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♦ SONS OF SAINT 
PATRICK — A History of the 
Archbishops of New York from 
Dagger John to Timmytown
Brad Miner and George Marlin

This epic work tells the dramatic 
story of America’s premiere 

Catholic see, the Archdiocese of New 
York  – from the coming of French Je-
suit priests in 17th century to the ear-
ly years of Cardinal Timothy Dolan. 
It focuses on the ten archbishops of 
New York and shows how they be-
came the indispensable partners of 
governors and presidents, especially 
during the war-torn twentieth cen-
tury, as well as the struggles of more 
recent archbishops in the face of de-
mographic changes and fi nancial 
crises. All ten archbishops have been 
Irish, either by birth or heritage. 
SSP-H . . . 510 pp, 7 x 10 Hardcover, 
Illustrated, $34.95

“Deeply researched, readable 
and engrossing, this is a towering 
work of scholarship and an invalu-
able contribution to the entwined 
histories of New York City and the 
Catholic Church. Required read-
ing for anyone who cares about the 
greatest city on earth.”     

— James Rosen, Chief Washington 
Correspondent, Fox News

♦ THE POWER OF 
SILENCE
Against the Dictatorship of Noise
Cardinal Robert Sarah

Today when technology pen-
etrates our lives in so many 

ways and materialism exerts such a 
powerful infl uence over us, Cardinal 
Sarah presents a bold book about the 
strength of silence. He says that seek-
ing moments of silence has become 
both harder and more necessary than 
ever before. Silence is the indispens-
able doorway to the divine, explains 
the Cardinal, addressing such ques-
tions as: Can those who do not know 
silence ever attain truth, beauty, or 
love?  Do not wisdom, artistic vision, 
and devotion spring from silence, 
where the voice of God is heard in 
the depths of the human heart?
POS-P . . . 260 pp, 6 x 9 
Sewn Softcover, $17.95

“Cardinal Sarah’s profound explora-
tion of silence is a powerful chal-
lenge to the cacophony of our times 
and a summons to a more Gospel-
centered way of life.”

— George Weigel
Ethics and Public Policy Center

♦ THE PORN MYTH
Exposing the Reality Behind 
the Fantasy of Pornography
Matt Fradd

This is a non-religious response 
to the commonly held belief that 

pornography is a harmless or even 
benefi cial pastime. Fradd draws on 
the experience of porn performers 
and users, and the expertise of neu-
rologists, sociologists, and psycholo-
gists to demonstrate that pornogra-
phy is destructive to individuals, 
relationships, and society. He pro-
vides insightful arguments, support-
ed by the latest scientifi c research, to 
discredit the fanciful claims used to 
defend and promote pornography. 
He explains the neurological reasons 
porn is addictive, and helps individ-
uals learn how to be free of porn.
POMY-P . . .  280 pp, 
Sewn Softcover, $17.95

“One of the most compelling ways 
to engage the culture on pornog-
raphy is to meet it on the fi eld of 
scientifi c research with level-headed 
arguments. Matt Fradd does just 
this.”

— William Struthers, Ph.D
Author, Wired for Intimacy

♦ BY MAN SHALL HIS 
BLOOD BE SHED
A Catholic Defense of  Capital 
Punishment
Edward Feser and Joseph Bessette

The Catholic Church has in recent 
decades been associated with 

opposition to the death penalty. It 
was not always so. This timely work 
recovers, and calls for a revival of, 
the Catholic tradition of support for 
capital punishment. Drawing upon a 
wealth of philosophical, scriptural, 
theological, and social scientifi c ar-
guments, the authors show that it 
is the perennial and irreformable 
teaching of the Church that capital 
punishment can in principle be le-
gitimate - not only to protect society 
from immediate physical danger, but 
also for purposes such as retributive 
justice and deterrence. 
MBS-P  . . .  450 pp, 6 x 9 
Sewn Softcover, $24.95

“At long last, we have a serious 
and intelligent look at all aspects of 
the death penalty —its causes, its 
justifi cation, its consequences for the 
victim, the criminal himself, and for 
civil society.”

— James  Schall, S. J., Professor 
Emeritus, Georgetown University
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from the editor’s desk

The Hundred Days Hustle
by Charles R. Kesler

President trump is criticized for things he has done, and 
for things he has left undone. It is possible to sin either way, of 
course, by action or by inaction; nothing unreasonable about that. 

What is unreasonable is the additional, arbitrary standard to which he, 
like all modern presidents, is held liable: what he has done, and left un-
done, in the first hundred days of his administration. 

Trump’s health care bill crashed on takeoff, his tax reform hasn’t been 
seen, his executive orders on immigration were throttled by politically 
hostile judges—the list of setbacks is already, according to pundits, a lit-
any of failures. Why? Because these top-drawer items were not signed, 
sealed, and delivered in the president’s first hundred days. Why is that 
important? Because the first hundred days are the most important days of 
all. And why is that? Because Franklin Roosevelt proved they are!

As though FDR doesn’t have enough to answer for, here is another 
of his legacies. No president before him had paid particular attention 
to the first hundred days after inauguration, since his four-year term of 
office had almost 1,361 more days to go. Why obsess about the initial 
6.8%? 

Besides, when in his July 24, 1933, fireside chat FDR spoke of “the 
hundred days which had been devoted to the starting of the wheels of 
the New Deal,” he was referring to “the historical special session of the 
Congress” that he had convened and that had opened on March 9 and 
adjourned on June 16. That is, the Hundred Days were congressional 
days, measured by when Congress was in session, not executive days, 
measured since the presidential inauguration. (Before the 20th Amend-
ment, presidents were inaugurated later than they are now, on March 4, 
so the discrepancy was not huge.) Today’s Congress commonly works 
three days a week, however, so if you wanted to apply Roosevelt’s im-
plicit criterion of a hundred congressional work days, you’d be counting 
not to April 29, the end of Trump’s hundred days, but likely into July 
or August. Ah, but Congress is in recess the whole month of August, so 
make that September or even later in the fall before the hundred-day 
mark might be reached.

