 
mistake, knowing little but certain that the 
document must be awful because it was writ-
ten not by demigods but by rich white male 
slaveholders.

Part of veneration, as well as of 
demonization, is a sense of inevitabil-
ity. Of course a constitutional conven-

tion was held in 1787—who could stop it? Of 
course the convention succeeded in producing 
a plan of government. Of course the plan was 
ratified by the states. Of course it has endured. 

None of this is true, and Mount Holyoke 
historian Joseph J. Ellis is hardly the first to 
write an account of the events surrounding the 
adoption of the Constitution that reminds us 
so. Nor is The Quartet the best of those books. 
That honor goes, in my judgment, to the 
smart, literate, and original Decision in Phila-
delphia: The Constitutional Convention of 1787 
(1986), by the historians Christopher Collier 
and James Lincoln Collier. Others may have 
their own favorites: Max Farrand, Catherine 
Drinker Bowen, Clinton Rossiter, and Rich-
ard Beeman also wrote fine accounts of the 
Constitution’s origins. 

None of these authors would quarrel with 
Ellis that the making of the Constitution 
was “the most creative and consequential 
act of political leadership in American his-
tory.” And each has told essentially the same 

story—namely, that the chain of events that 
led to the Constitution’s enactment was the 
equivalent of winning a four-horse parlay by 
betting against the favorite (no convention, no 
agreement, no ratification, and no lasting suc-
cess) in every race. 

The Constitutional Convention did not 
just happen in the natural course of things. 
It convened less than a year after a much less 
ambitious gathering in Annapolis—called 
to discuss lowering trade barriers between 
the states—failed even to attract a quorum. 
The convention did not move steadily and 
ineluctably toward agreement on a proposed 
constitution. Two months into the conclave, 
George Washington fumed in a letter that “I 
almost despair of seeing a favorable issue to 
the proceedings.” Nor was ratification the 
smart money bet. As Ellis points out, a switch 
of six votes at the Virginia ratifying conven-
tion almost certainly would have triggered 
a four-state chain of rejections, including in 
New York.

The value of Ellis’s book, in addition to its 
graceful prose and sure command of the peri-
od, is that it tells this story yet again to a nation 
that may have heard it but still hasn’t gotten 
the main point, which is that the orchestrators 
of the long, uphill sequence of events that led 
to enactment—call them framers, founders, 
or even Founding Fathers—were, in the best 
sense of the word, scholar-politicians. Almost 
to a one, they were widely read and deeply 
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thoughtful about political philosophy. They 
also were richly experienced in war, politics, 
and government. Of the 55 convention del-
egates, Ellis records, “[t]hirty-five had served 
as officers in the Continental Army, and forty-
two had served in the Continental or Confed-
eration Congress.” The modern distinction 
between academics who reflect about politics 
and politicians who practice it had no place 
among them. Politics at its best entailed both 
intense study of the public good and the messy, 
complicated process of working to achieve as 
much of it as possible.

Most books about the founding 
focus on the convention itself. But 
in many ways the preconvention 

campaign to call the gathering into being 
and persuade respected, experienced leaders 
to attend, and the postconvention campaign 
to persuade the states to ratify, illustrate this 
brand of politics at its best. To his credit, Ellis 
devotes nearly nine tenths of his short book to 
the individuals and events that brought about 
the convention and then, once it was over, se-
cured the Constitution’s ratification.

The status quo in the mid-1780s—13 inde-
pendent sovereign states and a weak national 
government—was unsatisfactory to, among 
others, the four members of Ellis’s quartet of 
leading figures: James Madison, Alexander 
Hamilton, John Jay, and Washington. Each 
of them, Ellis argues, had his own particular 
frustration with life under the self-described 

“league of friendship” (not government) cre-
ated by the Articles of Confederation. 

Madison thought the state governments 
created after independence had succumbed 
to the tyranny of their majorities, especially 
borrowers who didn’t want to pay their debts. 
Hamilton hated that the spirit of national 
unity, which had been essential to victory over 
the British, had faded. Unlike many other 
leaders in the revolutionary cause, Hamilton 
was an immigrant whose heart lay not with 
New York, his state of residence, but with his 
adopted nation. Jay understood how vulner-
able the borders of the western empire he had 
negotiated away from Great Britain in the 
Treaty of Paris—these newly acquired lands 
larger than England, France, and Spain com-
bined, Ellis notes—were to foreign invasion, 
especially from Great Britain. And Washing-
ton, who saw in the west the nation’s future 
prosperity and greatness, feared that the re-
gion would never be developed because no na-
tional authority could stop the eastern states 
from squabbling over who owned it.

But for many others, including leading 
patriots such as Patrick Henry and Samuel 
Adams, the Articles were preferable to any 

likely alternative. Some states were doing 
fine, including New York, which was able to 
impose tariffs on goods passing through its 
port to and from neighboring New Jersey and 
Connecticut (which, consequently were doing 
poorly). Local attachments were strong. As El-
lis points out, most Americans led “local lives.” 
Having just overthrown one powerful govern-
ment that was “distant and disconnected from 
their local and state interests,” they were reluc-
tant to create a homegrown Leviathan. 

Beyond parochial attachments, if most po-
litical thinkers not named Madison knew one 
thing, it was that Montesquieu was right: the 
need for a close connection between the peo-
ple and their representatives meant that only 
small states could remain republican. The case-
closed argument as far as they were concerned 
was that every large country in all of human 
history had been despotic. Madison’s response 
was to pose a different dare: name one confed-
eration that has not degenerated into a bunch 
of small, constantly warring states. This was a 
more politically persuasive contention at that 
moment than the brilliant but more abstract 

“extend the sphere” brief he presented after the 
convention in The Federalist.

With the forces for and against 
creating an effective national gov-
ernment so evenly balanced, how 

did Ellis’s quartet—especially Madison and 
Hamilton—engineer the calling of the con-
vention? Partly by deploying the time-tested 
political strategy of taking advantage of propi-
tious events. Even as the Annapolis Conven-
tion was collapsing in early September 1786, 
a band of Revolutionary War veterans led by 
Daniel Shays was forcibly preventing courts 
in western Massachusetts from meeting to is-
sue foreclosure orders on their small farms. It 
was a small rebellion, easily put down by the 
state militia, but rumors spread across the 
country that Shays’s force numbered as many 
as 40,000 (about 20 times its actual size). 

Madison fanned the flames among his fel-
low members of the Confederation Congress, 
claiming that “there is good reason to believe 
that the rebels are secretly stimulated by Brit-
ish influence.” Arguing the need for a “Genl. 
Government as will be able to restore health 
to any diseased part of the federal body,” he 
persuaded Congress to adopt Hamilton’s 
proposal for a convention of delegates from 
all the states to meet in May 1787. Shrewdly, 
he lowballed their true agenda, which was 
to convene a gathering that would scrap the 
Articles and start from scratch. All Madison 
asked Congress to approve was a convention 

“for the sole and express purpose” of suggest-
ing amendments to the Articles. 

The challenge then became to persuade 
likeminded state leaders to seek election as 
delegates. Happily for Madison and Hamil-
ton, Ellis observes, “most of the opponents of 
reform had decided to boycott the convention” 
on the assumption that it would turn out to 
be another Annapolis-style great big nothing, 
especially if they chose not to attend. 

The key to getting supporters of reform to 
come to Philadelphia was to persuade Wash-
ington to serve as a delegate from Virginia. 
Washington, whose presence would be an at-
tendance magnet, was reluctant. To universal 
applause he had left his farm 12 years before, 
led his people to victory in what Ellis calls 
the First American Revolution, and then re-
turned home to pick up his plow. Ending the 
story there had made Washington the much 
adored American Cincinnatus. 

Reentering public life risked failure or, still 
worse, a sullied reputation as a perennial pow-
er-seeker. Besides, Washington was as per-
sonally content as he was disturbed by Shays’s 
Rebellion and the ongoing risk of losing the 
west. Less than eloquent on most subjects, he 
waxed poetic when it came to “gliding down 
the stream of life” and basking in “the shade 
of retirement” at Mount Vernon. But his fel-
low Virginian Madison, his wartime protégé 
Hamilton, and the respected diplomat Jay, 
courted Washington relentlessly, eventually 
persuading him that unless an effective cen-
tral government was formed, all the fruits of 
his victory in the Revolution would be lost to 
wars among the states, culminating in reoccu-
pation by the British. 

Led by washington, an all-star 
cast of delegates gathered in Philadel-
phia in May. They found themselves 

in surprising and near-immediate agreement 
that the Articles had to be ditched and “a 
national government ought to be established 
consisting of a supreme Executive, Legislative 
& Judiciary.” (One ingredient of the Articles’ 
weakness was the lack of all but the legisla-
tive.) Weeks of grand oratory and straightfor-
ward deal-cutting ensued, but much of it con-
cerned how power should be allocated within 
the new government between large states and 
small states, free states and slave states, states 
in general and the national government, and 
so on. Although these disputes and others 
took four months to work through, in every 
instance the delegates reached agreement.

The ratification process—Ellis’s other big 
subject—required as much astute political 
thinking and adroit political maneuvering 
as the previous stages. This was no easy task. 
The convention had deliberated in secret. No 
one outside the building knew that they were 
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writing a whole new plan of government un-
til—surprise!—they unveiled it on Septem-
ber 17. Shrewdly, the proposed Constitution 
offered its own rules for ratification, specify-
ing that if conventions in just nine states (not 
legislatures in all 13) approved the new plan 
it would take effect. Even so, all those anti-
reform state politicians who had sat out the 
convention were not about to make the same 
mistake when it came to ratification.

How did the Federalists—as the advocates 
of ratification called themselves—pull it off? 
By steamrolling ratification in favorably dis-
posed states (three in December alone) to cre-
ate a sense of inevitability. By sharing informa-
tion about how the campaign for ratification 
was going in their states, with Mount Vernon 
serving as their de facto war room. (So state-
centered were the “Anti-Federalists”—a nice 
bit of opposition branding by the Federalists—
that they generally didn’t communicate with 
each other across state lines.) By providing a 
rich well of arguments for Federalists around 
the country in the form of newspaper articles 
by Hamilton, Madison, and Jay, writing under 
the name “Publius.” By nodding sagely when 
people said they assumed that Washington 
surely would be willing to serve as the first 
president. (He did, but it took another round 
of wooing.) And by persuading state conven-

tions that wanted to alter the Constitution to 
offer their proposals in the form of suggestions, 
not conditions. Chief among these were ideas 
for amendments comprising a bill of rights.

Ellis is surefooted in his treatment of all 
but the last of these considerations. In his 
view the convention failed to enumerate rights 
because “the delegates in Philadelphia were 
thoroughly exhausted…and by September 
they wanted to go home.” Surely that’s part 
of the explanation, but he is wrong to dismiss 
Madison’s substantive concerns about includ-
ing a bill of rights in the Constitution. One 
reason was that once you start listing rights, 
what does that say about rights that aren’t 
on the list? Does the right, say, to travel dis-
appear if it’s not there in black and white? A 
second was that the declarations of rights in 
the various state constitutions, including Vir-
ginia’s, had been toothless when “opposed to 
a popular current.” Finally, Madison argued, 
the Constitution created a government of 
enumerated powers and elaborate checks and 
balances. What could possibly tempt such a 
well-designed government to abuse rights?

In the end, Madison and the other Fed-
eralists did during ratification what they 
had done all along: they acknowledged that 
politics at its best involves taking into ac-
count the opinions of those with whom one 

disagrees. The promise went forth to the 
remaining, reluctant states: ratify the Con-
stitution and a bill of rights will be the new 
government’s first order of business. A smart 
political leader’s word is his bond. In the 
First Congress, Madison not only supported 
but took the lead in the process that added 
the first ten amendments. 

As important players in the government 
they had brought about, Representative (then 
Secretary of State, then President) Madison, 
Secretary of the Treasury Hamilton, Chief 
Justice of the United States (then Governor 
of New York) Jay, and President Washington 
cashed their winning tickets on the four-horse 
parlay that secured the Constitution. They 
then devoted the proceeds to making the new 
system of government work. We owe it to 
them—and ourselves—to develop an under-
standing of the Constitution and its origins 
that goes deeper than “Ee’d Plebnista.”

Michael Nelson is the Fulmer Professor of Politi-
cal Science at Rhodes College and the author of 
Resilient America: Electing Nixon in 1968, 
Channeling Dissent, and Dividing Govern-
ment (University Press of Kansas), which won the 
American Political Science Association’s Richard 
E. Neustadt Award for best book on the presiden-
cy and executive politics published in 2014.
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Book Review by Joseph Tartakovsky

In Madison’s Shade
James Madison: A Life Reconsidered, by Lynne Cheney.

Viking, 576 pages, $36 (cloth), $18 (paper)

Becoming Madison: The Extraordinary Origins of the Least Likely Founding Father, by Michael Signer. 
PublicAffairs, 384 pages, $28.99

Madison’s Gift: Five Partnerships That Built America, by David O. Stewart. 
Simon & Schuster, 432 pages, $28

On a warm saturday some years 
ago, visiting Montpelier, the lush 
2,650-acre Virginia plantation once 

owned by James Madison, I sat under a mas-
sive oak that caretakers learned was planted by 
the man himself. That memory fits with the 
way three new biographies describe our fourth 
president: as a generous man, mindful of pos-
terity, who laid the seeds of something sturdy, 
spreading, and great, nursed it in its perilous 
early days, then took little credit for the pleas-
ing shade it would cast over the next seven gen-
erations. Such was the life of James Madison, 
Planter of the Constitution. 

Lynne Cheney, the author or co-author of 
12 previous books and wife of a former vice 
president, offers in James Madison: A Life 
Reconsidered a straightforward biography of 
Madison’s 50-year public career, hagiographic 
in places but comprehensive, capable, and well 
paced. Michael Signer, a lawyer-scholar who 
once ran for Virginia lieutenant governor, is a 
better stylist, and in Becoming Madison he fo-

cuses on Madison’s education and statesman-
ship up to Virginia’s ratifying convention in 
1788. David O. Stewart, also a lawyer turned 
historian who has written well-received books 
on the 1787 Constitutional Convention and 
Aaron Burr, displays in Madison’s Gift the rich-
est factual command of the era. Each author 
begins with the premise that Madison has 
been neglected. I think Madison, who seemed 
indifferent to fame, would consider the six 
new biographies of him published in the last 
four years attention enough—each available, I 
trust, in the Library of Congress’s James Mad-
ison Memorial Building—but if anyone wants 
to get up a subscription to name another state 
capital or Manhattan sporting arena after the 
neglected founder, I’ll be the first to donate. 

Cheney, Signer, and Stewart also agree 
that Madison’s gift was a patient, self-assured, 
and almost reluctant legislative wizardry. In 
the Virginia State Assembly in 1785 a fellow 
lawmaker, observing Madison carry 36 of his 
bills in three weeks, marveled that he had “by 

means perfectly constitutional become almost 
a Dictator.” His obsessive preparation and se-
date discipline made him shine two years later 
at the Philadelphia Convention, where his ste-
nography and speechmaking helped produce 
not only the Constitution but the immortal 
records of the debate over it. He drove himself 
tirelessly—finishing college a year early, dash-
ing off 22 Federalist essays in 40 days, scrib-
bling nightly by candlelight as secretary of state. 
Whereas Presidents John Adams and Thomas 
Jefferson prosecuted opposition journalists 
who did little more than annoy, President Mad-
ison met with equanimity and good cheer the 
quite real sedition of New Englanders, some of 
whose militias refused to fight in 1812, even as 
Jefferson, his hotheaded ally of 40 years, urged 
his successor to employ “hemp [i.e., nooses] 
and confiscation.” Madison was for eight years 
the bookworm-in-chief, once declining Euro-
pean travel because it would “break in upon a 
course of reading which if I neglect now I shall 
probably never resume.” And still a visitor to 
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that Madison’s mother ordered “Royal Pow-
der” and “sal armoniac,” known epilepsy treat-
ments, and a reference Madison made in an au-
tobiographical account to his “sudden attacks, 
somewhat resembling epilepsy.” So significant 
does Cheney think this malady that she attri-
butes to it Madison’s youthful religious skepti-
cism: his era blamed “falling sickness” on sa-
tanic possession, but James did not feel himself 
particularly unholy. 

Signer alone dilates on Madison’s edu-
cation. He thinks it crucial that Madi-
son chose the College of New Jersey, now 
Princeton, over William and Mary, where 
planter scions went. Among “free-thinking 
Presbyterians rather than the stuffy Angli-
cans,” Signer writes, Madison encountered 
John Witherspoon, a charismatic immigrant 
whose Scottish Enlightenment anti-authori-
tarianism was so effective that a royal officer 
said Witherspoon’s “poison[ing]” of colle-
giate minds was as disastrous for the empire 
as George Washington’s generalship. With-
erspoon instructed Madison on the separa-
tion of powers and the doctrine that liberty 
was not desirable for moral or metaphysi-
cal reasons but as a spur to riches, learning, 
glory, and other noble pursuits. Signer says 
Madison “took notes furiously” (his book is 
riddled with speculative liberties like this) 
when Witherspoon lectured that good gov-
ernment divides power so that when “every 
[official] draws to his own interest or inclina-
tion,” balance is achieved, a statement echoed 
faintly but unmistakably in The Federalist’s 
assertion that the consolidation of power is 
best thwarted by giving officials “personal 
motives to resist encroachments” by others 
in the government.