It’s true that in 1933 Roosevelt put the 73rd Congress through its 
paces. But the reason, or at least the excuse, for the rush of legislation 
was that the country was in an economic emergency, signaled by the 
steadily worsening banking panic. To get the closed banks open again 
was the purpose of the first piece of legislation he submitted, the Emer-

gency Banking Act—introduced on March 9 at 12:37 p.m., and passed 
by both houses by 7:23 that evening. 

Absent the great depression and, more acutely, the 
banking panic, the Hundred Days would not have gotten off 
with such a bang, or seen the passage, at a more languid pace, 

of the leading elements of the New Deal (e.g., the Agricultural Adjust-
ment Act, the Tennessee Valley Authority Act, the National Industri-
al Recovery Act). Absent a similar emergency, why should we expect a 
president’s (pardon the misnomer) first hundred days to have anything 
like the same urgency and focus?

Within two years the National Industrial Recovery Act’s centerpiece 
(Title I, which established the corporatist National Recovery Administra-
tion) had been struck down as unconstitutional by the Supreme Court. 
The Roosevelt Administration never attempted to revive it. In 1936 the 
same fate befell the Agricultural Adjustment Act, though in less sweeping 
fashion. Haste makes waste.

Perhaps the most famous piece of legislation associated with the 
New Deal, the Social Security Act, had nothing to do with the Hun-
dred Days.  The “cornerstone” of the New Deal, as it's been called, wasn't 
laid until 1935, after seven long months of deliberation.

Every president since FDR has been urged by professors and pundits 
to launch a hundred days’ blitzkrieg. Only losers, they claim, do not have 
a transformative agenda teed up and ready to go during the early months. 
But this is a historical hustle, an attempt to aggressively mislead citizens 
and presidents into thinking that rushed change is normal, indeed healthy, 
because change is usually progress and therefore the sooner, the better. 

When applied to most administrations, including some of the most 
celebrated, however, the test yields surprisingly little. What did George 
Washington or Andrew Jackson or Abraham Lincoln accomplish in his 
first hundred days? Some noteworthy things, but nothing to fire the 
progressive imagination.

In short, there could hardly be a more arbitrary and unhistorical test 
of presidential quality. President Trump may confidently assure his critics 
that, like the Constitution’s framers, he believes good legislation requires 
deliberation, which generally takes time. Let the final version of his health 
care bill be significantly better than the first, and he will prove his point to 
the country’s satisfaction.
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Translating
Goethe

In his remarkably peevish 
review of The Essential Goethe 
(“Missing the Poetry,” Fall 2016), 
John M. Ellis makes the follow-
ing remarks about my translation 
of Goethe’s Faust (Part One):

The translation is so con-
cerned to chase a rhyme 
that it omits the image of 
the cottage, one so central 
to the play’s meaning: “And 
in a peaceful meadow by 
that stream / She [Gretch-
en] lived her simple life, her 
daily round / And all the 
childish thoughts that she 
could dream.” The violent 
forward motion of the tor-
rent is lost too: it has be-
come simply “that stream.” 
Throughout, the translator 
seems mostly interested 
in producing something 
that reads well and rhymes 
nicely, and to do that he’ll 
drop words and phrases in 
Goethe’s text at his whim, 
and add ones not there, 
too. This cavalier attitude 
toward the text soon leaves 

behind the play’s thought 
processes and the imagery 
that distils them.

I would like to take issue with 
one or two points here. Firstly, 
Ellis quotes only three out of four 
lines of the text: to crop a quota-
tion in this way, thus distorting 
both syntax and sense, seems 
to me scarcely a fair or balanced 
way to review a text. The whole 
sentence reads: “And in a peace-
ful meadow by that stream / She 
lived her simple life, her daily 
round / And all the childish 
thoughts that she could dream 
/ In that small world were safely 
hedged around”—which conveys 
a rather different sense. To ac-
cuse me of dropping phrases in 
Goethe’s text “at whim” strikes 
me as an egregious case of the 
pot calling the kettle black. Fur-
thermore, Ellis objects that I have 
neglected the central Goethean 
motif of the “Hütte” or “cottage.” 
Now, any Goethe scholar worth 
his or her salt is familiar with 
Leonard Willoughby’s 1951 study 
of the image of the “Wanderer” 
and the “Hut” in Goethe’s poetry; 
although I have not literally cited 
the “hut” or “cottage,” it seems to 
me that most of the associations 
with which Goethe freights the 
image are included here: “peace-
ful meadow,” “simple life,” “daily 
round,” “small world,” “safely 
hedged around.”

Secondly, Ellis suggests that I 
am so concerned to chase a rhyme 
that my use of the word “stream” 
loses “the violent forward motion 
of the torrent.” But again, he re-
fers selectively; immediately be-
fore his cropped quotation, my 
text reads (lines 3348-51): “I am 
accursed, a homeless refugee, / 
An aimless outcast driven relent-
lessly / Like a cascading torrent 
over rock and precipice, / Raging 
and seething into the abyss.” And 
immediately afterwards (lines 

3356-61): “And I, whom God 
has cursed, / Was not content to 
thunder / In a foaming rage and 
burst / The tumbling rocks asun-
der. / I had to undermine that 
girl’s tranquillity— / That was 
the sacrifice that hell required of 
me.” Just how much violent for-
ward motion does your reviewer 
want?

Of course this translator is 
interested in “producing some-
thing that reads well and rhymes” 
(though not necessarily “nicely”); 
this seems a not unworthy aim. 
Three distinguished Faust trans-
lators of the past 40 years or so—
Walter Arndt, David Luke and 
David Constantine—have elo-
quently and persuasively argued 
the case for rhyme (or in Con-
stantine’s case, for half-rhyme). 
For myself, I would certainly 
agree with David Luke that in 
translating Faust, “readable pro-
sodic correspondence must be 
allowed priority over referential 
literalness.”