Strange, though, that authors who 
complain that Madison’s lessons for the 
living go unrecognized so lightly treat 

(or in Signer’s case, omit entirely) Madison’s 
magnificent speeches in Congress between 
1789 and 1797. In some respects the debates 
in the First Congress are more valuable than 
those at the Convention. The Convention 
notes can be spare, but Madison’s speeches in 
Congress exhibit his measured, masterly rea-
soning, laid out at length, on legal-political 
fights that perpetually recur. Some questions 
he debated were resolved only in later centuries, 
such as whether the Senate’s advice-and-con-
sent power extends not only to appointments 
to office but also to removals from it. (Madi-
son’s view—that it does not—prevailed in a 
1926 Supreme Court decision, Myers v. United 
States.) Recently, House members asserted a 
right to review any treaty negotiated between 
President Obama and the mullahs of Tehran. 
In 1796 Madison gave two speeches on the Jay 

Treaty that spelled out why the House, in his 
view, could not only examine but even refuse to 
implement a treaty that involved House pow-
ers like commerce, naturalization, and war.

Cheney in particular achieves the difficult 
feat of giving Madison too much credit. She 
says he single-handedly “transform[ed] politi-
cal thought” by rejecting Montesquieu’s sup-
posed belief that republics had to be small, 
and seems not to accept that the notion that 
government existed to secure rights, as op-
posed to granting them, was not a Madiso-
nian innovation but the orthodoxy of the age. 
She proclaims Madison and Jefferson the 

“two greatest minds of the eighteenth centu-
ry.” No surprise, then, that for her, and also 
Signer to a lesser extent, John Adams is a rag-
ing, clueless nonentity obsessed with titles. 
Stewart alone recognizes that Adams’s Alien 
and Sedition Acts were less mischievous than 
Jefferson and Madison’s Kentucky and Vir-
ginia Resolutions. The Alien Act never actu-
ally led to deportations, and the Sedition Act, 
though unconstitutional, was nonetheless a 
war measure never designed to outlast the 
Quasi-War crisis. Madison’s Virginia Reso-
lution, by contrast, blessed state “interposi-
tion” between citizens and the feds—a teach-
ing that, unintentionally, animated the next 
generation of states’-righters and required 
Madison, in his eighties, at the end of his 20-
year “retirement,” to write dozens of anxious 
letters and eventually a 9,500-word public 
essay to defuse this explosive “powder under 
the Constitution and the Union.”

There is worse. Alexander Hamilton is por-
trayed as an untrustworthy little Napoleon. 
Only Stewart tries to be fair to the indispens-
able New Yorker, whose improbable ascent and 
unsurpassed superintendence of the nation’s 
finances (and more) really has been forgotten, 
as evidenced recently by the obscene spectacle 
of the Treasury secretary announcing Hamil-
ton’s removal from the $10 bill while standing 
in front of Hamilton’s statue. But even Stew-
art writes that in the early 1790s Hamilton’s 

“tentacles seemed to reach everywhere,” before 
spending a dozen pages writing admiringly of 
the “unquestioned” party dominance of Madi-
son, whose smooth grip on others, just below 
the surface, was actually quite octopine. Madi-
son broke for good with his Federalist co-author 
(who had invited Madison into the venture, by 
the way) over the constitutionality of the Bank 
of the United States, which Hamilton thought 
justified in part to fund an army whose lack of 
steady revenue, he had seen firsthand, led to 
the sight of diseased, hungry patriots march-
ing bootless, bloodying the snow. Thousands 
died in this way. Commander-in-chief Madi-
son found himself unable to borrow and, after 
the Treaty of Ghent, asked Congress to revive 

Montpelier wrote that he expected a “cool re-
served austere man” but found a “sociable, rath-
er jocose” storyteller, with a “quizzical, careless, 
almost waggish bluntness of looks.” 

Madison is not forgotten, but 
aspects of his career deserve more 
renown. One is that instinctive 

moderate’s unwonted militancy during the 
Constitutional Convention in support of a 
plenary congressional veto over state laws. 
This would have worked an immense change 
in our government. Even after two centuries of 
federal aggrandizement, such a power is today 
exerted only indirectly, through Congress’s 
power to “preempt” states from legislating in 
areas like nuclear power or securities regula-
tion. Madison believed this veto so essential 
that when a majority disagreed with him he 
moped that the Constitution would not “ef-
fectually answer its national object.” He en-
tered continental politics in the early 1780s to 
oppose state abuses, especially economic self-
favoritism, and left public life that way, watch-
ing in disgust as South Carolinians in 1830 
claimed a right to “nullify” federal tariff laws 
they disliked (though he had some explaining 
to do about his role in the nullification story).

No American is more closely associated 
than Madison with the Bill of Rights, those 
shimmering mottos of liberty that he endorsed 
in 1789 as not “altogether useless.” He believed 
that the Constitution’s exquisite balances and 
checks were what prevented abuses, but he 
knew that the “nauseous project of amend-
ments” was a concession needed to “kill” Anti-
Federalist calls for a second convention. Mas-
sachusetts, New York, and Virginia all ratified 
by slim margins and only because proponents 
consented to make revisions. Madison himself 
pledged to support amendments before his 
House election in his home state, then com-
prising one-fifth of Americans. He used his 
parliamentary dexterity to discard the 200-
odd proposals that would have altered the 
framework of power, retaining only those with 
the “salutary” effect of instructing Americans 
in rights every schoolchild knew (free speech, 
no unreasonable searches, jury trial in crimi-
nal cases, etc.). He even tried unsuccessfully, 
via amendment, to oblige the states to respect 
the equal rights of their citizens.

So where do Cheney, Signer, and Stewart 
disagree? Madison’s famously fragile health, 
for one. He was slender, pasty, and always 
draped in black. Signer calls him a hypochon-
driac whose “melodramatic” ailment—of-
ten causing him to disappear from public for 
weeks—was “severe anxiety-driven panic at-
tacks.” Cheney’s counter-diagnosis (made after 
consultation with a few M.D.s) is that Madi-
son was an epileptic. Clues include a record 
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Hamilton’s bank. He later also came around to 
Hamilton’s views on the inadequacy of farmer-
musketeers as a substitute for a professional 
fighting force; on the wisdom of the federal 
government assuming state debts; and on the 
futility of Jefferson’s agrarian atavism.

The supposed superiority of the 
rural life is surely the strangest relic of 
Jeffersonian-Madisonian thought to 

survive today. Signer approves it. Cheney even 
calls Hamilton’s preoccupation with industry 

“relentless” when she should have said “far-se-
eing.” For all the Jeffersonian-Republican gripes 
about monetary fluctuation, markets were still 
subject to rational control in ways impossible 
with the frosts, chinch bugs, and flooding that 
seasonally devastated Madison’s wheat or to-
bacco crop. Montpelier slowly sank into debt, 
and Madison, in his seventies and eighties, was 
caught in a cycle of selling land to pay bills (a 
half-million in today’s dollars alone to rescue 
his gambling drunkard stepson Payne Todd)—
which gave Madison less acreage for the next 
season’s haul.

Madison and Jefferson loved the rustic life 
so much because they were not really farmers. 
True, they chose seeds, decreed the use of red 
clover and manure, designed crop rotations—
but it was slaves out in the heat or rain, pre-
paring soil, running the oxen, gathering the 
yield. James and Dolley had slaves to bring 
them fresh strawberries and Madeira; to cut 
pond ice in winter; to scrub their blouses and 
chop their timber and sweat over their brandy 
still. Madison at one time had as many as 200. 
By all accounts he treated them as well as any 
master. But like Jefferson he faced a choice 
between his principles and a life and comfort 
he enjoyed. Cheney, Signer, and Stewart all 
lament this fact in various ways, and Stew-
art, always the most willing to criticize, calls 
Madison’s apologias on slavery “embarrassing.” 
As late as 1821 Madison still excused slavery 
as a British imposition.

At Montpelier I also noticed that unlike 
at Jefferson’s Monticello, 30 miles away, slave 
cabins were a stone’s throw from the big house. 

“He would have heard the sounds of slave chil-
dren playing,” writes Cheney. An old friend 
of Madison, Edward Coles, told the aged ex-
president, nearing his end, that “it would be 
a blot and stigma on your otherwise spotless 
escutcheon, not to restore to your slaves that 
liberty and those rights [of] which you have 
been through life so zealous & able a cham-
pion.” But at that point, it was him or them, 
and he chose his solvency over their liberty.

Joseph Tartakovsky is the James Wilson Fellow 
in Constitutional Law at the Claremont Institute 
and Nevada’s deputy solicitor general.
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Book Review by Gregg L. Frazer

God and Man at Philadelphia
Inventing a Christian America: The Myth of the Religious Founding, by Steven K. Green.

Oxford University Press, 312 pages, $29.95

The american revolution is still 
being fought on many fronts, and the 
United States refounded several times 

each year, as new books explain the real sources 
and real meaning of America’s beginnings. In 
the past decade, dozens of scholarly—and not-
so-scholarly—books have sought to explain, in 
particular, the place of religion in the American 
Founding. Popular writers and self-proclaimed 
historians generally claim that our fathers 
brought forth a Christian nation, while schol-
ars and academic historians contend either 
for a strictly secular founding or for one with 
both religious and secular elements. Inventing 
a Christian America, by Willamette University 
law professor Steven Green, is the latest ambi-
tious effort in this contentious field.

Green looks at a broad time frame (roughly 
180 years) and a wide range of issues. What in-
fluence, if any, did early Puritan settlements a 
century before have on the founding? Can the 
founders’ views on religious liberty, republican 
government, and constitutionalism be traced 
to the Puritans’ idea of covenant? What effect, 
if any, did the Great Awakening in the early 
1700s have on the founding? What role did 

clergymen play in inspiring, justifying, and 
promoting the American Revolution? What 
role did belief in divine Providence play in the 
founding? What religious beliefs can we dis-
cern in the Declaration of Independence and 
the Constitution? 

“Myth,” as Green uses that term in his sub-
title and throughout the book, means simply 

“identity-creating narratives”; he insists that 
such myths are not necessarily untrue. He 
wants merely “to explain how the ideas of 
America’s religious founding and its status as 
a Christian nation became a leading narrative 
about the nation’s collective identity.” Nev-
ertheless, Green treats every element of the 

“myth” as false throughout and tries to prove 
its falsehood at every turn.

The book’s treatment of the early 
colonial period is quite informative and 
well supported, emphasizing the “meld-

ing [of] theological and Enlightenment con-
cepts” as “Puritan-Calvinist patterns and ideas 
informed revolutionary and constitutional 
ideology.” His discussion of the founders’ own 
religious beliefs starts with the same balance 

and nuance, arguing that the “portrayal of the 
founders as religion-despising deists is as in-
accurate as the claim that they were all born-
again Christians.” He even employs the term I 
use in The Religious Beliefs of America’s Founders 
(2012), “theistic rationalism,” and occasionally 
strengthens the “theism” element by making it 
the noun rather than the modifier. Green soon 
abandons any notion, however, that religious in-
fluence “melded” with Enlightenment thought 
or that Christianity “informed” the founders’ 
views. Suddenly, it’s all rationalism and no the-
ism, with any reference to divine Providence—
even in private writings—dismissed as political 
rhetoric. How does Green know the founders’ 
motives and intent? Is there a reason to doubt 
their sincerity? He gives none. Even if we are 
skeptical of public pronouncements, why 
wouldn’t private correspondence, diaries, and 
memoranda reliably convey a person’s beliefs? 
After warning against simply taking religious 
statements at face value and against isolating 
favorable quotes, Green does that very thing in 
support of his own position. 

The author’s negligence only becomes 
worse in his discussion of the major found-
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ing documents. Although he admits that 
there were “few committed deists in Ameri-
ca” (naming three minor characters who had 
nothing to do with any of the founding docu-
ments), Green claims that the Declaration of 
Independence is entirely deistic. The problem 
is that, in drafting the Declaration, Thomas 
Jefferson intentionally used “religiously am-
biguous” language—as Green correctly calls 
it at one point—in order to garner maximum 
support for independence. Everyone, regard-
less of religious preference, can and does read 
his own beliefs into terms like “nature’s God” 
and “created equal.” Even today, Christians 
see Christianity and secularists see secularism. 
Green argues that the Declaration reflected 

“the thought of the day,” which, of course, is 
what Jefferson later maintained. But Green 
assumes without proving (contrary to what 
he argued earlier) that the thought of the day 
was exclusively a product of the Enlighten-
ment. What of Protestant influence and the 
theism that he contends was central to the 
beliefs of those who wrote and approved the 
Declaration? What of Aristotle and Cicero, 
whom Jefferson listed among his influences? 

The book’s final chapter, “The Birth of a 
Myth,” is the most interesting and important 
contribution. Here, Green makes a plausi-
ble, well-argued case for the way the notion 
came about that America was established as 

a Christian nation from the start, and traces 
the myth’s growth and development from 
the early to the mid-1800s. In his telling, 
this narrative was “consciously…constructed 
by the second generation of Americans in 
their quest to forge a national identity.” At 
various critical moments, it was “dusted off” 
and embellished to meet the nation’s needs 
for unity and for a higher purpose. Green 
also identifies some of the myth’s key trans-
mitters and embellishers, concluding with 
Alexis de Tocqueville. Although it isn’t fair 
to review the book I wish Green had written, 
I can’t help thinking that he should have fo-
cused on the myth’s creation, enhancement, 
and transmission, and carried that story to 
the present day. It is uncharted territory that 
needs to be, and could be, explored in a sin-
gle volume of this size. 

One other disappointing aspect 
of Inventing a Christian America is 
Green’s propensity to fall prey to 

some of the same faults he criticizes in oth-
ers—the worst of which is his tendency to 
make broad, sweeping claims without sub-
stantiation or, at least, some qualification. For 
example, he claims that a “majority of the 
delegates [to the Constitutional Convention] 
professed rational or heterodox beliefs,” when 
scholars in fact hardly know anything about 

the beliefs of many of the delegates. He says 
that “a general consensus about the nation’s 
secular foundation existed during the found-
ing period” and that “the Constitution was 
universally seen as a secular document,” but 
provides no evidence except endnotes direct-
ing readers to modern commentators, not 
writings of the time. On the strength of a few 
quotes from 18th-century ministers, he con-
cludes that “people overwhelmingly viewed 
the national government as being founded 
on secular, rational principles, rather than 
on religious ones.” What evidence is there 
that these particular ministers represented 
an “overwhelming” majority of the “people”? 
What’s more, he asserts that “a majority” of 
“the founding generation” opposed using “gov-
ernment to promote [moral virtue] by finan-
cially supporting religion.” How could he pos-
sibly know what a majority of the entire gen-
eration thought about this issue? How would 
one even go about researching that?

Steven Green has written an ambitious 
book that, despite significant limitations, 
manages to break some new ground in the 
study of religion and the American Founding. 

Gregg L. Frazer is professor of history and po-
litical studies at The Master’s College, and the 
author of The Religious Beliefs of America’s 
Founders (University Press of Kansas). 
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Book Review by James H. Hutson

Unmasker Unmasked
Nature’s God: The Heretical Origins of the American Republic, by Matthew Stewart. 

W.W. Norton & Co., 576 pages, $28.95 (cloth), $17.95 (paper)

The author of nature’s god: the 
Heretical Origins of the American Re-
public, Matthew Stewart, will be a 

newcomer to most students of the American 
Founding. Online sites identify him as an 

“American philosopher,” apparently on the 
strength of his having majored in philosophy 
as an undergraduate and graduate student. 
He worked for seven years as a management 
consultant, later writing a book about his 
experiences. He is the author of a volume on 
Descartes and Spinoza as well as of two other 
books. 

Stewart is what John Locke, a major figure 
in his book, once called an “Unmasker.” He 
is exercised over what he describes as a “mis-
informed…shamelessly deceitful” effort of 
Christian historians and apologists, including 
in our own day spokesmen for the “Religious 
Right,” to depict the leaders of the American 
Revolution as “paragons of piety, even min-
iature deities,” thus disguising the truth that 
the founders were deists, who subscribed to 
a potent brand of the doctrine “that teaches 
that God is just another word for Nature”—
hence the title of his book. The founders’ de-
ism, Stewart elaborates, was “functionally 

indistinguishable from what we would now 
call ‘pantheism’; and pantheism is really just 
a pretty word for atheism.” Stewart argues 
that this “essentially atheistic and revolution-
ary aspect of deism” is “central to any credible 
explanation of the revolutionary dimension of 
the American Revolution.” 

Stewart contends that the found-
ers wanted to “bestow upon America 
the blessings of popular deism,” “the 

radical and essentially atheistic philoso-
phy on which the modern liberal state rests.” 
Through the efforts of “radical philosophers 
and their fellow travelers,” otherwise uniden-
tified, whom Stewart regards as the true heirs 
of the founders, “America’s mainstream reli-
gion” has been transformed into “one form or 
another of popular deism, and popular deism 
is just atheism adapted to the limitations of 
the common understanding of things.” The 
United States, Stewart concludes, is a “soci-
ety founded on the principles of atheism,” and 
Americans are “in practice mostly atheists 
now—and for that we should be grateful.”

Stewart’s conclusions may be idiosyncratic, 
but his methodology is not. American scholar-

ship has had plenty of unmaskers. Early in the 
20th century, for example, Charles Beard mar-
shaled evidence purporting to show that, far 
from being disinterested patriots, the founders 
were a band of stockjobbers, moneylenders, and 
land speculators who wrote the Constitution to 
promote, not the general welfare, but their pri-
vate fortunes. Claims that some of the found-
ers rejected orthodox Christian dogma have 
circulated before; in 1830 a British-born writer 
charged that “all the nobler host of worthies, 
who secured this country’s independence…dis-
believed the compound Jewish and Christian 
system, and looked upon its mysteries and mir-
acles as upon nursery tales.” Stewart’s desire 
to spread the truth about Thomas Jefferson’s 
religion adds him to a crowd of earlier writers, 
some of whom like Edwin Gaustad have writ-
ten full-scale religious biographies of the third 
president. Stewart is not the first to call atten-
tion to the existence of deism in the founding 
period. In 2003, Frank Lambert wrote that 
the “significance of…Deism for the birth of the 
American republic…can hardly be overstated.” 
As for finding traces of ancient Roman athe-
ists such as Lucretius in the founding period, 
even in the Declaration of Independence itself, 
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Stephen Greenblatt’s The Swerve (2011) beat 
Stewart to the punch. Finally, Stewart is not 
the first “philosopher” who has analyzed the 
American Revolution. In 1978 Morton White, 
a professor of philosophy at Harvard and now 
a professor emeritus at the Institute for Ad-
vanced Study, investigated the subject.