John R. Williams
University of St. Andrews

Scotland

John M. Ellis replies:

John Williams only under-
mines his own case. If he did in-
deed already know the seminal 
article by Leonard Ashley Wil-
loughby that first explained how 
crucial the image of the cottage 
is, it becomes harder still to un-
derstand how Williams could 
have omitted it, for it represents 
nothing less than the polar op-
posite of the Faustian principle. 
In Mephisto’s words: “Fate has 
endowed him [Faust] with a 
spirit that always drives onward 
without restraint” (“ungebändigt 
immer vorwärts dringt”). The cot-
tage embodies the opposing idea 
of perfect contentment through 
self-limitation. Its repetition 

throughout Faust links different 
kinds of contexts and, in so do-
ing, develops the play’s argument 
by continually shedding new 
light on its basic ideas. To omit 
one of the most crucial examples 
of this central image should have 
been simply unthinkable. It is 
about much, much more than 
Gretchen’s peaceful meadow and 
simple life. 

 As to Williams’s citation of 
lines that describe the onrush 
of the torrent: they only serve 
to show how inconsistent his 

“stream” is with the rest of the 
play’s text. His mistranslation 
allows the destructive force that 
menaces Gretchen to become 
momentarily a part of her peace-
ful and static scene, which gets it 
onto the wrong side of the divide 
between two basic sets of images 
in Faust. 

Government
and the

Private Sector

Irwin Stelzer has written a 
thoughtful review of our book, 
American Amnesia: How the War 
on Government Led Us to For-
get What Made America Prosper 
(“Horse and Rabbit Stew,” Win-
ter 2016/17). We are grateful that 
he believes the “ultimate testimo-
nial to the value of this book is 
its ability to engage conservatives 
such as this reviewer,” and we can 
hardly argue with his fair-mind-
ed conclusion: “Jacob Hacker 
and Paul Pierson have made a far 
better case than has so far been 
made for the virtues of our mixed 
economy, and reminded critics of 
its phenomenal achievements.” 

Nonetheless, we feel com-
pelled to lodge two dissents. 
First, Stelzer appears to disagree 
with our argument that “col-
lective assessments of leading 
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knowledge institutions are not 
just one side in a controversy.” In 
doing so, he invokes the familiar 
conservative trope of climate sci-
entists as “rent-seekers” who are 

“queuing up for research grants.” 
We are not sure whether he ac-
cepts the consensus view of these 
scientists that global warming 
represents a serious threat to 
humanity—a threat rooted in 
the failure of markets to take 
into account even huge costs 
(and benefits) that are borne by 
people not party to the relevant 
market transactions, a.k.a., ex-
ternalities. But we hope that 
conservatives like Stelzer will 
not throw the baby of expertise 
out with the bathwater of (some-
times appropriate) skepticism of 
government. People can disagree 
with regard to particular trade-
offs and ultimate values and yet 
still agree that when facts are 
at play—tobacco causes can-
cer, lead poisoning reduces kids’ 
I.Q., CO2 emissions are danger-
ously warming our planet—well-
grounded scientific expertise 
should have greater weight than 
claims rooted in self-interest or 
ideology alone. 

Second, Stelzer complains 
that we advocate for a balance 
between the state and the mar-
ket that resembles the facetious 
recipe for “horse and rabbit stew,” 
nicely balanced between one 
horse and one rabbit. We are 
assuming he thinks government 
is the horse and the private sec-
tor the rabbit. But that would 
not be our favored concoction 
(or metaphor), nor an accurate 
description of the role played by 
government during America’s 
economic ascent or the role we 
think it should play in the future. 
In a mixed economy such as the 
United States, markets have an 
enormous and indispensable 
place—one that has been, is cur-
rently, and should be, larger than 
Stelzer’s mammal mishmash 
would suggest. The ten largest 
publicly-traded corporations in 
the world, after all, are head-

quartered in the United States. 
To quote Monty Python and the 
Holy Grail—and who could pass 
up the chance to recall the fear-
some hare that dispatched so 
many of King Arthur’s men?—

“That’s no ordinary rabbit!”
We prefer Charles Lindblom’s 

metaphor: the mixed economy is 
like a hand. There are the nimble 
fingers of the market and the 
strong thumb of government. 
You need those nimble fingers 
to respond flexibly to a chang-
ing world. But you also need that 
strong thumb to provide coun-
ter-pressure and traction, so you 
can grasp the opportunities that 
markets won’t seize on their own. 
The role of the thumb isn’t to di-
rect the fingers; it is to push back 
against the well-known short-
comings of unregulated markets, 
such as externalities, as well as 
the tendency of market actors to 
try to capture government. The 
result is less a stable mix than a 
shifting relationship of creative 
tension. And, as we show in the 
book, it is this evolving combina-
tion of effective government and 
dynamic markets that propelled 
American prosperity in the last 
century—and could do so again 
in the 21st.

Jacob S. Hacker 
Yale University
New Haven, CT

Paul Pierson
University of California,

Berkeley
Berkeley, CA

Irwin Stelzer replies:

I welcome Messrs. Hacker 
and Pierson’s clarification of their 
position, reasonably stated, as to 
be expected from these authors. 
They are curious to learn whether 
I “accept…the consensus view of 
these scientists that global warm-
ing represents a serious threat 
to humanity.” Leave aside the 
question of just how much of a 
consensus there is—the cartel 

of believers having captured the 
professional and popular media, 
and gone to considerable length 
to prevent access by what they 
choose to call “deniers,” an offen-
sive appropriation of a term until 
now reserved for those who deny 
the existence of the Holocaust. 
More important, from my point 
of view, is that there is a place for 
neither believers nor deniers in 
this debate. I am a skeptic. I have 
suspicion of models of the sort 
on which believers rely, especially 
when reality seems so often to fail 
to replicate their predictions, but 
am sufficiently uncertain to want 
to treat the risk as real enough for 
conservatives to “buy insurance” 
in the form of a carbon tax, which 
I have long advocated. 

There are reasons other than 
climate change for doing just that, 
but the possibility that human ac-
tivity is causing warming should 
not be dismissed, and a tax is sure-
ly a more efficient way to confront 
the problem than the costly regu-
lations relied on until now. Per-
haps conservatives deserve to be 
mired in that morass for rejecting 
President Obama’s cap-and-trade 
proposal, second in efficiency to 
a carbon tax. But, equally, envi-
ronmentalists might deserve the 
current rollback of regulations as 
payment for their insensitivity to 
the costs of those rules. 