Stewart’s book, then, has a number 
of things in common with other stud-
ies of the American Founding. There 

is one striking difference, however, one which 
I have never encountered in the literature 
on the founding: a relentless, contemptuous, 
brass-knuckled polemic against religion in 
general and Christianity in particular. Stew-
art plants his standard early in his book: “Re-
formed religion brought carnage to Britain 
and Germany in the seventeenth century and 
madness to America in the eighteenth be-
cause it was a…pathology, not a theory.” Then 
he proceeds to rain down blow after blow on 
religion: “[o]therworldly religion is not a cure 
for nihilism but a symptom of it”; a religious 

“conception of morality” is “a kind of halluci-
nation”; the Enlightenment “overthrows” the 

“ethical delusion of the common religious 
consciousness”; “the fictitious, meddling de-
ity of the religious imagination” is a scandal; 

“religion [is] self-deception”; and, paraphrasing 
Samuel Johnson, “[u]tility…is the last refuge 
of religion.” The Christian God is ridiculed as 
an “interstellar grease monkey”; as a charac-
ter who “must tug on his beard before actually 
rustling up the world.” The Christian concep-
tion of immortality is derided as “a meaty af-
fair. It involves flesh and bones shuffling out 
of graves and reassembling themselves under 
the ferocious gaze of their Maker.” This tor-
rent of derision—and there is more of it in the 
book—seems to indicate that Stewart is at 
home among the “grateful” atheists he finds 
populating present-day America. 

If Stewart is one of this nation’s grateful 
atheists, if he is writing on behalf of soulmates 
whom he describes at the end of his book as 
a “tiny minority” in American society, then he 
is following a familiar strategy of attempting 
to secure for members of a minority a place in 
American history by connecting them to and 
calling attention to their achievements during 
the American Revolution. The question for 
the reviewer, then, becomes one of deciding 
whether Stewart’s book should be considered 
as a brief on behalf of atheism, posing as schol-
arship, or a work which offers a valuable new 
perspective on the American Founding. 

Stewart begins his book by introducing 
two unlikely figures, Vermont’s Revolution-
ary military hero, Ethan Allen, and Thomas 
Young, a peripatetic physician and anti-Brit-

ish agitator, both of whom, Stewart tells us, 
contemporaries called “infidels” and “atheists” 
but also “more accurately, but mostly to the 
same effect—‘deists.’” Stewart weaves mini-
biographies of Allen and Young through the 
book, which in Allen’s case tediously revisits 
the problem of how Allen, an uneducated 
man, could have written the book Reason: 
the Only Oracle of Man, explicating the fine 
points of radical deistical philosophy; Stew-
art presents Young as a principled deist/
atheist, but the proof of this proposition fre-
quently rests on conclusions deduced from 
anonymous publications. Stewart could have 
made a stronger case for his arguments had 
he focused on Elihu Palmer and John Fitch, 
both well-known founding period deists, 
who left behind richer paper trails than ei-
ther Allen or Young. 

After 80 pages with allen and 
Young, Stewart reaches the main event, 
his effort, recapitulating much of the 

account in Greenblatt’s The Swerve, to show 
how the materialist theories of Epicurus, “the 
most famous atheist in history,” reached the 
American Founders and how “the revolution-
ary force” of the Epicurean ideas “persisted 
undiminished.” Stewart is intent on demon-
strating that the founders’ deistic “philosophi-
cal radicalism” was the “foundation” of their 

“revolutionary political project.” His first stab 
at finding a proof for this thesis rests on the 
assertion that Epicurus and his disciples 
were evolutionists along Darwinian lines; so 
was Jefferson, we are told, because one of his 
college teachers knew Darwin’s grandfather. 
Stewart calls Jefferson a Darwinian on “po-
litical,” not “biological” grounds. The only 
way to make sense of this is to assume that 
Stewart means that in politics Jefferson was 
a “social Darwinian,” a fact unknown to Rich-
ard Hofstadter, author of the compendious 
Social Darwinism in American Thought (1992). 
Besides, Darwin was not born until 1809, the 
year Jefferson’s presidency ended.

Stewart’s next effort to link Epicurean 
atheism to the founders’ politics is a section 
on virtue which, he claimed, the founders, 
following the Epicureans, believed to con-
sist in the pursuit of an individual’s “own 
advantage.” The stalwart republicans among 
the founders believed almost the opposite, 
that virtue was personal self-abnegation on 
the public’s behalf; in John Adams’s words, 
a “positive passion for the public good.” An-
other example, offered by Stewart, of the 

“tremendous political impact of the radical 
philosophy” is his assertion that Jefferson’s 
concept of liberty of conscience was “free-
dom from religion.” He does not explain 

how this statement squares with Jeffer-
son’s regular attendance at church services 
in Congress during his tenure as president 
and, as if to give the lie to opponents who 
charged him with hypocrisy, his continued 
attendance, upon retirement, at services in 
the Albemarle County Court House and his 
financial contributions two years before his 
death to the building funds of three different 
denominations of Charlottesville Christians. 
Stewart credits Epicurus’s successors, specif-
ically Thomas Hobbes, with making natural 
right the source of natural rights; what ac-
tually happened, according to Michel Villey 
and Leo Strauss, was that Hobbes nearly 
drove the concept of natural right from po-
litical philosophy. Finally, Stewart applauds 
Thomas Young for inserting in 1776 “checks 
and balances” into the new “atheistic consti-
tution of Pennsylvania,” which, incidentally, 
required officeholders to swear to a belief “in 
one God” and to the “Divine Inspiration” of 
the Old and New Testament: Young’s checks 
and balances were considered useless by the 
leading founders, who espoused a “mixed 
and balanced” government in which an upper 
house checked both the lower house and the 
chief executive, a structural concept which 
originated with Polybius not the Epicureans. 

Stewart might regard these holes 
in his Epicurean thesis as a distraction 
from the principal purpose of his book: 

to sell his readers on a thesis even more novel 
than his excoriation of religion in revolution-
ary America, namely, that a “notorious” Dutch 
atheist, Benedict Spinoza (1632–1677) was 
the inspiration for the “popular deism” which 
the most influential of the American Found-
ers embraced and which amounted to nothing 
less than “the radical and essentially atheistic 
philosophy” for which Spinoza is noted. 

John Locke is the key to Stewart’s thesis. 
Even scholars who respect Locke refer to what 
John Dunn calls his “zest for obfuscation.” 
Stewart parlays this aspect of Locke’s charac-
ter into a mindset which locates him, behind a 
façade as a defender of the Christian faith, as a 
disciple of Spinoza. Stewart repeatedly identi-
fies Spinoza as Locke’s “secret mentor” or “con-
tinental mentor.” Together the two are said to 
have developed a “deeply atheistic proof of a 
God.” Stewart describes Locke as the conduit 
through which Spinoza’s ideas reached the 
American Founders. According to Stewart, 
Thomas Jefferson, an admirer of Locke, helped 
to spread Spinoza’s atheistic gospel in the new 
republic in the process of which he himself 
became “Spinozistic.” The result, Stewart con-
cludes, was that “Spinoza is the principal ar-
chitect of the radical political philosophy that 
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achieves its ultimate expression in the Ameri-
can Republic, and Locke is its acceptable face.” 

How does stewart go about 
proving this remarkable thesis? To 
show that Locke was an atheist, 

coached in the dark side by Spinoza, Stewart 
relies on an unpublished manuscript, “Apple 
and Worm,” sent to Stewart by an admir-
er in the Netherlands. There is a leaven of 
Gnosticism here as Stewart relies on secret 
wisdom conveyed by a secret text—a kind of 
Gospel of Thomas or a Second Treatise to 
the Great Seth. For scholars, such a secret 
document cannot, of course, have any cred-
ibility; they must rely on such evidence as 
Stewart publicly offers to prove a connection 
between Locke and Spinoza. Some of it is 
of the following variety: Locke lived in Am-
sterdam a few years after Spinoza’s death; or 
sentiments from Spinoza’s writings appear 
to agree with sentiments found at various 
places in Locke’s works, e.g., that the ancient 
Hebrews ascribed ordinary events to the in-
tervention of God, that rebellion against ty-
rants was a natural right, and that the rule of 
law was necessary for the public good. Stew-
art then assumes that this limited common-
ality of ideas proves that Locke subscribed 
to all of Spinoza’s sentiments, including his 
religious ones.

Encountering this kind of specious reason-
ing in attempts by opponents to prove that he 
was a Socinian, Locke ridiculed it in his Sec-
ond Vindication of the Reasonableness of Chris-
tianity (1697). “Just as good an Argument” 
against him, he wrote, would be that since “I 
believe Jesus to be a Prophet, and so do the 
Mahometans; therefore I am a Mahometan.” 
A recent example of where this kind of reason-
ing, used by Stewart, can lead is the conclu-
sion of some of Jefferson’s contemporaries that, 
because he owned a copy of the Koran and ap-
peared to agree with some material which it 
contained, he was a “secret Muslim.” An even 
more egregious example of where arguing from 
a commonality of ideas can take us is Jonathan 
Edwards, from his college days an admirer of 
and close student of Locke, Spinoza’s alleged 
devotee. Gerald McDermott, a biographer 
of Edwards, described how Locke “‘liber-
ated’ the young Edwards from his subjuga-
tion to Protestant scholasticism.” McDermott 
goes on to show how Edwards used “Locke’s 
terminology” to describe the nature of ideas. 
Another scholar, the former Yale philosopher 
Miklos Veto asserted that “Locke’s major role” 
in Edwards’s theology was “the metaphysical 

reformation of several doctrines of Christian 
dogma.” But if Locke was merely parroting 
Spinoza’s idea, Edwards, whom Stewart flays 
as the leader of the “lunatic fringe” of Great 
Awakening evangelism, must have been, by 
Stewart’s illogic, an atheist. 

There is a rich literature offering 
a variety of interpretations of Locke 
and different assessments of his rela-

tion to the American Founding. Stewart’s 
book has not benefited from it. He appears 
to believe that every mainstream scholar is 
a fraud. His favorite expression is “the com-
mon view gets the actual history of ideas al-
most exactly backwards” or “the common 
view” about the Enlightenment “amounts to 
a falsification of the history of ideas.” Page 
after page contains explanations of the folly 
of the “common view” or the “common con-
ception.” Here, again, we encounter a whiff of 
Gnosticism which, according to Tobias Chur-
ton, holds that the received view conceals the 
truth and that a text has an “outer sense” for 

“ordinary” people and an “inner sense whose 
dimensions of meaning may be endless.” This 
attitude seems to have contributed to Stew-
art’s creation of a parallel universe in which 
atheists hijacked the American Revolution 
and “the contradictory impulses” of American 
religion today “belatedly converged along the 
path that begins with Spinoza and Jefferson.” 

One more comment needs to be made 
about Stewart’s book; the size of the sample 
he uses to argue that the founders were per-
sonally committed to “popular deism” and to 
spreading it throughout the land. Stewart fo-
cuses on founders who number no more than 
the fingers on the hand: on Jefferson, princi-
pally, then on Adams and Benjamin Franklin, 
and, more marginally, on James Madison and 
George Washington. The first three used at 
times a heterodox vocabulary but they shared 
it with friends who they knew would not betray 
their confidences. They occasionally reached 
out to trusted individuals beyond their inner 
circle but again with confidence in the discre-
tion of their correspondents. In these safe pre-
cincts Jefferson confessed 18 months before 
his death that he was a Unitarian, something 
Adams had admitted to confidantes years ear-
lier. Stewart’s subjects took every precaution 
to conceal their views from the public. They 
had no interest in attracting followers. As Ed-
mund Burke said of earlier English freethink-
ers, Stewart’s tiny knot of founders “never 
acted in corps, or were known as a faction in 
the state, nor presumed to influence in that 

name or character, or for the purposes of such 
a faction, on any of our public concerns.” In 
attempting to make these founders apostles 
of popular deism, rooted in a “radical, crypto-
atheist core philosophy,” Stewart has tried to 
make bricks without straw.

In an afterword, stewart assesses 
the results of the founders’ efforts, as he 
described them, to create a state built on 

popular deism. Undercutting the rationale for 
his book, he confesses that his deists failed ab-
jectly, burdening their posterity with “the con-
nected institution of slavery and supernatural 
religion” (italics mine). From 1800 to the Civil 
War, Americans had a surfeit of supernatural 
religion in the form of the Second Great Awak-
ening, which washed over the nation in wave 
after wave of evangelistic fervor. By 1850 the 
Methodist Church had grown from one thou-
sand members in 1770 to over a million. Other 
evangelical denominations grew in similar pro-
portions, spurred on by religious groups like 
the American Bible Society and the American 
Tract Society, which distributed 32 million 
publications between 1820 and 1850. From 
the Civil War forward American religious ad-
herence increased, pollsters estimate, to some-
thing in the nature of 80% of Americans today.

Faced with these facts, how can Stewart 
assert that religion in the United States to-
day is a form of atheism and that we are now 
mostly atheists? He does this by manipulating 
words, by pinning the term atheist on mem-
bers of any church in the United States which 
appears to subscribe to ecumenical and social 
gospel-like principles. Put another way, Stew-
art contends that anyone in the United States 
today who is not a fundamentalist Christian, 
dreaming of imposing on the country a Bibli-
cal commonwealth, or a fundamentalist Mus-
lim, fantasizing about a nation governed by 
sharia law, is an atheist. To depict the state of 
religion in the United States today in this way 
is a flight from reality.

How should Stewart’s book be classified? 
Should a cataloger assign it to the atheist sec-
tion of the stacks? Or to the Gnostic section? 
Or, a remote possibility, to the philosophy 
section? The book, in my judgment, would 
be most appropriately placed in the fantasy 
section.

James H. Hutson is the author of several books, 
including Church and State in America: The 
First Two Centuries (Cambridge University 
Press) and The Founders on Religion (Princeton 
University Press).
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Book Review by Rémi Brague

Secularism’s Christian Roots
Inventing the Individual: The Origins of Western Liberalism, by Larry Siedentop. 

Belknap Press, 448 pages, $35

Inventing the individual advances 
and adroitly defends the provocative the-
sis that “[s]ecularism is Christianity’s gift 

to the world.” Larry Siedentop, an Ameri-
can scholar of political philosophy who spent 
most of his long academic career at Oxford, 
tells how people who “made history” brought 
about this transformation while seldom re-
alizing what they were doing. For Siedentop, 
who often uses the phrase “almost unwitting-
ly” or words to that effect, historical agents 
have a sort of “innocence.”

Siedentop’s title focuses on the individual, 
and the subtitle mentions liberalism. The 
text emphasizes equality, and pits democ-
racy against aristocracy. Each point deserves 
attention.

First, he defines the term “individualism” as 
“the retreat into a private sphere of family and 
friends at the expense of civic spirit and po-
litical participation.” This is very much Alexis 
de Tocqueville’s view, and almost the wording 
found in one of the most famous chapters of 
Democracy in America. But it is all the more 
surprising that the author sees modernity as 
the shift to “a model [of society] in which the 
individual rather than the family…is the basic 
social unit” (emphasis added). This raises the 
question of the last step towards individual-

ism, in which its Latin root, individuus, gives 
way to its Greek equivalent, atomos. In the ab-
solute atomization of social life, the individual 
repudiates any dependence, including on that 
which makes him possible.

Second, Siedentop states that liberalism 
“preserves Christian ontology without the 
metaphysics of salvation.” If, however, “[t]he 
idea of the incarnation is the root of Chris-
tian egalitarianism,” one wonders what is left 
of Christianity if we drop this “metaphysics.” 
This in turn raises the question of whether a 
liberalism derived from Christian axioms can 
subsist in the long run. 

Third, he tells how “natural inequality” was 
displaced by “moral equality.” The problem, 
however, is that equality can be realized as 
equal liberty, but runs the risk of degenerat-
ing into equal subjugation. What can tip the 
scales in favor of liberty?

The shift in the understanding of natural 
law that produced the idea of individuals’ natu-
ral rights was decisive. “Christian egalitarian-
ism” is defined as the “care of souls,” Sieden-
top writes. Here we see how moral intuitions 
interfere. For the “pagan,” the Socratic and 
Stoic idea of care of souls implied no equality. 
Rather, it was a privilege of philosophers writ-
ing for philosophers. What made the differ-

ence was the “equality of humans in the face of 
their maker,” the “Christian understanding of 
the soul’s relationship to God,” which did away 
with the ancient hierarchic worldview.

Inventing the individual would have 
profited from a broader consideration of 
this point. Islam underlines the ultimate 

loneliness of the individual in front of his 
Judge: “No bearer of burdens shall bear the 
burden of another,” as the Koran puts it. Yet, 
Islam did not develop any secularist or egali-
tarian tendencies.

Fourth, democracy is not just a political 
system but presupposes a whole view of man. 
Christianity brings about several waves of de-
mocratization: of heroism, which begins with 
the martyrs; and of authority, which begins in 
the monastic movement. Siedentop devotes 
a chapter to “the democratizing of reason,” 
which entails a “reconstruction of the self ” 
and “the translation of a moral status into a 
social role.” “‘Reason’ (understood as a faculty 
commanding reality and very unequally dis-
tributed in society) was giving way to ‘reason’ 
(understood as an attribute of individuals who 
are equally moral agents).” 

These four foundational concepts clarify 
Siedentop’s understanding of secularism as 
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the “systematic separation of church and state.” 
More precisely, its “central project” is “the iden-
tification of a sphere resting on the ‘rightful’ 
claims of individual conscience and choice, a 
sphere of individual freedom protected by law.” 
Secularization proceeds as “the separation of a 
private realm from the public sphere.”

Inventing the individual’s greatest 
benefit is that it enlarges our historical ken. 
That is, it disabuses readers of the notion 

that individualism, liberty, and democracy 
begin with John Locke or, at the earliest, the 
Renaissance. Siedentop traces the moral intu-
itions essential to liberalism to the Christian 
message, perhaps even the Hebrew Bible, and 
their systematic formulation back to lawyers 
of the 14th century or even to the Papal Revo-
lution of the 11th century, the allegedly “dark” 
Middle Ages.

This explains the title of Siedentop’s final 
chapter, “Dispensing with the Renaissance.” 
As a polemical category of historiography des-
ignating Europe’s liberation from the shack-
les of the Middle Ages, “the Renaissance” is 
hardly older than the 19th century. In partic-
ular, since Jacob Burckhardt’s The Civilization 
of the Renaissance in Italy (1860), it has been 
received wisdom that the emergence of the in-
dividual took place in the Italian Renaissance. 
Siedentop is right to distinguish “the pursuit 
of ‘individuality’—an aesthetic notion,” from 

“the invention of the individual—a moral no-
tion,” the latter being as old as Christianity’s 
emphasis on the private character of salvation.

He knows full well that his bold 
thesis is sure to antagonize, since it 
pushes back against the anti-clerical 

or even anti-Christian bias in historical writ-
ing that goes back to Edward Gibbon and 
the 18th century. According to Siedentop, 
this negative stance of the higher European 
intelligentsia towards Christianity was itself 
fostered by the Church’s excessive claims to 
control the whole realm of human life.

But this bias has blinded us to the glaring 
fact that modern secularism is not a reversion 
to a pre-Christian era. The ancient world, far 
from being secular, was suffused with aware-
ness of the sacred. We look for religion in 
the wrong place, in the “feelings” of the indi-
vidual. Little wonder that we hardly find it in 
the ancient world, barring some traces in the 
margins. For ancient man, religion belonged 
to the collective realm of the family and the 
public realm of the city. Siedentop repeatedly, 
and correctly, emphasizes the importance of 
the family run by a paterfamilias and centered 
on the altar of the family god. He underlines 
that ancient societies took stark hierarchies 
for granted: masters over slaves, and men over 
women. Their cosmology then reflected those 
social tiers. 

Larry Siedentop exposes a baleful misun-
derstanding between Christianity and secu-
larism, the former failing to acknowledge the 
legitimacy of its offspring, the latter forget-
ting its own origin or, worse, forging a fake 
genealogy that traces to the “pagan” world. In 
a peroration of sorts, he invites both sides to 
examine their conscience by learning a lesson 
in real history. 

Both misinterpretations are excusable, 
though. Advocates of a radical secularism 
dissolve the original moral intuitions of 
Christianity into the excessive claims of the 
Church to control even the secular sphere. 
The Christian (and Muslim, for that mat-
ter) attacks secularism because of its “god-
less” caricatures that make him boil it down 
to “consumerism, materialism and amoral-
ity.” Inventing the Individual would have been 
strengthened by asking where these attitudes 
come from and  offering the genealogy of a 
legitimate kind of secularism alongside the 
genealogy of its perversions.

Rémi Brague is professor emeritus at the Sor-
bonne, the Romano Guardini Chair at the Lud-
wig Maximilian University of Munich, and the 
author of The Legend of the Middle Ages: Phil-
osophical Explorations of Medieval Christian-
ity, Judaism, and Islam (University of Chicago 
Press) and The Law of God: The Philosophical 
History of an Idea (University of Chicago Press).
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Book Review by Douglas Kries

Deep Conscience
Commentary on Thomas Aquinas’s Treatise on Law, by J. Budziszewski.

Cambridge University Press, 520 pages, $110

It is said that on december 6, 1273, 
Thomas Aquinas witnessed a vision, after 
which he simply stopped writing. As a re-

sult, his three-part masterwork, the Summa 
Theologiae, was left unfinished when he died 
three months later. Before his writing sudden-
ly ceased, however, he had already completed 
512 of the quaestiones that make up this influ-
ential classic, each question in turn subdivid-
ed into multiple articuli or articles. Scholars 
poring over the Summa with an eye for politi-
cal and legal matters soon seized upon 19 of 
these questions (qq. 90-108 in the first part 
of the second part of the Summa)—especially 
those eight that treat law in general and the 
natural law in particular (qq. 90-97)—which 
have often been studied in isolation from the 
rest of the work and have come to be known as 
the “Treatise on Law,” though Thomas him-
self never used that title.

J. Budziszewski’s Commentary on Thomas 
Aquinas’s Treatise on Law covers these first 
eight questions on the law. A professor of gov-
ernment and philosophy at the University of 
Texas at Austin and one of the most visible 
advocates of Thomistic natural law work-
ing today, he has as his chief goal “simply to 
explain what St. Thomas means.” Of course, 

as he himself admits in his introduction, he 
is hardly the first to do so. Budziszewski says 
that modern authors who have pursued the 
same task can basically be divided into two 
groups: those proceeding through the man-
ner of “analytic reconstruction” and those 
pursuing “freewheeling thematic discussion.” 
Though acknowledging that each of these two 
approaches has its advantages, he prefers to 
offer instead what he calls an “amplified clas-
sical commentary.” This has the virtue, he 
says, of allowing Thomas himself to speak 

“without static and background noise.” It also 
respects the reader “by allowing him to decide 
for himself, freely and without manipulation, 
whether he agrees.” 

The reader budziszewski has in 
mind is not necessarily a specialist, al-
though he hopes his book will be use-

ful to scholars. He is “resolute that it should 
also be accessible to students, general read-
ers, and other serious amateurs.” The com-
mentary, perhaps unavoidably, is likely at first 
to strike readers of all stripes as somewhat 
unwieldy. The presentation of each question 
begins with a multi-page section that is titled 

“Before Reading Question [X].” Then an Eng-

lish translation of a portion of Thomas’s text 
appears side by side with a rather free para-
phrase by Budziszewski. Then come copious 
notes that are the heart of the commentary. 
Budziszewski, however, does not stop there, 
but provides an online address that will link 
the more curious to a Companion to the Com-
mentary, which consists of more thematic re-
marks on Thomas’s teaching. He describes his 
approach with a folksy analogy: “One might 
say that the ‘Before Reading’ sections prepare 
us to enter the forest; the paraphrase helps us 
walk among the trees; the line-by-line analysis 
helps study each tree closely; and the Compan-
ion helps step back and consider the grove in 
its setting.” 

The text of Thomas upon which Budziszew-
ski comments is the self-proclaimed “liter-
al” translation of the Fathers of the English 
Dominican Province that is now more than 
a century old. It has long been in the public 
domain and is widely available on the inter-
net. To his credit, he not infrequently points 
out in his comments where this translation is 
inaccurate or less than literal, but one won-
ders whether it would not have been better to 
print a corrected, or even new, translation in 
the first place. Budziszewski’s commentary is 
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not likely to impress specialized scholars. He 
usually doesn’t vigorously pursue the ques-
tions emerging from the most opaque or ob-
scure passages in the text; nor does he often 
explain rigorously Thomas’s grappling with 
the various authoritative and non-authorita-
tive sources he employs in his carefully con-
structed articles. Budziszewski’s remarks are 
least helpful when he compares other philo-
sophical authors to Thomas. 

Still, as a work intended for non-
specialists and beginners, it surely has 
its strong points. Budziszewski’s prose 

is direct and engaging, and he is particularly 
good at providing down-to-earth examples 
aimed at simplifying difficult concepts, thus 
rendering the text more accessible to those 
unable to make progress on their own and 
to those who do not have access to a flesh-
and-blood teacher. For scholars who already 
know their way around these eight questions, 
the most interesting part of the commentary 
project is probably the Companion to the Com-
mentary available online. There, Budziszewski 
is more “freewheeling,” writing on topics such 
as “Natural law and natural rights” and “Con-
science, conscience, and conscience.” 

Even in the Companion, though, he doesn’t 
wrestle as mightily as one might like with the 
deepest tensions in Thomas’s treatment of nat-
ural law, and one wonders how successful his 
labors will be if the problems that have beset 
that position—especially in the modern pe-
riod—are not answered thoroughly and com-
pletely. Chief among these is the question of 
the intelligibility of the natural law. Thomas’s 
claim that human beings ought to act in accord 
with the highest demands and longings of their 
nature is an old one, but the originators of that 
position thought that it would take a lifetime 
of study in order to sort out those demands 
and longings, and to identify which were truly 
highest. According to Plato’s famous allegory 
of the cave, only a few human beings ever come 
to know themselves in such a way, for escaping 
from the cave is a difficult undertaking involv-
ing arduous studies. In Thomas’s view, however, 
the fundamentals of the natural law are clear to 
all human beings through a basic part of their 
intellectual powers known as synderesis, or 

“deep conscience,” as Budziszewski terms it. In 
order for natural directives to become natural 
law, they have to be promulgated to everybody, 
and the way the natural law is promulgated is 
through this deep conscience. 

More than a few critics have thought that 
the Thomistic account of natural law places 

more weight upon conscience than it can bear. 
Thomas himself seems to have recognized the 
problem; he replied that it is not the whole of 
the natural law in all of its details that con-
science knows immediately and without fail, 
but only a few very basic and general dic-
tates—the primary and the more immediate 
secondary precepts rather than the more dis-
tant ones. This reply seems plausible at first, 
but if such a trajectory of thought is pressed, 
one would wind up surrendering more and 
more of the ground the Thomistic account of 
conscience had fought so hard to gain. Pre-
sumably a mere handful of abstract directives 
will not be sufficient to get one out of the cave 
anyway, so why defend such a strong theory of 
conscience when the reward is such a paucity 
of precepts? 

In addition to concerns about 
whether natural law is properly promul-
gated through conscience and hence law, 

there are also concerns about whether it is 
properly natural. That is to say, there are a 
number of critics who think that Thomas is 
smuggling concepts from Christian revela-
tion into his treatment of natural law. Indeed, 
in first arguing for the very existence of a 
natural law in question 91, article 2, Thomas 
appeals to Romans 2:14, the famous text in 
which Paul writes, “When the Gentiles, who 
do not have the law by nature, observe the 
prescriptions of the law, they are a law for 
themselves even though they do not have the 
law.” Since Paul does not actually use the 
phrase “natural law,” Thomas also appeals 
to a glossa or standard medieval commentary 
on the passage; the gloss asserts that Paul is 
actually talking about the natural law. Of 
course, just because something is discussed 
in Scripture held by the Church to be holy 
and revealed, it does not follow that that 

“something” could not also be known by un-
graced or natural reason alone. Nevertheless, 
not a few critics have thought that Thomas is 
going too far when he says that there exists 
a natural analogue for the divinely revealed 
Mosaic law, and that  he goes too far precise-
ly because of his faith. 

Curiously, there are reasons to think that 
Thomas himself may have recognized that the 
natural law is not completely independent of  
Christian or Jewish faith, and hence not sim-
ply a natural or purely philosophical concept. 
To begin with, the Summa Theologiae, as the 
title implies, is a work intended for students 
of revealed Christian theology. In his earlier 
Summa contra Gentiles, apparently written es-

pecially against the errors of the Arabic phi-
losophers who employed reason alone, Thom-
as tends to speak of natural right rather than 
natural law. Secondly, in his own commen-
tary on Paul’s Letter to the Romans, Thomas 
clearly says (as Budziszewski notes) that the 
passage from Romans in question may actu-
ally refer not to all Gentiles, but only to those 
who have been regenerated by supernatu-
ral grace. In other words, it may be the case 
that the natural law is written on the hearts 
only of those whose integral or unfallen hu-
man nature has been restored through faith. 
This might go far in explaining why Thomas 
says that some precepts of the natural law are 
known through “reason or faith” or through 

“reason informed by faith” (q. 100, a. 3, ad 1; q. 
104, a. 1, ad 1). 

One also has to consider the 
whole structure of Thomas’s treat-
ment of law in the Summa Theolo-

giae. Only a single question (q. 94) is devoted 
directly to the natural law, whereas the heart 
of the “Treatise on Law” is devoted to the 
Mosaic law (qq. 98-105) and the concluding 
section is devoted to the New Law of Christ 
(qq. 106-108). Given this structure, one has 
to wonder whether the principal function of 
the natural law within the whole of the Trea-
tise on Law is not to provide an interpretive 
framework for the Mosaic law—which is 
what Paul was apparently up to in Romans 
2:14 anyway. Budziszewski is himself aware 
that the Treatise on Law includes not only 
these eight questions but actually 19, and 
he recognizes that Thomas’s treatment of 
the Old and New Laws in the remaining 11 
questions is relevant to understanding what 
he says about natural law. Nevertheless, 
Budziszewski speaks of revealed law only to a 
small degree and primarily in the Companion 
to his main commentary. 

Although such considerations detract from 
this ambitious commentary on Thomas’s first 
eight questions on the law, Budziszewski 
would do well to consider extending his work 
to a second, or even third, volume. This would 
enable his readers to contemplate the whole 
problem of law—both revealed and natural—
as it emerged within the fruitful tension be-
tween faith and reason that marked the politi-
cal thought of the Middle Ages.

Douglas Kries is the Bernard J. Coughlin, S.J., 
Professor of Christian Philosophy at Gonzaga 
University and the author of The Problem of 
Natural Law (Lexington Books). 
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Book Review by Mark Blitz

Future Selves
Eclipse of Man: Human Extinction and the Meaning of Progress, by Charles T. Rubin. 

Encounter Books, 224 pages, $23.99

What concerns charles rubin 
in Eclipse of Man is well conveyed 
by his title. Human beings stand 

on the threshold of a world in which our lives 
and practices may be radically altered, and our 
dominance no longer assured. What began a 
half-millennium ago as a project to reduce our 
burdens threatens to conclude in a realm in 
which we no longer prevail. The original hu-
man subject who was convinced to receive 
technology’s benefits becomes unrecognizable 
once he accepts the benefits, as if birds were 
persuaded to become airplanes. What would 
remain of the original birds? Indeed, we may 
be eclipsed altogether by species we have gen-
erated but which are so unlike us that “we” do 
not exist at all—or persist only as inferior rel-
ics, stuffed for museums. What starts as En-
lightenment ends in permanent night.

Rubin, who is an associate professor of po-
litical science at Duquesne University, does 
not predict the direction of science or the pre-
cise likelihood or degree of the changes—the 
possible extreme result of which I have just 
outlined—but examines instead the moral im-
plications of the future that technology might 

create. To do this he examines various works 
of fact and fiction that consider or display the 
idea “that human progress points toward hu-
man extinction.” He begins with the French 
philosophe Condorcet and then considers fig-
ures who range from the vaguely familiar to 
the largely obscure: Winwood Reade, Fedorov, 
Flammarion, Haldane, Bernal, various search-
ers for extraterrestrial intelligence, Arthur 
C. Clarke, Eric Drexler, Neal Stephenson, 
Edward Bellamy, and several roboticists and 

“singulartarians” such as Hans Moravec and 
Ray Kurzweil. Rubin’s major concern is with 
the contemporary transhumanists (the term 
he chooses to cover a variety of what from his 
standpoint are similar positions) who both 
predict and encourage the overcoming of man. 

His fair, judicious, and critical summa-
ries of the authors he discusses need to be 
read to savor the full flavor of their ambi-
tions and dreams. The overall effect is both 
a tribute to the amazing human imagination 
and a warning about our equally amazing 
hubris. A brief list will enable us to glimpse 
what is worrisome about the hopes of trans-
humanists, and the hopes and fears of their 

predecessors. Perhaps, some believe, we will 
all merge into one giant hive mind. Perhaps, 
think others, we will all be only patterns, ca-
pable of diverse embodiments. Perhaps we 
will be immortal. Or perhaps exponential 
population growth will outrun our ability “to 
spread rapidly enough to obtain the resources 
we need.” Perhaps “active and competent evil” 
will not go away, and we will require defensive 
shields (yet another surprising proof of Ron-
ald Reagan’s wisdom!). Or, as a co-founder of 
the World Transhumanist Association puts 
it, it may be that,

Over the next thousand years or so, the 
biological substrates of suffering will be 
eradicated completely…. Malaise will 
be replaced by the biochemistry of bliss. 
Matter and energy will be sculpted into 
life-loving super-beings animated by 
gradients of well-being...all will share…
a sublime and all-pervasive happiness.

Rubin’s criticisms of the world to which 
these speculations point, and his criticisms 
of those content to eclipse man and eager to 
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Rubin approaches his topic with ad-
mirable thoughtfulness and restraint, 
although one might have wished for a 

somewhat greater degree of systematic exami-
nation. Each alternative that he sketches, none 
of which is inevitable, depends on a view or 
guess about which human characteristics, in 
what form, will remain at any point on the way 
to extinction. The two major issues we will face 
are how those of us who remain will be treated 
along the way toward our replacement, and 
whether the change will be beneficial. If things 
do not happen in a flash, then, I might suggest, 
matters may not differ very much from what 
often happens now as one generation passes 
into another—a combination of respect for 
what has brought one here and occasional ir-
ritation with old ways. Even if things do hap-
pen more or less at once, then why would there 
not also be respect for the parents whose gen-
eration will soon enough die out? If it doesn’t 
die out it will itself be changed. Perhaps there 
will be special issues of transition, or questions 
about those who want to linger forever as the 
retrograde beings we presently are. But it is 
not clear why dealing with such issues need 
pose problems that would be both especially 
novel and especially widespread.