As for viewing the private sec-
tor as nimble fingers and the gov-
ernment as the strong thumb—
well, so long as that is not applied 
to the scales in a butcher shop, I 
suppose it is an acceptable anal-
ogy. I agree that it is the private 
sector—constrained at times by 
sensible regulation to cope with 
market failure—that is the most 
certain engine of future economic 
growth. I hope the authors agree 
that during the past eight years 
we have gone more than a little 
overboard in concocting rules, 
the costs of which exceed any 
imaginable benefits, and that lib-
erating their nimble fingers from 
an over-heavy thumb might make 
for good policy. 
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The New Abnormal
Essay by William Voegeli
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“Are you now, or have you ever 
been, a supporter of Donald J. 
Trump?” It would be ominous if 

witnesses in congressional hearings had to 
endure this type of McCarthyite interroga-
tion. But what do you call it when sports-
writers demand that a professional athlete 
answer the same question? 

New England Patriots quarterback Tom 
Brady, for example, found it necessary to pre-
pare for the 2017 Super Bowl the way a defen-
dant prepares for cross-examination. “Tom 
Brady has some explaining to do on Donald 
Trump,” a USA Today sports column warned 
before the championship game.

How did Brady incur this obligation? 
First, he and Trump are known associates. 
The football star was a judge in the 2002 
Miss USA Pageant, an event then part of the 
Trump business empire. He subsequently 
played golf with the celebrity businessman at 
several of Trump’s courses. Second, in Sep-
tember 2015 a “Make America Great Again” 
cap was seen hanging in Brady’s locker. Third, 
Trump has praised Brady effusively and 
Brady has reciprocated, albeit with notable 
caution once Trump began his presidential 
campaign. “Donald is a good friend of mine,” 
Brady said in a December 2015 radio inter-
view. “I have known him for a long time. I 
support all my friends. That is what I have 
to say.”

Fourth, and most critically, Brady tried to 
avoid discussing politics at all in the days be-

fore this year’s Super Bowl, played two weeks 
after Trump’s inauguration. “If people want 
to take sides, you know, they can obviously 
do that,” he told one reporter a week before 
the game. “And I have a right to stay out of it, 
too…. I don’t want to bring any distractions 
to our team.”

But several commenters were having none 
of it. The court of public opinion, they made 
clear, honors neither the right to privacy nor 
the right against self-incrimination. Not 
in the Age of Trump. Sports Illustrated, its 
patience at an end, complained, “Brady has 
had every opportunity to clarify his friend-
ship with Trump and has mostly declined.” 
In “refusing to publicly disavow Trump’s 
actions, Brady is giving tacit endorsement 
to both Trump and the chaos he has cre-
ated,” USA Today pronounced. Brady’s si-
lence about Trump, a Boston Globe columnist 
wrote, “amounts to tacit approval for the new 
president to go about his horrific business of 
dividing the nation and icing multicultural 
progress.”

In being called to account, Brady was not 
singled out, not even on his own team. Patri-
ots owner Robert Kraft is also one of the new 
president’s friends, and has expressed grati-
tude that Trump phoned him regularly after 
Kraft’s wife, Myra, died in 2011. He too was 
scolded, most notably in a Tablet magazine 
open letter, which accused Kraft of betraying 
his Jewish heritage by not repudiating Trump. 
The letter’s author helpfully provided a state-

ment of renunciation for Kraft to deliver in 
public. “I cannot stand by and allow [Trump] 
to make the kind of reckless moves that have 
already done so much damage to the country 
I love, and to its great democracy,” Kraft was 
instructed to say. “As a Jew, I disagree with 
his positions on immigration. As a man, and 
as Myra’s widower, I abhor his disrespect of 
women.”

Another New England sports hero could 
advise Brady and Kraft to take such threats 
seriously. Curt Schilling, the pitching star 
of the 2004 World Series champion Bos-
ton Red Sox, was suspended and ultimately 
fired as a baseball announcer by ESPN, after 
his social media posts on political issues—
including jihad and public restrooms for 
transgendered people—sparked controversy. 
Clearly, it’s not too soon for ESPN analyst 
Sage Steele to start thinking about a new 
career. Being a biracial woman in a biracial 
marriage did little to protect her from harsh 
attacks after she criticized athletes who re-
fuse to stand during the national anthem as 
a way of supporting Black Lives Matter, and 
later complained about the protestors who 
blocked airports after the first Trump “travel 
ban” went into effect. One blogger admon-
ished, “You would be the token person they 
book on CNN to tell black people we need 
to fix us before we try fixing the police de-
partments who use black people for target 
practice.” ESPN has already taken steps to 
reduce her role in its broadcasts.
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Who Decided?

As in sports, so in sporting equip-
ment. L.L. Bean is being boycotted 
by the “Grab Your Wallet,” campaign, 

which discovered that one of the 50 Bean 
family members involved in the company 
had donated to a pro-Trump political action 
committee. And as in business, so in show 
business. Actress Nicole Kidman found 
it necessary to apologize for her anodyne 
post-election statement that “we as a coun-
try need to support whoever is president.” 
After he asked Trump the kind of superfi-
cial questions guests have faced for 62 years 
on NBC’s Tonight Show, critics denounced 
host Jimmy Fallon for aiding and abetting 
Trump’s election. “Now,” Slate warned, “even 
if celebrities [want] to opt out of the current 
moment, they can’t…. Doing nothing is do-
ing something. Silence either signifies ‘I’m 
for Trump’ or ‘I’m for myself.’”

“You either have to be part of the solution, 
or you’re going to be part of the problem,” 
Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver wrote, giving 
the 1960s one of its enduring slogans. “There 
is no more neutrality in the world.” Soon af-
ter the 2016 election result was in, Donald 
Trump’s opponents designated themselves, 
melodramatically, “the Resistance.” The 
treatment of Brady, Kraft, Steele, and oth-
ers makes clear that Cleaver has now been 
updated: either you’re part of the Resistance, 
or you’re part of the evil the Resistance is re-
sisting. In the Age of Trump, public figures 
can neither declare themselves neutral nor 
simply decline to have, or share, their per-
sonal views. Fallon’s critics made clear that 
to do anything less than revile Trump, in any 
public setting, is to “normalize” him, thereby 
imperiling all that is good and decent in our 
land. The Old Normal, where everything 
Trump represents and intends was under-
stood to be odious and catastrophic, must 
never devolve into a New Normal that legiti-
mates Trump and Trumpism.

To declare that abstaining is impossible 
now—that the world’s axis shifted the mo-
ment Donald Trump secured his 270th elec-
toral vote—would be more credible if the 
Resistance’s new rules of engagement weren’t 
so similar to the Left’s longstanding order of 
battle. A major theme of Trump’s campaign 
was opposition to political correctness. That 
stance appealed to many, who feared that a 
campus affliction was becoming a national 
one, foretelling a future where Anytown, 
USA, might as well be Berkeley, California. 
When quarterbacks and actresses are sternly 
admonished that you’re for Trump unless 
you make it unmistakably clear that you’re 

against him, the central Trumpist axiom 
about the danger of political correctness is 
affirmed, not refuted.

In a recent Chronicle of Higher Education 
essay, literary scholar William Deresiewicz 
pointed out that the term “political correct-
ness” originated on the Left as an “ironic in-
vocation of Stalinism.” The problem is that 

“we’ve lost the irony but kept the Stalinism.” 
As a result, “There is always something new…
that you aren’t supposed to say. And worst of 
all, you often don’t find out about it until af-
ter you have said it.” Tom Brady and Nicole 
Kidman could attest, if they were so reckless 
as to speak out, that people far removed from 
academia can now be pilloried for committing 
transgressions that were not transgressions at 
the time they were committed. 

The key to understanding academic politi-
cal correctness, Deresiewicz believes, is that 

“[s]elective private colleges have become reli-
gious schools.” The faith’s central tenets are 
secularism, environmentalism, and, above all, 

“the holy trinity of race, gender, and sexual-
ity.” And where there’s dogma, there’s heresy, 

“those beliefs that undermine the orthodox 
consensus.” The point of higher education, 
as a result, is not to raise and ponder ques-
tions. It is, rather, to internalize the stric-
tures—nebulous and constantly changing 
but always severe—about which questions 
never to ask.

Shortly after the Deresiewicz article ap-
peared, one of those stories came along to 
demonstrate simultaneously that: 1) politi-
cal correctness is, increasingly, a social rather 
than a purely academic phenomenon; and 2) 
any suspicions that the problem of political 
correctness might be exaggerated dissolve 
when confronted by evidence that the situ-
ation is even worse than we had been led to 
believe. The 2017 Biennial exhibition at New 
York’s Whitney Museum of American Art 
has seen protests over one painting, Open 
Casket, which depicts the bludgeoned face of 
Emmett Till, a black teenager murdered in 
Mississippi in 1955. An open letter signed 
by many artists demanded that the paint-
ing “be destroyed and not entered into any 
market or museum.” Its painter is white, of 
course, and her insistence that the work was 
one of empathy and solidarity placated none 
of her critics. According to the letter, Open 
Casket’s existence proves that “even the dis-
figured corpse of a child was not sufficient to 
move the white gaze from its habitual cold 
calculation.”

Two supporters of the open letter, writing 
in the New Republic, said that it should not 
be understood as intolerant or censorious but, 
rather, as “a call for silence inside a church.” 

The Taliban had its Ministry for the Propa-
gation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice. Our 
modern religious colleges, museums, sports 
channels, awards shows, and, in the fullness 
of time, bowling alleys, have their arbiters, too, 
of the sacred and profane. The open letter to 
the Whitney declares: “white free speech and 
white creative freedom have been founded on 
the constraint of others, and are not natural 
rights. The painting must go.”

Deresiewicz’s essay alludes to the outcome 
of the 2016 contest as an “electoral catastro-
phe.” He describes himself as an atheist and 
social democrat who believes systemic racism 
and sexism to be grave problems, which plac-
es him outside any known subset of Donald 
Trump’s electoral coalition. Nevertheless, his 
sharpest words against political correctness 
would draw loud cheers at a Make America 
Great Again rally: “Whenever I hear that you 
aren’t supposed to say something, I want to 
know, where did this supposed descend from? 
Who decided, and who gave them the right to 
decide?”

Freedom to Riot

Once it became clear on the 
morning of November 9, 2016, that 
Trump had won his unthinkable vic-

tory, the anchor of “The Young Turks” web 
broadcast declared, “We’re going to fight 
back. The era of politeness, for progressives, 
is over.” In 2009, during the era of politeness, 
libertarian social scientist Charles Murray 
spoke on the campus of Middlebury College 
in Vermont, completed his remarks without 
interruption, and then left campus without 
incident. In March 2017, at the dawn of the 
era of Resistance, Murray was shouted down 
and chased from campus when he attempted 
to give a speech at Middlebury. The professor 
who accompanied him from the lecture hall to 
the getaway car was sent to the hospital by the 
most Resistant activists.

The student protesters had many defend-
ers within and beyond Middlebury. One pro-
fessor, Linus Owens, insisted that the stu-
dents were merely “talking back” to Charles 
Murray, and that “the nonviolent demonstra-
tors were defending speech just as much as 
the people now rushing to condemn them.” 
Murray’s free speech rights did not extend to 
a right that others remain silent, or a guaran-
tee that it will be possible for him to be heard. 
This was the position of a Yale political sci-
ence lecturer, who said that the protesters 
who made it impossible for Murray to de-
liver his lecture may have been rude, obnox-
ious, and scary, but were exercising the same 
right to free speech as the guest lecturer. He 
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“Lewis Lehrman’s Churchill, Roosevelt & Company offers a detailed look at the special  relationship, 
especially during World War II, when Anglo-American cooperation achieved its most impressive results 
and faced its most formidable challenges. The book is packed with fascinating detail and illuminates 

not only the past but the challenges of the present day. The subtitle is Studies in Character and 
Statecraft: Mr. Lehrman makes it clear that, in geopolitics, the two go together.” 