The deeper problem of the merits of any 
changes, including the extreme possibilities 
in which we become largely or completely 
unrecognizable, depends on several elements. 
Our ignorance of these factors, or of how to 
consider them thoughtfully, is one of Rubin’s 
concerns. One question involves the goods or 
perfections that our successors might seek or 
enjoy. Here, I might suggest that these goods 
cannot change as such, although our appre-
ciation of them may. The allure of promises 
for the future is connected to the perfections 
of truth, beauty, and virtue that we currently 
desire. How could one today argue reason-
ably against the greater intelligence, expanded 
artistic talent, or improved health that might 
help us or those we love realize these goods? 
Who would now give up freedom, self-direc-
tion, and self-reflection?

By the same token, how could one argue 
against these for our successor-selves? One 
might say that fuller intelligence, greater tal-
ent, and more comfort will reduce effort. But 
one cannot reasonably separate the worth 
of an effort from the worth of its end. For 
the perfections for which we strive beg to be 
achieved. Would one wish to return to a daily 
struggle for life because security and plenty re-
duce human industry? New balances between 
effort and result might come to exist in the 
future, just as we see today that some results 
without sufficient effort are not worth having 
because they are not the real thing—unearned 
victories, say, or right opinion without under-
standing. In any event, what is good—or the 

get on with it, center on issues that come to a 
head in his final chapter, “The Real Meaning 
of Progress,” in which he discusses three rep-
resentations of the Icarus story, concentrating 
on Bruegel’s famous painting, Landscape with 
the Fall of Icarus.

When appealing to common sense, 
transhumanists promise a better world 
in humanly comprehensible terms. 
However, their own assumptions lead 
them to abandon those promises in fa-
vor of willful change toward incompre-
hensible outcomes. They promise that 
science and technology will provide 
us with more of whatever it is we want 
more of at any given moment…. The 
hitch is that people like us are not going 
to be around to enjoy it. Indeed, we are 
not even supposed to see our elimina-
tion as a cost at all, but as a great benefit.

Although transhumanists believe that they 
encourage progress, their ideas lack the “mor-
al content” that would allow us to see if what 
they advocate is indeed progress or, rather, re-
gress—or worse. 

One reason to expect unfortu-
nate results is that the radical change 
the transhumanists champion would 

disrupt the “familiarity across time” of “lived 
human experience [that] provides the conti-
nuities that ground and shape human life.” It 
is these that enable us to judge when change is 
progress. “Even four millennia before Bruegel 
there was food to grow, there were animals to 
catch or tend, there were goods to trade, and 
there were disobedient children.” At the same 
time, “flaws and limits [also] make the human 
story what it is,” so “[a]nything we actually ac-
complish will be the product of limited and 
flawed creators,” which makes it likely “that 
our creations will…perpetuate those limits 
and imperfections.” Moreover, science and 
technology on their own give us only a “thin” 
understanding of life, and our contemporary 
culture also simplifies excessively: we can no 
longer today distinguish sensibly between 
freedom and willfulness. “A willingness to 
act on the basis of nearly complete moral ig-
norance relative to the central question of 
progress—the question of what would make 
for a better world—is really the only justifica-
tion for the otherwise simplistic desire for the 
eclipse of man. Otherwise, we would surely 
want to adopt more modest expectations for a 
human future.” The advocates of this eclipse 
make “promises that will lead to the demise 
of the goods sought even as they are fulfilled.” 
We thus should not “abandon [human life] 
until we are certain we have understood it and 
appreciated it on its own terms.”

perfections to which we may properly orient 
ourselves—cannot in the last analysis be oblit-
erated. For what other goods can there be? 
These limits do not tell us precisely how our 
future almost-selves will live, but they do clar-
ify the guidelines. The important point will be 
to keep to an understanding of the excellent as 
opposed to the ordinary or harmful.

There are still other limits that 
no promise of transhuman change 
can overcome. These are not only, or 

primarily, mathematical regularities or ap-
parent scientific laws; they involve inevitable 
scarcities or contradictions. Whatever hap-
pens “virtually,” there are only so many actual 
houses on actual beautiful beaches. Honesty 
differs from lying, the loyal and true differ 
from the fickle and untrustworthy, fame and 
power cannot belong both to one or a few and 
to everyone. These limits will set some of the 
direction for the distribution of goods and 
our attachment to them, either to restrain 
competition or to encourage it. They will thus 
also help to organize political life. Regulat-
ing differences of opinion, within appropriate 
freedom, and judging among the things we 
are able to choose will remain necessary.

Nonetheless, even if it is true that what we 
(or any rational being) may properly consider 
to be good is ultimately invariable, and even if 
the other limits I mentioned truly exist, our 
experience of such matters presumably will 
change as many good things become more 
available, and as we alter our experience of 
what is our own—birth, death, locality, and 
the body. Rubin is especially concerned with 
such matters, which have been central in the 
continuities he celebrates. Perhaps I might 
suggest that if one can expect greater equal-
ity in intelligence and talent among our suc-
cessors than exists now, but also a reduced 
need for economic entrepreneurship because 
of greater plenty, then a genuine notion of hu-
man inviolability, or an honest appreciation of 
ethical integrity and equality, and an attach-
ment to something like our liberal democra-
cies, will and should prevail. To say the least, 
none of this is guaranteed. The overall teach-
ing of Charles Rubin’s unusually serious book 
is that we must remember what is good and 
why, so that we do not fall prey to the absurdly 
trivial, to self-destruction, or to venal political 
authority. 

Mark Blitz is the Fletcher Jones Professor of Po-
litical Philosophy and director of the Salvatori 
Center for the Study of Individual Freedom in 
the Modern World  at Claremont McKenna 
College. He is the author of Plato’s Political Phi-
losophy (Johns Hopkins University Press) and 
Duty Bound: Responsibility and American 
Public Life (Rowman & Littlefield).
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Book Review by Alexander Orwin

In the Cave
Teaching Plato in Palestine: Philosophy in a Divided World, by Carlos Fraenkel.

Princeton University Press, 240 pages, $27.95

Carlos fraenkel’s teaching plato 
in Palestine: Philosophy in a Divided 
World takes the reader on a whirlwind 

tour of five cultures, guided by the author’s ef-
forts to teach philosophy in each of them. The 
book passes through Palestinian East Jerusa-
lem, the Indonesian island of Sulawesi, Hasidic 
New York, mostly black northern Brazil, and 
finally a Mohawk reservation extending from 
Ontario to Quebec and New York state. Fraen-
kel has not only taught philosophy in each of 
these unlikely places, but has done careful 
research about them. His book offers a lot of 
information about peoples who are inherently 
interesting and not very familiar to most of us. 
Brazil and Indonesia are diverse, complex coun-
tries almost as populous as the U.S., which are 
usually an afterthought in our daily headlines; 
Hasidic Jews and Mohawks, though geograph-
ically quite close, remain largely mysterious to 
most of their North American neighbors. Of 
all these societies, only Palestine is the recipient 
of 24-hour news coverage, but the world hears 
little about what goes on in its universities.

Fraenkel’s book is not, however, primarily 
a work of ethnography. He seeks above all to 
encourage the study of philosophy, by show-
ing how it responds to the students’ concerns 
in five very different milieus. He lets his stu-

dents voice their concerns, and proceeds to 
show them how Plato, Alfarabi, al-Ghazali, 
Spinoza, or some other philosopher from the 
past might help them grapple with the issues 
they face. His claim that philosophers can 
help us understand questions arising in every 
particular society is hardly new, but it is pre-
sented here in a refreshingly straightforward 
way that should appeal to general readers; 
scholars, meanwhile, might find some useful 
pedagogical ideas in his accounts. 

Fraenkel’s main contention, elab-
orated in his introduction and in a 
substantial concluding chapter, is that 

his pursuit of philosophy across cultures 
has benefitted both his students and himself 
by fostering a culture of debate. The color-
ful classroom experiences he recounts seem 
to confirm this claim. But we never get to 
know any of Fraenkel’s students well enough 
to discern whether their outlook was indeed 
transformed by taking his course, and we do 
not learn what happened to any of them after 
the course, once they returned to their famil-
iar surroundings. Did one of Fraenkel’s best 
Palestinian students, who was apparently a 
member of Hamas at the time of the course, 
moderate his position as a result of his new 

teacher? How did the Indonesian student 
who suffered insomnia as a consequence of 
the questions raised by Fraenkel’s class ulti-
mately resolve his newfound dilemma? Since 
the discussions led by Fraenkel were invari-
ably inconclusive, this question looms particu-
larly large. Perhaps he will visit his students 
again to learn what has become of them, and 
how they remember his course. This might al-
low him to confirm his optimistic view of the 
benefits of teaching and debate. 

There is also some uncertainty about what 
Fraenkel himself learned from his discussions 
and travels. When he first went to Egypt back 
in 2000, Fraenkel was by his own admission a 
somewhat dogmatic atheist, who had failed to 
think through “the secular worldview I grew 
up with.” The Egyptian friends with whom he  
debated proofs for the existence of God jolt-
ed him out of his innocence, but neither side 
seems to have changed its opinion: “I did not 
convert to Islam, nor did my Egyptian friends 
become atheists.” If both parties refused to 
budge from their point of view, did either ben-
efit from the discussion? Perhaps they learned 
to express, or even respect, the other party’s 
point of view, and to grasp certain limitations 
in their own understanding: as Fraenkel puts 
it, he has become a “fallibilist” who acknowl-
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edges that even his own views might be mis-
taken. Yet he continues to present himself as 
a fervent non-believer, who is especially eager 
to raise his own daughter as such. Have his en-
chanting travels and lively debates in strange 
places really transformed his opinions? Or 
have they simply enhanced his capacity to ar-
ticulate opinions he does not share?

Fraenkel champions a “culture of 
debate” and devotes the final section of 
the book to elaborating its virtues. His 

characteristically erudite discussion runs the 
gamut of philosophers from Plato to John 
Rawls, but would benefit at times from greater 
precision. For example, is there a difference be-
tween the culture of debate Fraenkel advocates 
and the ancient notion of “dialectic,” to which 
he occasionally alludes? Dialectic was a precise, 
demanding method of education developed 
by Socrates and Plato and then reformed by       
Aristotle in his Organon, allowing the student 
to work through a great variety of logical argu-
ments and separate the plausible from the im-
plausible. The Islamic and Jewish philosophers 
whom Fraenkel discusses, such as Alfarabi, 
Averroes, and Maimonides, all wrote major 
works distinguishing the five major syllogistic 
methods—demonstration, dialectic, rhetoric, 
sophistry, and poetry—and explaining how 

each should be practiced. Much as Fraenkel 
would like to present dialectic as identical, or 
at least similar, to his own culture of debate, 
the rules of the latter seem comparatively loose. 

His pedagogy seems generally well-suited 
to his audiences, but should it be called philo-
sophic in the Socratic sense? Does it seek to at-
tain philosophic truth, or merely to enrich the 
students’ understanding of the particular con-
ditions of their own cultural horizon? Some of 
Fraenkel’s effectiveness as a teacher stems from 
his ability to remain within the students’ own 
cultural context. In Palestine, he discusses 
Islam, democracy, Israel, and the Iraq war; in 
Indonesia, Islamic syncretism, corruption, and 
Orientalism; in Hasidic New York, Jewish tra-
dition, technology, and the challenge of mod-
ern New York life; in Brazil, Catholicism, race, 
and economic inequality; on the Mohawk res-
ervation, colonialism, gambling, self-govern-
ment, and the relationship between blood ties 
and tribal membership. But does he elevate his 
students from issues peculiar to their own so-
ciety toward a more universal dialectic, or sim-
ply help them better articulate the concerns of 
their own cultural milieu? 

 Fraenkel argues that the main purpose of 
studying philosophy in high school in Brazil is 
to produce better democratic citizens. This is 
a laudable political objective, but is it the goal 

of philosophy? Consider the case of al-Ghazali, 
whom Fraenkel singles out as a model of philo-
sophic skepticism. Having won renown in the 
late 11th century as a teacher for the Seljuk dy-
nasty in Baghdad, al-Ghazali eventually came 
to find his appointment stultifying. He chose 
to abandon family, money, honor, and political 
prestige, for the sake of years of solitary wan-
dering in restless pursuit of knowledge. An-
other of Fraenkel’s models, Benedict Spinoza, 
left his ancestral community to pursue a soli-
tary life of contemplation. Fraenkel does not 
appear to urge his students to undertake such 
pilgrimages, but rather to contribute to their 
societies in more mundane ways. 

Even if the culture of debate that Fraenkel 
wishes to foster is not quite identical to the 

“philosophy” of his title, it remains highly salu-
tary. Few would dispute his claim that learn-
ing to debate political, cultural, and religious 
issues in a more intelligent manner is impor-
tant for both democratic citizens and their 
leaders. And conducting debates, as Carlos 
Fraenkel has, across religious and cultural 
lines does seem to be good for “social peace.” It 
has also resulted in a lively, informative book.

Alexander Orwin is a postdoctoral fellow at 
the Program on Constitutional Government at 
Harvard University.

“...a thoughtful exploration of vocation 
and a compelling view of politics.”

—MARK DOUGLAS, Professor of Christian Ethics, 
Columbia Theological Seminary
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

Full Bloom

The state of the american mind, a 
collection of 16 essays edited by Mark 
Bauerlein and Adam Bellow, boldly 

announces its descent from The Closing of the 
American Mind, which appeared in 1987 and 
made Allan Bloom the world’s most famous 
professor, for an extended run. Even the book 
jacket design of State strikingly imitates that 
of Closing. And the latter advertised at the 
bottom of the front cover the foreword by 
Saul Bellow, who was Bloom’s colleague in the 
Committee on Social Thought at the Univer-
sity of Chicago, the prime instigator of Bloom’s 
un-academic assault on the academic travesty 
of intellectual life, and the father of Adam Bel-
low; Adam for his part studied with the two el-
ders for a year or so, enjoyed lifelong privileged 
access to his father’s mind, and has thrived as 
a writer and editor hospitable to conservative 
causes. Mark Bauerlein, who teaches English 
at Emory University, is best known for his 
2008 book, The Dumbest Generation: How 

the Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and 
Jeopardizes Our Future (Or, Don’t Trust Anyone 
Under 30), which picked up where Bloom left 
off in his critique of American education in 
the age of fatal distraction.

Creed and Country

The first few pages of bauerlein 
and Bellow’s foreword, “America: Have 
We Lost Our Mind?”, place Bloom in 

an authoritative tradition of social and politi-
cal commentary defining the national mind 
and character, including J. Hector St. John 
de Crèvecœur, Alexis de Tocqueville, Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, Benjamin Franklin, Booker 
T. Washington, and Martin Luther King, Jr. 
The American creed they represent upholds 
popular sovereignty, religious liberty, eco-
nomic liberty, mistrust of centralized govern-
ment, “selfless civic virtue” after the manner 
of George Washington, and “independent 

thought and action, thrift and industrious-
ness, delayed gratification and equal opportu-
nity.” Bloom’s book had such an impact, Bau-
erlein and Bellow write, because it “seemed 
to apply to the entire country, not just higher 
education.” The State of the American Mind 
professes to extend Bloom’s critique explicitly 
into various aspects of contemporary Ameri-
can mental life, which invites the reader, in 
turn, to consider how far these critics are 
mindful of Bloom’s intentions, and how much 
that might matter at this point.

E.D. Hirsch, Jr.—whose Cultural Literacy, 
with its list of 5,000 facts or topics a minimal-
ly educated American had better know, rode 
the bestseller lists in 1987 alongside Bloom’s 
monster hit—recapitulates in his lead-off es-
say the essentially economic case for acquiring 
these facts and joining them to the “universal 
principles that formed the United States.” The 
failure to have heeded Hirsch his first time 
around has cost us “our collective nerve” and 
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“increased economic inequality.” His funda-
mental argument is that one needs to know 
something about a subject in order to think 
seriously about it: to disagree with that you 
have to be a licensed educationist, convinced 
of the primacy of “knowing how to think,” for 
which mere facts are negotiable. Hirsch is 
quite sound as far as he goes; yet while Allan 
Bloom joked publicly about being confused 
with him, he sneered privately that such con-
fusion could be possible. After his initial suc-
cess, Hirsch sought cover from certain “liberal 
thinkers” who feared that he “must be advocat-
ing a list of great books that every child in the 
land should be forced to read.” He protested 
demurely in the preface of a later edition that 
no poor schoolchild would have such greatness 
thrust upon her while he was in charge. 

Bloom for his part swore by great books, 
even by Great Books, and taught them in 
masterly fashion. He presented his students 
with minds and souls of a quality they would 
almost certainly never meet outside those 
pages, using writings of genius as levers to up-
root the callow presuppositions of American 
youth. Bloom demonstrated that genuine di-
versity was not based on race or class or gen-
der but was to be found in the collision and 
interplay of the finest intellects at full throttle. 
He insisted on the possibility that invaluable 
truth might reside in works that modern uni-
versity education ignores or treats as quaint 
period pieces at best, and he intimated that a 
higher life was available in the very midst of 
intellectual philistinism and spiritual nullity. 
Not Professor Hirsch’s sort of thing at all. 

Mark Bauerlein studies statistics on vari-
ous facets of intelligence among young people; 
noting that “word and information knowl-
edge” lags far behind the growing power of 
abstract thinking, he advises parents and 
mentors to “spend more time conversing with 
youths, reading the newspaper together, go-
ing on cultural outings, taking walks.” Yet, he 
concludes that this will never happen, so the 
best one can do is to spread the word about 
how dismal the state of youth culture really is. 
Here Bauerlein’s jeremiad approaches in fer-
vor, if not in force, Bloom’s animadversions 
on adolescent sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll. 
But Bloom did hold out the possibility that 
the souls of some spiritually parched under-
graduates might be saved—some few, admit-
tedly, though many are called—and he de-
clared that this is what every serious teacher 
considers his principal vocation.