“Lewis E. Lehrman’s arresting and deeply researched study of the Anglo-American alliance 
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sometimes willing to use back channels and bypass conventional diplomatic authority—found 
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historical immediacy, Churchill, Roosevelt & Company demonstrates how generals, diplomats, 
spies, businessmen, economists, and other key figures served the needs of both Prime Minister 
and President in their unyielding defense of democratic government. Not least, the book 
delivers a powerful reminder of the contingent role of human interaction and personal 
chemistry in determining the course of historical events.” - Prof. Richard Carwardine, 
Rhodes Professor of American History at Oxford University

“Lewis E. Lehrman demonstrates an almost uncanny feel for all the senior personalities 
around Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt during the Second World War; he 
understands their characters, viewpoints and motives and has an enlightening insight into all 
of them, coupled with an impressively objective judiciousness. I didn’t think much more of 
genuine value could be written about this glittering galere—one of the great ‘genius clusters’ 
of history—but this well-researched, well-written and profoundly thoughtful book proves me 
wrong.” - Prof. Andrew Roberts, King’s College, London, author of Masters and Commanders: 
How Churchill, Roosevelt, Marshall and Alanbrooke Won the War in the West

added, “Given Murray’s monstrous politics, I 
stand with the students.”

Other clever equivalencies helped absolve 
Middlebury protestors of undermining lib-
eral democracy. Let’s not forget, Owens wrote, 

“the real violence of bringing a known and 
active racist and anti-poor people ‘intellec-
tual’ into our community,” whose arguments 
constitute “material attacks” on minority stu-
dents’ presence at Middlebury, “not to men-
tion their very reasons for being.” A recent 
Middlebury graduate wrote of the “inherent 
violence” of hosting and legitimizing Murray, 
calling the speech “institutional violence,” a 

“real form of violence with real consequenc-
es,” and “a direct act of violence” committed 
against the students. Using terms like “real 
violence” to denote the expression of contro-
versial opinions makes it possible to excuse or 
endorse good, old-fashioned violent violence. 
If words are deeds then countervailing deeds 
are just words, a form of self-expression. The 
Middlebury students who turned Murray’s 
lecture into a melee were simply “speaking out 
and standing up for not only their safety but 
their humanity,” according to the supportive 
alumnus.

Incidents like the one at Middlebury also 
reliably bring forth reminders that the First 
Amendment guarantees only that government 

shall not abridge the freedom of speech. It 
has nothing to do with some people inhib-
iting others’ speech, nor does it require that 
any particular venue, including an institution 
of higher education, accommodate any par-
ticular speaker. “No one silenced [Murray],” 
wrote Owens. That is, he retains the ability 
to convey his ideas through several media, but 
the Middlebury students justifiably insisted 
that their campus need not and should not be 
one of them.

Those who argued that the students who 
prevented Murray’s Middlebury lecture were 
the real victims, not villains, emphasized that 
the event took place in the new political envi-
ronment created by Donald Trump’s presiden-
cy. The platitude that free and open debate is 
the fairest, safest way to advance wise and de-
cent notions (while refuting and defeating base-
less or pernicious ones), they argue, was ren-
dered untenable by the 2016 campaign and its 
outcome. “The purveyors of logic, of facts duti-
fully checked and delivered to the public, lost 
big league in November,” in the view of Slate’s 
Osita Nwanevu. “Is the space in the discourse 
that liberalism has granted to bigots embold-
ened by the Trump era a real problem or not?”

Owens believes it’s frighteningly real. 
With “open white supremacists in charge of 
the country,” it has become clear that the mis-

take was to refrain from disrupting Charles 
Murray’s speech at Middlebury in 2009, not 
to prevent him from giving a lecture there in 
2017. The “acceptable range” for political de-
bate, he says, “is between the non-racists and 
the anti-racists.” Thus, the “racists don’t have a 
place here.” The result of such thinking is that 
those who get to determine the boundaries 
of the debate’s acceptable range, to admit the 
non-racists and bar the racists, end up wield-
ing great political influence. Professor Owens 
doesn’t clarify which standards they’ll employ 
when making their determinations, or who 
will hold them accountable if they abuse their 
power.

Loss of Civility

The notion that charles murray 
and the Middlebury protestors shout-
ing him down were both exercising 

their First Amendment rights to speak with-
out government interference has political 
implications beyond the campus. A healthy 
liberal, democratic polity has laws regulat-
ing such fundamental requirements as free 
speech and civic participation, but they’re 
also exercised in quotidian political life by 
following informal though powerful norms. 
It’s like the distinction between playing a 
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game according to the written rules, and dis-
playing good sportsmanship. The latter pro-
hibits some acts that the rules don’t forbid, 
such as “showing up” an opponent, and re-
quires some that the rulebook doesn’t men-
tion. Greg Schiano, briefly a professional 
football coach, damaged his reputation by 
ordering his defensive team to blitz the op-
ponent’s “victory formation,” where offensive 
players protecting an insurmountable lead 
kneel down without trying to advance the 
ball as time expires to end the game. Doing 
so violated nothing in the rulebook, so the 
defense never incurred a penalty. Yet, “[a]t all 
levels of football, when the offense goes into 
victory formation, defenders who are good 
sports simply watch the snap and then shake 
hands,” wrote football columnist Gregg 
Easterbrook. “Having your players charge 
the line on the final snap after you’ve lost is 
the sort of thing ordered by coaches who are, 
deep down inside, persons of low character.”

Civility, however, is not sustained and 
elaborated for its own sake, but for the sake 
of preserving and improving a community, 
whether an academic one of 2,500 college 
students or a national one of 325 million 
people. In 21st-century America, narrowly 
but deeply and bitterly divided, the cohesion 
or even the long-term existence of a national 
community that makes the phrase “fellow 
Americans” meaningful has become increas-
ingly doubtful. Our politically correct colleg-
es are religious institutions of a sort, and our 
efforts at self-governance resemble religious 
warfare. Believers in transformation, recent-
ly led by a president who made that promise 
repeatedly, contend with believers in resto-
ration, who elected a successor promising to 
make America great again. There are ever 
fewer propositions these two secular creeds 
both affirm, ever weaker commitments to 
norms or a national future that both sides 
share.

There is, indeed, steadily decreasing con-
tact with or comprehension of the opposite 
faith’s adherents. In 1992, 39% of voters 
cast ballots in “landslide counties,” ones 
where the winner received more than 60% 
of the votes for one of the two major-party 
presidential nominees. In 2016, 61% of vot-
ers lived in such counties. Only 4% of voters 
in 1992 lived in “extreme landslide counties,” 
where the victor received more than 75% of 
the two-party popular vote. In 2016, 21% 
did so. We are voting with our feet, against 
heterogeneity, before we vote with our votes. 
Civility, like other habits, atrophies from 
disuse. If more and more Americans have 
fewer and fewer occasions to discuss politics 
with people they disagree with fundamental-

ly, the increasingly rare conversations that do 
take place become increasingly intemperate 
and pointless.

Going Nuclear

Escalation ensues. in 2016, repub-
lican Senate majority leader Mitch 
McConnell’s refusal to hold hearings 

for Judge Merrick Garland, nominated to the 
Supreme Court by President Obama, estab-
lished a new operational principle: a term-
limited president whose party doesn’t control 
the Senate shouldn’t get to fill a Supreme 
Court seat that becomes vacant during his fi-
nal year in the White House. This tactic was 
probably meant, and was certainly received, 
as a provocation. Democrats were infuriated, 
though future sets of circumstances rendering 
the “McConnell rule” operative are likely to 
be infrequent.

In any case, their claim that Republicans 
“stole” the seat that became vacant after Jus-
tice Antonin Scalia’s death makes sense 
only to those who believe the seat belonged 

went forward or not, they could have made 
that view unmistakably clear with their bal-
lots. When that dog didn’t bark on Election 
Day, the McConnell rule was established by 
virtue of having been neither challenged nor 
defeated.

In 2017, Democratic Senate minority 
leader Chuck Schumer, by filibustering Presi-
dent Trump’s Supreme Court nomination of 
Neil Gorsuch, attempted to establish a much 
broader principle than McConnell’s: no presi-
dent, at any point in his presidency, can fill a 
Supreme Court vacancy unless his party holds 
60 seats in the Senate. Where the McCon-
nell rule would prevent filling Supreme Court 
seats only in extraordinary circumstances, the 
Schumer rule would prevent filling a vacancy 
except in extraordinary circumstances. Up-
holding that principle would steadily depopu-
late the Court.

Democrats insisted, further, that the 
“nuclear option,” abolishing filibusters of Su-
preme Court nominees, would delegitimize 
the Court. Before Gorsuch joined the Court 
because Republicans lowered the threshold 
needed for confirmation to a simple major-
ity, Oregon Democratic Senator Jeff Merkley 
warned, “Every 5-4 decision will be one we 
will look at and say that it is not really legiti-
mate, because that Supreme Court Justice 
wasn’t really legitimate.” The inevitable next 
step in this line of argument—illegitimate 
Justices’ illegitimate decisions have no moral 
force, and should be ignored or violated by 
those who reject them—means replacing the 
rule of law with the rule of force. A republic 
where laws are binding only on those people 
who agree with them is one where the exper-
iment in self-government is breaking down. 
As the anti-Trump protestors like to say, 
“This is what Resistance looks like.” Unfor-
tunately, George Wallace standing in front 
of schoolhouse doors, attempting to prevent 
federal marshals from enforcing a court or-
der mandating racial desegregation, is also 
what resistance looks like. It’s just not what 
democracy looks like.

Worst of Humanity

The resistance, chanting “not my 
president” since Election Day, justi-
fies its words and actions by citing 

Trump’s transgressions and defects. His sins 
easily become his supporters’. When New 
York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof urges 
his liberal readers to avoid harsh generaliza-
tions about Trump voters, they respond by 
telling him how committed they are to those 
negative judgments. They “hate” and “despise” 
all Trump supporters, the “worst of human-

to Garland, Obama, or the Senate’s Demo-
cratic minority. Where governments derive 
their just powers from the consent of the 
governed, however, the stronger argument is 
that the Court seat belonged to the people. 
Since elections are the central mechanism 
for deriving popular consent in a democracy, 
the course for Democrats was to make the 
Supreme Court seat, and the Senate Repub-
licans’ treatment of President Obama’s nom-
inee, a central issue throughout the 2016 
campaign.

But they barely tried. Garland was men-
tioned even less frequently at last year’s 
Democratic convention than Jimmy Carter. 
(One plausible reason is that Hillary Clin-
ton wanted the option to nominate a younger, 
more liberal justice after her inevitable victory 
in November.) And in not pressing the case 
that Obama and Garland deserved better, 
Democrats lost not only the White House 
and Senate, but the right to claim that Mc-
Connell’s treatment of Garland violated some 
indispensable political norm. If voters had 
cared about whether the Garland nomination 

Either you’re part
of the Resistance,
or you’re part of

the evil the Resistance
is resisting.
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ity,” every last “stupid and selfish” one a racist. 
For every demonstration, campus riot, and 
awards-show sermon that is visited upon the 
republic because Trump won, another 10,000 
members of the Resisted attain greater clarity 
about why Trump won. Even Americans with 
misgivings about Trump and his policies can 
agree with the European scholar who recently 
wrote, “There is a deeply anti-democratic un-
dercurrent to much of the criticism of the new 
president, borne aloft by an assumption that 
democracy is too important to be left to the 
voters.”

More so than in warfare generally, reli-
gious wars are animated by the determina-
tion to vindicate righteousness and punish 
blasphemy. There is a heightened emphasis 
on assigning blame to the combatant who 

“started it,” a heightened determination to 
stand down only after retaliating against 
the most recent attack—which means nei-
ther side ever stands down. Conciliation is 
scorned as a form of capitulation. It’s hard 
to see how all this ends, and really hard to 
see how it ends well. Everyone loves the po-
etry at the conclusion of Abraham Lincoln’s 
First Inaugural: how “we are not enemies, 
but friends” who will be held together by 

“the mystic chords of memory” and “better 
angels of our nature.” It’s less consoling to 

remember that Lincoln’s address was a rhe-
torical triumph but political failure. None of 
the seven Southern states that seceded from 
the Union between Lincoln’s election and in-
auguration reversed course after his speech, 
and four additional states joined the Confed-
eracy in the following weeks.