 Two other essays in the collection stand out 
for their cogency and rhetorical strength. Steve 
Wasserman, a much-traveled editor, now at the 
Yale University Press, mourns the transience 
of the “vast project of cultural uplift” that was 

launched in America after the Second World 
War and that “sought to bring to the wider 
public the best that has been thought and said.” 
Where Wasserman extols the middlebrow cul-
ture that produced Mortimer J. Adler’s Great 
Books, brought opera to Louisville and Far-
go, and introduced Gore Vidal and William 
F. Buckley, Jr., to people who liked to watch 
television, Bloom saw a contemptible simula-
crum of seriousness, a disservice to intellectual 
rigor, and a sop to hyper-egalitarianism. But 
then Bloom in his glory days never passed up 
a chance to talk on television; and as one looks 
back from the current slag heap of popular cul-
ture, the middlebrow has its undeniable appeal 
and is not to be disdained and dismissed. 

R.R. Reno, editor of First Things and a for-
mer theology professor, justly proclaims that 

Moreover, he enjoyed pointing out that Aris-
totle’s moral virtues did not include piety, and 
that in any case intellectual virtue produced 
human happiness superior even to that of the 
man who perfectly embodied the moral vir-
tues: the philosopher’s makaria (blessedness) 
as against the great-souled man’s eudaimonia 
(happiness). Bloom taught that the philoso-
phers have all been atheists, and that they are 
antinomian to a man: defiant of nomos, which 
means custom as enshrined in the explicit and 
implicit assumptions of the political regime, 
the civic religion, the authority of the fathers.

Sublime Longing

So where does bloom fit now? what 
can one say about the state of the uni-
versities almost 30 years after Bloom? 

That it is just as bad as this gathering of crit-
ics finds the general condition of the Ameri-
can mind to be, or even worse: it is all but in-
evitable that a student in the liberal arts will 
come out of college more foolish than he went 
in. For what is still called liberal education, al-
though it is now, more precisely, progressive 
education, has its inspiration in interest group 
grievance, and its end in broadcasting such 
grievance as loudly and widely as possible, 
eventually to determine the law of the land 
and our policy abroad. All the damage said to 
have been done down the years and right up to 
the present moment by racism, homophobia, 
Islamophobia, the big bankers, and the war 
against women fills the aching emptiness of 
the contemporary 18-year-old student’s mind 
with raging compassion, so that he might be 
directed by righteous fury all his days. 

And then there are the hordes of under-
graduate swots and grinds indifferent to men-
tal life except as it pertains to pumping up their 
grade point average, winning admission to a 
top-drawer professional school, and securing 
their rightful place in the upper middle class at 
the very least. Yet they too will absorb enough 
of the ambient campus miasma so that 10 or 
20 years hence, when they are accomplished 
tax attorneys or dermatologists or hedge fund 
wizards, they will proudly cast their vote for 
Michelle as president, because it is time. 

What did Allan Bloom offer to students 
engulfed by such ecstatic destruction on the 
one hand and premature desiccation on the 
other? The higher erotics, as so beautifully 
conceived in Plato’s Symposium and Republic, 
in Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale and The 
Tempest, in Rousseau’s Emile and Julie, or the 
New Héloïse. “Wonder, the source of both po-
etry and philosophy, is [Eros’s] characteristic 
expression,” wrote Bloom. “Eros demands 
daring from its votaries and provides a good 

current American “moral reasoning” serves “an 
Empire of Desire,” and that “an antinomian 
sensibility” rules unimpeded by religious scru-
ple or any other traditional virtue. Reno cites 
more heroes and villains than one can name 
here, but he enlists Aristotle, “less dreamy” 
than Plato, as a philosophic antidote to the 
antinomian. Aristotle understood the need 
for “the disciplining power of cultural norms” 
to shape the virtuous life—though far supe-
rior to the Aristotelian natural virtues are the 
Thomist supernatural virtues of faith, hope, 
and charity, which could stand a revival. Bloom 
for his part had no use for the supernatural 
in general or Thomas Aquinas in particular. 
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reason for it. This longing for completeness is 
the longing for education, and the study of it 
is education.” 

Bloom was unafraid to insist that there 
is an order of rank among even the great-
est thinkers, and while he appreciated the 
philosophic genius of Machiavelli, Rousseau, 
and Nietzsche—intellectual makers of mo-
dernity—the figure he revered above all was 
Socrates, as memorialized by Plato and Xe-
nophon. For Plato’s Socrates, eros finds its 
supreme expression in philosophic friends’ 
thinking the same sublime thought at the 
same time. Man rapt in thought is man at his 
highest, even if knowing what one does not 
know represents the pinnacle of human wis-
dom. To reopen the possibility that classical 
philosophy might present the best life for a 
human being: this is Bloom’s answer to the 
misbegotten American openness that refuses 
to grant credence to such archaic, patriarchal, 
and oppressive ideas as truth, the good, and 
the primacy of reason. 

This invincible confidence of Bloom’s 
that he knew the best way to live stirred 
the wrath not only of liberal professors but 
also of eminent conservative ones, such as 
his colleague the imposing sociologist Ed-
ward Shils, in his time perhaps the leading 
American intellectual expert on intellectu-
als, who derided Bloom’s blinkered certainty 
as the closing of an American mind. Bloom 
acknowledged the power of Shils’s bear-trap 
intellect, but said Shils’s problem was that he 
failed to recognize an intellect superior to his 
own—namely that of Leo Strauss, Bloom’s 
more than estimable teacher, who had seen 
through the fact-value distinction that gov-
erns social science and that Shils could not 
see his way out of. 

A similar rivalry has long existed between 
philosophy and poetry, going back to Aris-
tophanes’ lampooning of Socrates in his play 
The Clouds (423 B.C.). From 1979 to 1992 the 
rivalry played out in the University of Chica-
go seminar room where Bloom and Saul Bel-
low presided together. They were the best of 
friends—Bloom used to joke about the time 
the novelist was once again between wives and 
Saul was married to him—but each was quite 
sure that his particular vocation was supreme, 
and both could get testy about their respec-
tive patents of nobility. Out of his friend’s 
earshot, Bloom professed utmost delight in 
Bellow’s comic gift but deplored his unfortu-
nate infatuation with “half-moralists” such as 
Rudolf Steiner and Owen Barfield: the famed 
novelist of ideas swore by too many daft no-
tions. Bellow for his part spoke of Leo Strauss 
as “a thinking engine,” and intimated that 
the soul has esoteric ways of knowing closed 

to minds such as Strauss’s, or Bloom’s. After 
Bloom’s death in 1992, evidently from AIDS 
contracted in that part of his erotic life that 
philosophy did not penetrate, Bellow waited 
eight years to conceive his memorial tribute to 
Bloom, the novel Ravelstein, a searching study 
of modern Eros as embodied in the thinker 
and the artist who loved him: brilliant, mad-
cap, brave, elegant of mind and inelegant in 
deportment, hilarious and in love with his 
own wit, rejoicing in his unexpected fame 
and wealth, sexually ravenous even as death 
approaches, Bloom is more alive in Bellow’s 
reimagining—the philosopher as a terribly 
flawed human being loved and understood 
by the poet—than he could be in the choicest 
academic Festschrift. 

In his 1974 memorial to Leo Strauss, col-
lected in Giants and Dwarfs (1990), Bloom 
wrote, “The story of a life in which the only 
real events were thoughts is easily told.” The 
story of Bloom’s far more complicated life 
cannot be summed up so readily. Bloom 
would exhort his students to work and then 
work some more, for thinking hard was the 

find Professor Shils’s mind—solid, scholarly, 
honorable, militantly inured against soulful 
transports, demonstratively plain to the point 
of starkness in his writings, pugnaciously 
moralizing in exactly the approved conserva-
tive fashion, stoutly embodying the tradition-
al values of intellectual and citizen—more 
to their taste than Saul Bellow’s or Allan 
Bloom’s. They would highlight this sad truth: 
American culture is so flyblown by now that 
teaching Justin and Jamal to read and write 
and know right from wrong is a far more 
urgent task than reviving Socrates or show-
ing the way to aesthetic bliss. But they would 
miss a sadder truth: Bloom as he understood 
himself does not count for much in the cur-
rent American mental life, except to those for 
whom he has been indispensable.

Politics and Religion

Yet is one right to believe that 
Bloom represented political philosophy 
at its highest reach, and that he spoke 

for the best life possible? During the season 
of Bloom’s irresistible rise and rapturous su-
premacy, and amid the barrage of trivial and 
fatuous abuse sent his way, there was never-
theless a concentrated fire of serious criti-
cism that really did cast his achievement into 
question, and that needed to be answered, 
though I don’t know that he or his defenders 
ever did so definitively. One could study in 
Chicago at that time, be led by Bloom to the 
enchantments of Leo Strauss, devote one’s 
best hours to the company of Socrates, Glau-
con, and Alcibiades, yet never hear mention 
of a schism in the ranks of Strauss’s best stu-
dents and his students’ students: that there 
were those who placed their faith, as Bloom 
emphatically did not, in the political ge-
nius and moral beauty of Abraham Lincoln, 
Thomas Jefferson, and George Washington, 
and in the American citizenry at its best, 
when it has lived up to the uncommon de-
mands placed on ordinary men and women 
by these homegrown paragons of democratic 
nobility. 

Harry V. Jaffa, writing in the journal Inter-
pretation, and Charles Kesler, in The American 
Spectator (both pieces are collected in Essays 
on The Closing of the American Mind, which 
was edited by Robert L. Stone and published 
in 1989 by the Chicago Review Press), found 
that Bloom had veered far off the mark in his 
fundamental understanding of political phi-
losophy: that he claimed its foremost concern 
was making the political regime in question, 
whatever it happened to be, safe for philoso-
phers. In his exclusive passion for philosophy, 
they argued, Bloom neglected the enormous 

purest pleasure, and there would be rest 
enough in the grave. Yet he admitted with 
a rueful smile that unlike Leo Strauss, who 
was a philosopher every minute of every day, 
he was given to diversions that occupied him 
when he ought to have been immersed in 
serious thought. Most of these were inno-
cent enough, and some were in fact evidence 
of cultivation that a lesser man would have 
been proud of indeed: a trove of classical 
music recordings that it would have taken 
several very long lifetimes to play all the way 
through, a smaller collection of choice paint-
ings acquired with his newfound wealth, and 
not least the sky-walking exploits of Michael 
Jordan as he led the Chicago Bulls to glory 
again and again and again. Other amuse-
ments and excitements, which everyone has 
heard of by now, were gamy at best, ugly and 
vicious at worst. The most disturbing im-
age in Bellow’s novel is that of Ravelstein’s 
corrupted blood coursing just beneath the 
skin—his life irreparably fouled by the virus 
contracted in service to the lower erotics. 

The writers in The State of the American 
Mind, and most of their readers, would likely 

Bloom habitually said that 
the American regime was 

founded in intellectual 
incoherence.
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significance of political life, except insofar 
as it threatened the well-being of an epochal 
thinker. 

 It is true enough that Bloom habitually 
said that the American regime was founded 
in intellectual incoherence. Unable to recon-
cile freedom, equality, and justice, lacking an 
order of rank among its guiding principles 
and sufficient conviction of its own virtue, 
and thus incapable of defending itself against 
foes less scrupulous and more focused in 
their ambition and enmity, our democracy 
was bound to go down in the end. True too, 
it had not yet crumbled, and had indeed 
withstood the mortal danger presented by 
Nazi Germany, Imperial Japan, and Soviet 
Russia, but Bloom saw the seed of eventual 
disaster in the fiasco of the Vietnam War, 
and was pungently prescient about the threat 
of militant Islam. Bloom was a dedicated 
anti-Communist, with a number of similarly 
minded former students in positions of po-
litical influence; but while he took just pride 
in this indirect influence of his own, he knew 
such scattered forces represented a rear-
guard action. He thought that the American 
citizenry was weary of the stress and sacri-
fice that world leadership exacted, and that 
it was beginning to disbelieve in the evil of 
what it had once condemned as tyranny or 
religious fanaticism. Who were we to judge, 
to impose our values on alien peoples? The 
intermittent uplift of democratic patriotism, 
usually limited to times of extreme distress, 
could not save the national project.

Once again for Bloom the Greeks had it 
right where we have it wrong: Americans are 
promised life, liberty, and the pursuit of hap-
piness, while the ancients had death, slav-
ery, and happiness. This mordant bon mot 
captured like the flash of light in a diamond 
Bloom’s sensibility and his tutelary principle: 
only those who accept how cruel life really 
is, and who pit their own powers against 
nature’s overwhelming destructive force, de-
serve the richest prize available to most hu-
man beings: a soul undefeated and excellent, 
among fellow citizens similarly endowed. 
Bloom rejected Stoicism, however, declar-
ing it to be impossibly noble. But he honored 
the characteristic Athenian and Spartan 
citizen, both of whom were shaped by the 
lower-case stoicism endemic in regimes fa-
miliar with conquest and annihilation, while 
he lampooned the typical American, un-
manned by his fear of pain and death and by 
his excessive love of peace at almost any cost. 
Bloom exulted in telling of the conversation 
he claimed to have overheard between two 
Hyde Park ladies, faculty wives most likely: 
one told her friend not to look at the sun to-

day, because there was going to be an eclipse 
and the sight of it could blind her; her friend 
replied, You mean they know that and they 
don’t do anything about it?

 For many of our ills Bloom fingered Chris-
tianity, in which modern democratic senti-
ment originated; but this faith of mildness 
and compassion and universal brotherhood 
happened to be a gross delusion, pernicious at 
its core, for it refused to face the hardest truths, 
which will have their knee on your windpipe 
before you know it. The hope of heaven was a 
particular bête noire of Bloom’s, and the per-
sistent democratic fantasy of heaven on earth 
nettled him even more than loose talk of the 
afterlife. Politics always has been and always 
will be a nasty business, with the stink of the 
abattoir about it, and the sooner that lesson 
is learnt the better. Bloom took pride accord-
ingly in demonstrations of his unsparing cold-
eyed reasonableness, which were customarily 
accompanied by warm festive laughter as he 
kicked over some idol of the tribe. He enjoyed 
citing his favorite line of George Bernard 
Shaw’s: if the ends don’t justify the means, 
what does? He did have a flair for the outra-
geous remark, meant to spark thought from 
indignant heat. 

America Redeemed

Harry jaffa, another eminent 
student of Strauss’s, and himself a 
past master of animadversion, was 

deeply outraged by much in Bloom’s cel-
ebrated book. Jaffa directed the first wave of 
his attack at Bloom’s failure to emphasize the 
dangers that homosexuality posed for young 
students, already plagued by the “disaster, 
disease, and death” sown by rampant promis-
cuity: “[T]he so-called ‘gay rights’ movement, 
which Bloom hardly mentions, has emerged 
as the most radical and sinister challenge, not 
merely to sexual morality, but to all morality.” 
Looking back from the era of the Rainbow 
White House, even a natural-law conservative 
is likely to find Jaffa rhetorically overheated 
here, though he was writing when the AIDS 
epidemic was rampant and before science 
had commuted its death sentence. Nonethe-
less, Jaffa saw the polymorphous disorder of 
the pansexual future clearly, and with dread, 
where Bloom evidently did not.

 Jaffa never mentioned Bloom’s homosex-
uality in his bitter extended passage on the 
general subject, but one can only assume he 
had Bloom in his sights. Yet what Jaffa also 
failed to mention was that Bloom did not 
proselytize in his writings or in the classroom 
for gaiety in theory or practice. He addressed 
himself principally to the relations between 
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men and women, hoping to restore confidence 
in the possibility of love to souls disenchanted 
by their parents’ divorce, the easy availability 
of no-strings sex, the sharp end of feminism. 
He was as eloquent a spokesman as one could 
find in the modern university for the sexually 
normal. He answered one student’s praise of 
promiscuity with a gentle demurral: what ev-
eryone really wanted was one person to love 
and be loved by. That he could not live up to 
his own teaching was, I suspect, a source of 
pain to him. 

Jaffa also lit into Bloom for being a for-
eigner in his own country, his every opin-
ion on American civilization derived from 
European authority: Hobbes, Locke, Rous-
seau, Tocqueville. The American intellectual 
achievement, in Jaffa’s eyes, quite overshad-
ows even the best that European culture has 
produced in the past 200 years. “Bloom com-
plains loud and long” that America has no 
writers whose works encompass and help to 
define the national character, as France has 
Balzac and Hugo, Germany Goethe, Eng-
land Dickens; so Jaffa suggests that Bloom 
have a serious look at Huckleberry Finn, 
which is rich with “the themes of the Civil 
War,” and at Moby-Dick, which “is a distinc-
tively American confrontation of the prob-
lem of evil.” But America has produced writ-
ers superior even to Twain and Melville, and 
the supreme genius of American civilization 
eludes Bloom completely, for it is “above all 
to be found in its political institutions, and 
its greatest writers have been its greatest po-
litical men, Jefferson and Lincoln and Wash-
ington. The American book of books is the 
story of America itself, as the story of the 
secular redemption of mankind.” 

“What national poetry has ever surpassed 
that of Lincoln?” Jaffa asks. His eloquence 
rivals the best of Demosthenes, Cicero, and 
Burke. Jaffa avers that Leo Strauss held the 
Gettysburg Address in greater reverence than 
Pericles’ funeral oration in Thucydides. And 
Jaffa is perhaps our time’s most important 
interpreter not only of Lincoln’s poetry, but 
of his singular conjoining of reason and rev-
elation. There is an allusion to this in Jaffa’s 
review of Bloom. And Kesler, in his essay “A 

New Birth of Freedom: Harry V. Jaffa and 
the Study of America,” in the collection Leo 
Strauss, the Straussians, and the American Re-
gime (1999), edited by Kenneth L. Deutsch 
and John A. Murley, without speaking of 
Bloom, shows where he is plainly inadequate 
in the light of Jaffa’s Lincoln. In this philo-
sophical, political, and spiritual hero, 

“the profane is transformed into the sa-
cred,” and the Civil War, as interpreted 
by [Lincoln], fused religious passion 
and secular rationalism into the canon 
of America’s “political religion.” In re-
thinking the Founders’ views on reli-
gious liberty, however, Jaffa discovered 
in them a profound meditation on, and 
response to, the changes that Christian-
ity over many centuries had wrought in 
politics; and in this context, even the 
most Enlightened of the Founders’ ar-
guments glowed with a reasonableness 
and a true charity that bespoke a genu-
ine love of man’s highest ends. 

Spirit of the Abyss

It was not the american regime, then, 
that Jaffa found intellectually incoherent, 
but rather Bloom’s philosophically louche 

enterprise, which concealed from most ad-
mirers an inexorable nihilism. In his former 
friend’s estimation, Bloom was never anything 
like certain about the nonpareil wisdom of 
classical philosophy: Bloom evaded the grasp 
of honest seekers after virtue, for moral vir-
tue was simply not in his line, and intellectual 
virtue mingled with Rousseauean passion and 
Nietzschean will thrilled him more than his 
vaunted discipleship of Socrates and of Leo 
Strauss would have led an innocent reader to 
believe. Jaffa yelped as though snake-bitten 
at Bloom’s assertion that in modern times, “it 
was Heidegger, practically alone, for whom 
the study of Greek philosophy became truly 
central.” Jaffa rightly demolished this with 
one sharp blow: “To speak thus of Heidegger, 
without mentioning Strauss, is like speak-
ing of Hitler, without mentioning Churchill.” 
Jaffa concluded that when “Bloom says that 

the one thing needful is the study of the prob-
lem of Socrates, and yet makes no mention of 
Strauss’s study of the problem of Socrates (or 
of Greek philosophy), then he cannot think 
that Strauss’s is the needful one.” Thus in Jaffa’s 
view Bloom churlishly disowned the teacher 
who had originally molded his mind and soul.

Did Bloom brush off this lacerating as-
sault? Did he happen to give Leo Strauss such 
slight mention in his famous book (Bloom 
mentions Strauss exactly once, citing his re-
mark that “the moderns ‘built on low but solid 
ground’”) because otherwise he would have 
had to cite his master teacher in every para-
graph? Did Nietzsche and Heidegger entice 
him into nihilism? Was he forced to consider 
whether Jaffa knew him better than he knew 
himself? Or did Bloom recognize himself only 
too clearly in Jaffa’s eyes? I never heard Bloom 
speak of Leo Strauss with anything but re-
spect approaching veneration. I never heard 
him speak of Professor Jaffa at all. I studied 
with Professor Bloom from 1979 to 1992; his 
course on The Republic and The Prince showed 
me how serious reading is to be done. He also 
introduced me to Churchill’s Marlborough: 
His Life and Times, and was an invaluable ad-
viser on my Ph.D. dissertation on Churchill’s 
histories, though he died as I was reaching the 
final chapter. Professor Bloom was as fine a 
teacher as I could have hoped for, but I often 
wondered whether behind his yen for the life 
of endless questioning, and even behind his 
insistence that Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle 
represented human life at its highest, with the 
everlasting truth in their grasp, there was not 
a spirit of the abyss, superbly proud of its in-
telligence yet in the end indifferent to every 
fate but its own, and perhaps those of a few 
friends. So I cannot but wonder whether Jaffa 
might have been on to a disturbing truth about 
Bloom: that if one is to live as a philosopher 
one must do so with his entire being, joining 
the moral virtues to the intellectual virtues, 
which Allan Bloom was unable or unwilling 
to do; and this failing ultimately diminished 
him as man and thinker. 

Algis Valiunas is a fellow of the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center.
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Discussed in this essay:

Prisoners of War, created by Gideon Raff. 
Keshet Media Group

Homeland, developed by Howard Gordon 
and Alex Gansa. Showtime Networks

In october 2011, an israeli soldier 
named Gilad Schalit returned home after 
five years of captivity at the hands of Hamas. 

His release, in exchange for over 1,000 Pales-
tinian and other Arab prisoners, was the result 
of a prolonged negotiation that was highly con-
troversial on both sides. The following year, a 
smaller controversy arose in Israel over a popu-
lar TV series that, according to critics, blurred 
the line between entertainment and real life by 
dramatizing a similar event.

The Hebrew title of that series is Hatufim, 
meaning “Abductees.” Called Prisoners of War 
in English, the show lasted only two seasons, 
and while it is not well known in the United 
States, quite a few Americans know that 
Gideon Raff, the creator of Prisoners of War, 
also helped to create our own popular TV 
series Homeland. Today Raff is one of nine 
executive producers of Homeland and is said 
to be planning a third season of Prisoners of 
War. He must be an adaptable sort, because 
although these two programs are alike in 
blurring the line between entertainment and 
real life, there is a world of difference between 
how they do it, and why.

Though a critic of the Israeli show, Mo-
ran Sharir of the newspaper Haaretz admit-
ted that the program had a powerful impact: 
using the Yiddish word for guts, he wrote 
that Prisoners of War “talks to the audience’s 
kishkes.” The same could be said for Homeland. 
But that raises a question: what do these two 
series reveal about the kishkes of 21st-century 
Americans and Israelis?

Good Timing

Now in its fifth season on the 
Showtime cable channel, Homeland 
is straining hard to connect two dis-

parate storylines. The first is the psychodrama 

of the main character, Carrie Mathison (Claire 
Danes), a CIA agent lately discharged, who 
suffers from bipolar disorder and a chronic in-
ability to sustain ordinary emotional ties. The 
second is a heart-stopping thrill-ride through 
the latest developments in America’s war with 
such bloodthirsty jihadist movements as al-
Qaeda, the Taliban, and now ISIS.

Nicholas Brody (Damian Lewis), a U.S. Ma-
rine held captive for eight years by al-Qaeda 
in Iraq (AQI). In the pilot episode Brody is re-
leased, welcomed home as a war hero, and vet-
ted for signs of having been “turned.” Carrie’s 
CIA and military colleagues are persuaded of 
his loyalty, but she is not.

Over time, we learn that Brody is a secret 
convert to Islam and that he spent part of 
his captivity tutoring Issa, the young son of 
his captor. Through flashbacks, we see Bro-
dy growing fond of Issa, only to witness his 
death in an American drone attack. These 
details make us more sympathetic toward 
Brody, but also more suspicious of him. Car-
rie gradually uncovers this backstory while 
falling in love. So her feelings are even more 
mixed than ours.

Superficial Suspense

This is all very entertaining. car-
rie’s freaky mood swings, the murky 
schemes and fiery skirmishes of ter-

rorists and counter-terrorists, the Spy vs. Spy 
love affair—these ingredients, deftly mixed 
against a flashy, up-to-date backdrop of tur-
moil in the Middle East, keep viewers hooked.

But while some TV series rise to the level 
of art, some do not. A good test is whether 
a series is worth watching more than once. 
Recently a friend who had lately discovered 
Homeland invited me to watch a couple of 
old episodes. My friend, who had never seen 
the show before, was enthralled. But I soon 
realized that this series is held aloft entirely 
by suspense. Lose that, and the whole soufflé 
collapses into a soggy pudding.

My second viewing also revealed the utter 
superficiality of the thrill-ride. Here is one 
director’s account of the type of research con-
ducted by her and her colleagues: 

At the time of this writing, Carrie’s psycho-
drama is following the same trajectory as in 
previous seasons: desperate to solve a loom-
ing terrorist conspiracy, she is letting herself 
fly high in her manic phase, knowing full well 
that the solution will come to her in a bril-
liant stroke just as her mood peaks and she 
plunges back into depression. The thrill-ride 
part is less predictable, because the conflict it 
tracks has gotten bloodier, costlier, and more 
politically divisive than many Americans ex-
pected four years ago, when Homeland made 
its debut. Back then, on the tenth anniversary 
of 9/11, America’s efforts at counter-terror-
ism did not seem entirely in vain: Navy Seals 
had taken out Osama bin Laden; President 
Obama was downsizing the “global war on 
terror” to a mere “war with Al-Qaeda”; and 
the troops were coming home from Iraq. 

That auspicious timing helped make 
Homeland a hit. During the first three seasons, 
the two storylines were strongly connected 
through Carrie’s convoluted romance with 
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of Machiavelli’s political leaders.

An introduction to Thomas Hobbes
as a systematic and not merely
political philosopher.

Examines Hegel’s unique understanding and 
assessment of capitalism as an economic, 

social, and cultural phenomenon.

We all went to the CIA, which happens 
every season…we meet in an incred-
ible…building in Georgetown and all 
these incredible people come and speak 
to us about every issue that they’re deal-
ing with. Whether it’s cyberterrorism, 
narcoterrorism, ISIS, and it’s shocking 
and kind of horrifying and fascinating 
and all of that.

This is pretty much the reaction Homeland 
seeks to elicit in us. The writers, directors, 
and producers milk the headlines for subplots 
and atmospherics that evoke the shock, hor-
ror, and fascination of real events; but their 
true focus is not the volatile situation in the 
Middle East. It is the volatile emotional life of 
the show’s heroine. 

This is evident in the current season, which 
opens with Carrie living in Berlin with her 
daughter and new boyfriend, heading up se-
curity for a German philanthropist. This qui-
et life comes to an end when, during a visit to 
a Syrian refugee camp on the Lebanese border, 
she saves her boss from a terrorist attack. Dis-
covering that the attack was actually aimed 
at her, Carrie jettisons child and mate, and 
morphs back into the Edvard Munch paint-
ing we all know and love.

Only this time there is no strong connec-
tion between the psychodrama and the pyro-
technics. Instead of the crazy-brave defender 
of America and its allies, Carrie is now the 
crazy-brave defender of herself. There’s a sub-
plot dealing with the National Security Agen-
cy’s spying in Germany, and a passing allusion 
to the refugee crisis in Europe. But whenever 
the star makes her entrance, these urgent 
matters are forgotten, and the only suspense 
is about whether, or when, she and her fellow 
spy Peter Quinn (Rupert Friend) will jump 
each other’s bones. 

Personally, I’m not thrumming with excite-
ment over that one. But I fear many Ameri-
cans are. Hence the problem: Homeland is 
about a war that most Americans don’t want 
to think about—and don’t have to think 
about, because the people fighting it consti-
tute almost a separate caste in our society. 
Carrie’s psychodrama takes center stage be-
cause Homeland appeals to an audience that is 
self-absorbed, uninterested in the fate of real 
soldiers, and chronically ill informed about 
the rest of the world.

Conspiracy of Silence

By contrast, prisoners of war is 
entertaining and suspenseful, as befits 
a series that became the most watched 

program in the history of Israeli television, 

but it is much more. Indeed, it is worth watch-
ing many times, because along with being an 
important reflection of its society, it is a work 
of art. 

When it comes to conflict with violent ji-
hadist movements, Israel faces circumstances 
very different from America’s. The conflict is 
closer to home and fought by a military based 
on universal conscription, including women 
and minorities (excepting some religious Jews 
and most Arabs). There is greater familiar-
ity, bred of proximity and danger, with Arab 
neighbors and adversaries. And there are 
many more veterans (virtually everyone), in-
cluding 1,500 former POWs, 90% of whom 
are estimated by Zahava Solomon, a profes-
sor at Tel Aviv University, to suffer some form 
of post-traumatic stress. 

For years there was a conspiracy of silence 
about the plight of returned POWs. One 
reason for the silence was a political back-
lash against negotiations that over time, in 
exchange for a few dozen Israeli POWs, had 
set free thousands of Palestinian and other 
Arab captives. When some of those freed car-
ried out new attacks, the POWs were blamed. 
Another reason was the fear, highlighted in 
Homeland, that some returning POWs had 
been brainwashed or coerced into committing 
treason.

Both of these factors are present in Pris-
oners of War. The backlash is mentioned in 
the first season, if only in passing. The fear 
of treason is the centerpiece of season two, 
which imitates Homeland in trying to be more 
action-packed. Unfortunately, this makes the 
second season less compelling than the first, 
because it is hard for a relatively low-budget 
Israeli production to compete with Holly-
wood in the manufacture of gun battles, car 
chases, and explosions. 

When I call Prisoners of War a work of art, 
I am thinking mainly of the first season, which 
tackles the most vexing cause of the conspira-
cy of silence surrounding returned POWs in 
Israel: the agonizing shame of soldiers who 
did not live up to a code that expects them to 
fight to the death rather than be taken pris-
oner. As noted by Dr. Solomon, who in 1997 
was one of the first people to bring this taboo 
to light, the model for this code is Uri Ilan, 
who committed suicide in Syrian captivity in 
1955, leaving behind a note saying, “Lo baga-
deti” (I did not betray). 

Solomon’s work with traumatized former 
POWs led to the creation of an organization 
called Erim Balaila (Awake at Night), as well 
as to a collaboration with Gideon Raff on the 
first season of Prisoners of War. As Raff stated 
in a 2012 interview, “In Hatufim, I wanted to 
show broken soldiers, broken masculinity.” 
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THE BEST 
WRITINGS 
OF ULYSSES 
S. GRANT
Edited by John F. Marszalek

Phone orders: 800-621-2736 • Online orders: www.siupress.com
Use promotion code CRB25 for a 25% discount on all online orders.

Todd Nathan Thompson 
“Long before modern politicians appeared on “Laugh-In” 
or “Saturday Night Live,” Lincoln showed that just because 
you’re running for president doesn’t mean you can’t have a 
sense of humor. Honest Abe played along with the political 
cartoons and satirists of his day, and demonstrating that 
he had a sense of humor about himself made Lincoln more 
relatable to the common voter, Thompson reveals.”

 —New York Post

Guy R. Hasegawa
“This book has all the qualities that mark author Guy 
Hasegawa’s scholarship: an interesting subject, engaging 
writing, and—especially—impeccable research. The war 
unleashed some unconventional—even ‘mad’—genius 
among inventors, North and South, and Hasegawa describes 
it from ‘arsenic’ to ‘zinc.’”

—James M. Schmidt
Engineering Victory: The Union Siege of Vicksburg
Justin S. Solonick
“If Vicksburg was the front door to the Confederacy, it was 
engineering that proved to be the key to opening the door. 
Lacking professional engineers, U. S. Grant’s Army of the 
Tennessee often relied upon western ingenuity for mining 
and trenching [and] their efforts . . . won the day. Must 
reading for those who wish to grasp how the war evolved.”

—Larry J. Daniel

“In an expertly selected 
anthology of his letters, 
editor John F. Marszalek 
has captured the many 
moods and voices of 
Grant’s pithy writing—
his wit, charm, grit, and 
wisdom as well as the 
aching pathos that often 
accompanied his outsize 
success. Whether dealing 
with the general, president, 
or simple family man, this 
compact and delightfully 
readable volume gives 
readers the essence 
of one of American 
history’s most original 
figures. I surrendered 
unconditionally to its 
appeal.”

—Ron Chernow

The National Joker: Abraham Lincoln and the Politics of Satire

Villainous Compounds: Chemical Weapons and the 
American Civil War

There is no broken masculinity in Home-
land. Early on, we catch a glimpse of Brody 
emerging wild-eyed and filthy from solitary 
confinement, followed by one sexual fumble 
with his wife and a couple of nightmares. 
But as Raff himself has noted, “In Homeland, 
Brody comes back buffer, a poster boy.” In 
part, this is because Damian Lewis’s emo-
tional range extends from “A” for arrogant 
to “B” for bemused. But Lewis got the part 
because Hollywood likes its soldiers to be 
tough, macho, and on a hair-trigger—the 
same qualities Carrie finds alluring. Far 
more impressive are the searing, soulful per-
formances of Ishai Golan (as Uri Zach), Yor-
am Toledano (as Nimrod Klein), and Assi 
Cohen (as Amiel Ben-Horin) in Prisoners of 
War.

Human Nature

The two who are released, uri and 
Nimrod, are so unmanned by physical 
and psychological torture that every 

setback in their re-entry is like salt in an open 
wound. Uri is a gentle soul whose mental pain 
is boosted by his captors when they arrange 
for him to see an Israeli tabloid reporting that 
his fiancée, Nurit (Mili Avital), has married 
his brother. Upon his return, Uri is not only 

manhandled by Israeli intelligence but also 
subjected to a surreal charade in which Nurit 
and his family pretend that she has been wait-
ing for him. 

Meanwhile, Nimrod is greeted by his wife, 
Talia (Yael Abecassis), whose fidelity and de-
votion to the cause of rescuing her husband 
have made her a national celebrity. From an 
American perspective it might be objected 
that Nurit and Talia are “ just” wives and 
mothers—not until season two does Prison-
ers of War include a female character with a 
career comparable to Carrie’s. But this doesn’t 
matter, any more than it matters in The Best 
Years of Our Lives (the 1946 classic about 
soldiers returning from World War II) that 
Myrna Loy is “ just” a wife and mother. What 
matters is the wisdom of her welcome.

Talia’s welcome is not wise, because she 
has so idealized her strong, handsome hus-
band that she is unable to cope with what 
captivity has done to him. Of all the charac-
ters in Prisoners of War, Nimrod is the least 
likely to show up on an American movie or 
TV screen, because, despite his heroic looks, 
he frequently behaves like a whimpering 
child. Not only that, but Nimrod’s torment 
is not just that of a victim. Among the mem-
ories that disturb his sleep and threaten his 
sanity, the most traumatic is of being ordered 

to beat his fellow prisoners—and of obeying 
those orders to the point of delivering what 
he thinks is a death blow to the third POW, 
Amiel.

This is the crucial dimension to Nimrod’s 
character—not just shame, though that is 
bad enough, but also guilt. More boldly than 
its American counterpart, Prisoners of War 
also portrays those who imprison and tor-
ture others. The man who controls the fate 
of our three Israeli POWs while in prison is 
Jamal Agrabiya, who we learn over the course 
of both seasons is an Arab Israeli who was 
himself captured by the Israelis and turned, 
more through threat than persuasion, into 
their agent. Played with great finesse by Sa-
lim Dau, Jamal is a living example of how the 
damage done by torture continues to spread 
in the lives of both victims and perpetra-
tors—a “cancer of the soul,” Dr. Solomon 
calls it. 

The best thing about season one of Pris-
oners of War is its refusal to chase headlines. 
Not only does it contain very few specific 
references to current events, it also contains 
only minimal references to the Arab-Israeli 
conflict itself. Because of this, it transcends 
its particular setting and becomes something 
greater—a timeless commentary on what is 
worst and best in human nature.



AN INVALUABLE EDUCATION

Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
www.fsgbooks.com

FROM FARRAR, STRAUS AND GIROUX

“ Few people have been more involved with the U.S.-Israel relationship and the 
broader Middle East than Dennis Ross. In his new book he provides both a 
remarkable history and an insider’s explanation of what has driven our policy 
toward Israel and the region. In the process, he tells a fascinating story not 
only about how the relationship evolved over time, but also about the  
assumptions that continue to shape our views of the region and the lessons  
we need to draw from this. For anyone who cares about U.S.-Israel ties, this  
is a must-read.” —Madeleine K. Albright, 64th U.S. Secretary of State

“ Doomed to Succeed is destined to be an important work for a long time to 
come.” —Tom Donilon, former National Security Advisor to President Barack Obama

“Intelligence was central to Soviet security policy, and yet until now we have 
lacked a comprehensive history of it. This Jonathan Haslam has given us, with 
extensive research and penetrating analysis. From the internal intrigues to the 

foreign exploits, the story is as fascinating as it is important.” —Robert Jervis,  

author of Why Intelligence Fails: Lessons from the Iranian Revolution and the Iraq War  
 

“A meticulous survey of Russian and Western sources makes for a lively account 
of the history of all the Soviet intelligence agencies—the first time anyone has 

succeeded with this.”  —Robert Service, emeritus professor of Russian history,  
St. Antony’s College, Oxford University, and author of Trotsky: A Biography

“ A remarkable book . . . Clearly the product of enormous amounts of research, 
and the result is a mini-encyclopedia about the philosophical foundations of 
America’s foreign policy . . . A valuable addition to the literature of diplomacy.” 
—Philip Seib, The Dallas Morning News

“ Milne succeeds, and brilliantly, . . . due in no small part to the vivacity and 
jargon-free clarity of his prose . . . The debates contained within Worldmaking 
have obvious contemporary resonance.” —Richard Aldous, The Wall Street Journal
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Peter went on to become a great teacher. You can see online the 
many tributes to him from generations of grateful students. In these 
tributes, you see that the whole hog principle was the soul of his teach-
ing, too. His students saw in him, unmistakably, every day, the truth 
that there are things in life worthy of the last full measure of devotion 
and that a life dedicated to such things was the life you wanted to live. 
You wanted to be in totus porcus, and to be among friends who were 
in totus porcus, and it was the greatest imaginable gift to discover that.

I was reminded recently of Peter’s art and gift of teaching, which 
were inseparable from his gift for friendship. A young student was in 
his freshman class. He had admitted the student into the Ashbrook 
Scholar Program, which Peter directed at Ashland University, even 
though he seemed a bit of a risk. The student knew this. It was the 
first day of class. They were reading aloud—passages from Pride and 
Prejudice, or Churchill’s My Early Life, or Xenophon. Peter called on 
the boy to read and explain a passage. The boy was extremely ner-
vous. But he did his duty, and Peter could see that the boy had some-
thing, that his guess about him had been right. His discernment of 
character surpassed even his judgment at poker. And he was as im-
petuous in the classroom as he was at the poker table. After class 
Peter called the student over to talk with him privately. Now the 
boy was terrified. He thought it was all over. He would be cashiered 
from the program. So Schramm leaned his big face into the boy’s face, 
an experience familiar to all of Peter’s friends, and he said with that 
totus porcus intensity that makes you want to pick the glasses up off 
the table: “If you don’t become a college professor, I will castrate you!” 
And the boy did. You can’t blame him. 

I feel that mentioning the Hungarian Code of Honor as I have, 
without historical background, risks misleading the innocent or 
disappointing the curious. The Hungarian Code of Honor was con-
veyed to America circa 1975 in a Ford Mustang on the Hollywood 
Freeway by a prominent Hungarian intellectual, whose name I well 
recall but will protect, to an audience of three American graduate 
students—Schramm driving, Larry Arnn (Google him), and me. It 
arose from the spontaneous announcement by this widely published 
intellectual of the contempt he had for America and for modernity, 
where honor was no longer possible. 

To drive the point home he told the story of the Hungarian Hus-
sar, in the better world of the olden days, who in a fashionable Vien-
nese salon in the company of a Hapsburg princess, probably after 
an excess of profiteroles, had the misfortune to…experience a petit, 
but audible, faux pas, the slightest zephyr, escaping from the nether 
regions of his trousers. Not to mince words, he broke wind. What 
followed would follow as a matter of course in any salon in a world 
in which honor was not dead. The Hussar rose, offered a formal bow 
to the table in general, naturally not presuming to raise his eyelids to 
make eye contact, walked with composure and without hurry to the 
balcony, drew his pistol, and removed himself discreetly but perma-
nently from polite society. 

The three American graduate students thought Mark Twain must 
have written that story and were ready with belly laughs and heartfelt 
admiration for a humor they would not have thought their esteemed 
companion possessed. But the Hungarian intellectual was deadly 
serious. When he saw our reaction, his opinion of America and of 
modernity was confirmed, and he assumed a countenance that said, 

“I pity myself that I should be subjected to the company of such buf-
foons.” He maintained this countenance until we dropped him at his 
destination in the Tujunga Hills, and he departed with the spirit and 
demeanor of one shaking the dust off his handmade Italian loafers. 

So, when Peter would play a poker hand as if it were the last hope-
less cavalry charge, his friends would nod their heads in sympathetic 

understanding, as if to say, “Poor fellow, he can’t help it—Hungarian 
Code of Honor and all,” and take his money. 

American Freedom

Harry jaffa told the story many times of how, after 
receiving a perfectly conventional American education as an 
undergraduate at Yale University, he remained completely 

and unconsciously in the grip of the historicism and relativism that 
were the conventional wisdom of his time. It took the ministrations 
of his immigrant teacher, Leo Strauss, to free his American mind 
from these shackles and drag him up from the cave of conventional 
nihilism to consider the possibility that the human mind is by nature 
free to be determined by the truth about the greatest questions. Peter 
learned this and many other good things from his teacher and spent 
the rest of his life passing the flame to his students. “You Americans!” 
as Peter would say. “You need an immigrant from Communist tyr-
anny and the student of an immigrant from Nazi tyranny to teach 
you about freedom?”

Peter became one of the founders of the Claremont Institute for the 
Study of Statesmanship and Political Philosophy, its first president, a 
member of the board of directors for over 35 years, and first publisher 
of this magazine. He served in the Reagan Administration as the di-
rector of the Center for International Education in the United States 
Department of Education. Beginning in 1987, he served as associate 
director and then executive director of the Ashbrook Center at Ash-
land University and as a full professor at the university. On this Sun-
day afternoon in July, he was doing exactly what he would want to be 
doing, exactly what he had, with love and eternal gratitude, been doing 
his whole adult life—reading great texts and talking about them with 
students eager to learn the most important things.

The main texts we had chosen for the class were Benjamin Frank-
lin’s Autobiography and Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn. The class was 
discussing, by way of introduction, the Declaration of Independence 
and the idea of equality, that American “apple of gold,” as Lincoln 
would later call it. One of the high school teachers suggested that the 
ideas in the Declaration could best be understood by remembering 
that they were products of their time. This was exactly the reaction 
Peter expected and looked forward to. It was the natural beginning 
of the conversation—natural because it was perfectly conventional; it 
issued from the generally unquestioned ideas prevailing in the world 
in which the class was being held. That the reaction was expected did 
not make it less stimulating—it was a Great Expectation. It aroused 
Peter the teacher, the way the Kansas-Nebraska Act aroused Lincoln 
the statesman. 

Peter invited the student to consider some of the implications of 
such a thought: if we assume the ideas of the American Founders were 
products of their time, are we assuming that our ideas, too, are prod-
ucts of our time? And if so, is the idea that our thoughts are bound by 
our time itself merely a product of our time? Or, if it isn’t, is it not a 
claim to timeless truth? And if we are capable of grasping such truths, 
wouldn’t a kind of decent respect oblige us to grant such a capacity to 

“Jefferson and the boys”? It is true, he said, that this possibility is denied 
by the highest academic authorities in America. But why don’t we be-
gin by daring to question this prevailing dogma of our time, to open 
our minds to all times. And so, with his last words as a teacher, in his 
last class, he did what his teacher’s immigrant teacher had done in his 
first class with a wayward American graduate student three quarters 
of a century before: he invited the student to join him in the liberat-
ing—and reasonable, and questionable, and wonderfully American—
affirmation of the freedom of the human mind. 

continued from page 90
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by Christopher Flannery

Peter William Schramm
December 23, 1946—August 16, 2015

“Oh blessed those few who sit at the table where the bread of angels is served.”

This would be his last class, and he knew it—on sun-
day afternoon, July 5, between 4:30 and 6:00 p.m. Ohio time. 
It was the first session in a weeklong Great American Texts 

course in the Masters of American History and Government pro-
gram that Peter and friends had established at Ashland University. 
He made it all the way through with his usual panache, but that was 
a heroic effort. His cancer had become ferocious, and he knew such 
an exertion would cost him hours of agony afterward. I sat across the 
large seminar room from him, upstairs in the Dauch Building, with 
about 27 high school teachers and at least one college president. The 
theme of the class was the famous question asked by J. Hector St. 
John de Crèvecœur upon visiting America in the 1780s: “What then 
is the American, this new man?” 

It was a perfect question for Peter. He had spent his life preparing 
for it. 

He was born in Gyor, Hungary, the year after World War II was 
won and lost. Ten years later, with the Cold War in full chill, his 
father’s courage and ambition and his mother’s trust led them to 
risk their lives, and the lives of their son and daughter, to flee Com-
munist tyranny to come to America. Peter’s father had always told 
him—in a saying that has by now become true legend among Peter’s 
acquaintances—“We were born American, but in the wrong place.” 
(See Peter’s own account, “Born American, but in the Wrong Place,” 
CRB, Fall 2006.) So, for his tenth birthday, he gave his son America.

As it happened, this immigrant boy, once he graduated from Holly-
wood High School and California State University, Northridge, would 
come to Claremont and become a student of Harry V. Jaffa, himself a 
student of another immigrant. But let that immigrant thought rest in 
the back of your mind for a moment.

Totus Porcus

In those golden days of graduate school in 1970s clare-
mont—before and after which, I hasten to add, he would spend 
even more golden days in innumerable exotic locations—Peter 

and a handful of friends and fellow students would regularly set 
aside their Plato, Lincoln, and Shakespeare, and their Greek or Ger-
man studies, for an evening of poker. In later generations of graduate 
students, Texas Hold ’em became the game of choice. But in those 
days we played everything from five-card stud to Anaconda, often 
beginning soberly with the former and ending in high drama with 
the latter, gliding through some five-card draw, seven-card stud, Chi-

cago, Acey-Deucey, and other American standards according to deal-
ers’ moods and inspirations or popular demand. 

The poker was really incidental—it provided an occasion for ci-
gars, conviviality, and camaraderie—but it shaped the evening, gave 
it its pace and rhythm. On a good night, if the classicists came along, 
you could get the hands called in Latin. There was never any violence; 
always music, of the American variety, ranging from blues, to jazz, to 
Motown, to Country—it is a well-known fact that Charles Kesler 
almost singlehandedly brought Country music to Claremont—and 
then again, depending on the company, someone might drift into 
German drinking songs. But that always seemed kind of showy. 

One thing did not change. In the course of the evening—every 
time, as if it were part of a providential order or natural law—this 
thing would happen. We would play a hand, and Peter, exercising the 
practical wisdom on which he prided himself and of which he would 
become a great teacher, would fold. Then the winning hand would 
show itself, and he would see that he had folded with better cards 
than had won the game. And then the beautiful thing would happen 
that everyone looked forward to. He would begin to curse himself, 
quietly at first, but savagely, eventually reverting to Hungarian be-
cause Hungarian curses have a vividness, often somehow involving 
farm animals, that we have not yet achieved in these still youthful 
centuries of the American language. 

After cursing himself with increasing sincerity and at Homeric 
length for his lack of manliness, the great oath would come, usually 
with two large fists shaking the table (the regulars always picked up 
their drinks with impeccable timing): “I’m never folding again, never! 
I’m in whole hog!” He would usually use what he imagined to be 
the Latin, totus porcus, so that his highly educated friends would ap-
preciate the gravity of his conviction. It seemed an announcement of 
both a moral principle and a principle of prudence—but above all, a 
principle of honor, an American variant of what we came to call the 
Hungarian Code of Honor. 

And that is how it always was with Peter—I don’t mean in the 
poker games, which are just a fond part of the legend, but in life and 
in love and friendships and all the good things that he gave himself 
to, not the least of which was the cause of his chosen country. With 
Peter you knew he was in totus porcus, and it made everything bet-
ter because he was—even fervent pessimists could not be disheart-
ened when he was around—and it made you love to join him in these 
good things and hope, too, that you could go in totus porcus. You only 
wished you had as much porcus as that man had to give. 

continued on page 89
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New from University of Toronto Press

The Inequality Trap
Fighting Capitalism Instead of Poverty

by William Watson

In The Inequality Trap, William Watson 
makes the bold argument that if we 
respond to growing inequality by fighting 
capitalism rather than poverty, we may 
end up both poorer and less equal.

The Last Mile
Creating Social and Economic Value from 
Behavioral Insights

by Dilip Soman

The Last Mile takes a deep dive into the 
psychology of choice, money, and time 
and presents practical advice on how 
behavioral science lessons can be applied 
to business, retail, and government.

Wall Flower
A Life on the German Border

by Rita Kuczynski

Rita Kuczynski, trapped behind the Iron 
Curtain for twenty-eight years, tells the 
fascinating story of how she survived and 
offers a rare look at life among the East 
German elite.

The Pope’s Dilemma
Pius XII Faces Atrocities and Genocide in 
the Second World War

by Jacques Kornberg

This meticulous analysis of the career of
Pius XII, the 20th century’s most 
controversial pope, is an important 
contribution to the ongoing debate about 
the Catholic Church’s wartime legacy.

Germany’s Second Reich
Portraits and Pathways

by James Retallack

In Germany’s Second Reich, James 
Retallack reveals the complex and 
contradictory nature of Imperial Germany 
and its journey into modernity.

New in paperback

Politics of Energy Dependency
Ukraine, Belarus, and Lithuania between 
Domestic Oligarchs and Russian Pressure

by Margarita M. Balmaceda

‘Balmaceda has produced the definitive 
account of Russia’s energy trade with its 
western neighbors… Essential reading.’

P. Rutland, Choice Magazine
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Bonaparte 
1769–1802
Patrice Gueniffey

“Magnificent . . .  Patrice Gueniffey’s 
Bonaparte is beautifully written, and 
its portrait of Talleyrand is masterly. If 
you need more Napoleon, Gueniffey’s 
next volume is a good bet.”   

—Denis Boyles, Claremont Review

“[A] magisterial and often exhilarating 
biography.”   

— Alan Forrest, Literary Review
Belknap Press | $39.95

Notes Toward a 
Performative Theory  
of Assembly
Judith Butler

“One of the boldest and most radical 
thinkers of our time, Butler examines 
the contemporary state of popular 
sovereignty, resistance, and other 

‘concerted actions,’ as Hannah Arendt 
termed them, of political engagement 
in this series of essays expanding on 
her theory of performativity.”   

— Publishers Weekly
$27.95

Self and Soul
A Defense of Ideals 
Mark Edmundson

“[Edmundson’s] bold and ambitious 
new book is partly a demonstration 
of what a ‘real education’ in the 
humanities, inspired by the goal of 

‘human transformation’ and devoted 
to taking writers seriously, might look 
like . . . [It] quietly sets out to challenge 
many educational pieties, most of the 
assumptions of recent literary studies—
and his own chosen lifestyle.”   

— Mathew Reisz,  
Times Higher Education

$29.95

Fighters in the Shadows
A New History of the  
French Resistance
Robert Gildea

“An important new book . . .  [Gildea] 
blends top-down history with the 
bottom-up stories of those who 
schemed, improvised, grabbed 
chances and risked their lives.”    

—The Economist

“[An] ambitious overview of the Vichy 
years . . . [Gildea] provides a context for 
the individual acts of courage, which 
he celebrates in moving detail.”    

—Caroline Moorhead, The Guardian
Belknap Press | $35.00

The Annotated Poe
Edgar Allan Poe
EditEd by KEvin J. HayEs

ForEword by william Giraldi

“Poe startles and enchants, but he 
springs traps for the unwary. There is 
no better guide through Poe’s magic 
house of mirrors than Kevin Hayes, 
who brings a wealth of expertise to his 
annotations. This handsomely produced 
edition is a treasure-house for Poe 
novices and initiates alike.”    

—Nicholas Frankel
Belknap Press | $39.95

The Story of Alice 
Lewis Carroll and the Secret 
History of Wonderland
Robert Douglas-Fairhurst 

H  A New York Times Book Review  
Editors’ Choice

H  A Time Magazine Best Book of 2015

“Brilliantly brings together the stories 
of Carroll, Alice Liddell and the Alice 
phenomenon to provide the most 
nuanced and convincing picture yet 
of Wonderland’s quirky, self-effacing 
creator.”

— Michael Saler, Wall Street Journal
Belknap Press | $29.95 