The first and current Republican presidents 
are, safe to say, dissimilar in certain respects. 
Their electoral victories, however, caused each 
man’s most vehement opponents to conclude 
that such an outcome rendered doubtful the 
worth of preserving American unity and re-
specting democratic processes. Southerners 
embraced the logic, though not the slogan, 
of “Not My President” when Lincoln’s elec-
tion showed that the North had the votes and, 
increasingly, the inclination to settle the slav-
ery question on terms other than the South’s 
maximum demands. Last summer, after vio-
lent anti-Trump protests, journalist Emmett 
Rensin was fired from Vox.com for tweeting 
that it was “never a shame to storm the bar-
ricades set up around a fascist,” and, “Advice: 
If Trump comes to your town, start a riot.” 
After Trump’s inauguration, Foreign Policy of-
fered Rensin the opportunity to expound on 
political violence in 3,500 words rather than 
140 characters. The elaboration does little 
to reassure. Rensin notes, in passing, that he 

doesn’t consider Trump a fascist, though with-
out clarifying whether he no longer believes 
this or never really did. It seems not to mat-
ter, because some people, especially “the poor 
and oppressed,” do think Trump fascistic, and 
for them his election means that “the official 
channels of political redress have broken down, 
that the system is not working and therefore 
extreme measures must be taken.” Rather 
than attempt to disabuse them of their assess-
ment of the situation, or dissuade them from 
their response to it, Rensin prefers to empa-
thize with their plight and respect their po-
litical judgment. After all, he notes, you don’t 
thwart a fascist by calling your congressman. 

Lincoln began his presidency by imploring 
all his countrymen to “think calmly and well.” 
That’s good advice in general but is, unfortu-
nately, advice most likely to be delivered in 
situations where it’s least likely to be heeded. 
We’ll learn things about the people we are and 
the times we live in over the next four years. 
Whether we’ll like what we learn is a different 
question.

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



MARY McCARTHY � The Complete Fiction Thomas Mallon, editor

Whether writing about sex and infidelity, McCarthyism and Cold War paranoia, or Freudian
analysis and the psychology of terrorism, Mary McCarthy brought to her subjects a frankness
and clarity of vision that still feel ahead of their time. Now Library of America and editor
Thomas Mallon present the first collected edition of her fiction, seven novels and eight classic
stories complete in two authoritative, annotated volumes.

I. Novels & Stories 1942–1963 1,080 pp.  • $45 cloth • #290 Two-volume boxed set (shown)  • $90 

II. Novels 1963–1979 1,140 pp.  • $45 cloth • #291

Visit the companion 
website for video 
commenataries, a reading
group guide, and more.

JOHN QUINCY ADAMS � The Diaries 1779–1848 David Waldstreicher, editor

For the 250th anniversary of John Quincy Adams’s birth, Library of America and historian David Waldstreicher present a two-volume reader’s 
edition of one of the most extraordinary works in all of American literature, based for the first time on the original manuscript diaries, restoring 
personal and revealing passages suppressed in earlier editions. The two volumes span events from the American Revolution to the Mexican War.

I. Diaries 1779–1821 739 pp.  • $37.50 cloth • #293 II. Diaries 1821–1848 773 pp.  • $37.50 cloth • #294 Two-volume boxed set (shown)  • $75 

“One of the greatest of American diaries by one of America’s greatest statesmen.” Gordon S. Wood

WORLD WAR I AND AMERICA � Told by the Americans Who Lived It A. Scott Berg, editor 1,020 pp.   • $40 cloth • LOA #289 

To mark the centennial of the U.S. entry into World War I, here is a landmark anthology of writings by American participants and observers, a vivid
and dramatic firsthand story from the outbreak of war in 1914 through the League of Nations debate. See companion website below.

“A finely judged collection. The unforgettable writing in this kaleidoscopic portrait of the war reveals as never before the origins and course of the seminal catastrophe whose 
consequences we live with still.” Sir Harold Evans

Rediscover � Library of America

Distributed by Penguin Random House, Inc.

ALBERT MURRAY � Collected Essays & Memoirs Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Paul Devlin, editors                    1,072 pp.  • $45 cloth  • #284 

In his 1970 classic The Omni-Americans, Albert Murray took aim at narratives of black marginalization and victimhood, arguing that black art
and music, particularly jazz and blues, stand at the headwaters of the American mainstream, a “blues-hero tradition” of wit, grace, and improv-
isation. Here is a comprehensive collection of Murray’s brilliant and controversial nonfiction, including eight previously uncollected pieces.

“His writing about racism can prickle your skin. . . . Reading this book is like watching someone take a 12-bar blues song and score it for a full orchestra.” Dwight Garner

/LibraryAmerica /libraryofamerica

www.loa.org/libraryofamerica

Claremont Spring 2017_NYROB040106  3/23/17  2:40 PM  Page 1



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2017
Page 14

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Book Review by Yuval Levin

Constitutionalism for Realists
Against Democracy, by Jason Brennan.

Princeton University Press, 304 pages, $29.95

Against Elections: The Case for Democracy, by David Van Reybrouck.
Bodley Head, 208 pages, $16.95

Democracy for Realists: Why Elections Do Not Produce Responsive Government, by Christopher H. Achen and Larry M. Bartels.
Princeton University Press, 408 pages, $29.95

America’s political institutions 
are consumed by a crisis of legitimacy. 
Public faith in our system of govern-

ment has crumbled. Many believe it’s deeply 
corrupt, or rigged for the benefit of others. 
This view crosses party lines—or rather, our 
partisan divisions seem increasingly to turn 
on who is to blame for American democracy’s 
decline and fall. 

The 2016 election results have swelled the 
ranks of those convinced that our democ-
racy is a sham, particularly on the left. And 
the prominence of academics among them 
has boosted an already bourgeoning schol-
arly literature of democracy skepticism. Con-
tributors to this fashionable genre differ on 
the particulars: most are elitist champions of 
meritocracy, as they understand it, but some 
make a more populist case against rule by ex-

perts. There are those who ground their case 
in empirical evidence of the ignorance of vot-
ers, others in some idea of justice or utility. 

Essentially all, however, are agreed on one 
point: the case for democracy is hopelessly 
naïve, romantic, and overdue for refuta-
tion. Three books published in 2016—Jason 
Brennan’s Against Democracy, David Van 
Reybrouck’s Against Elections, and Christo-
pher Achen and Larry Bartels’s Democracy 
for Realists—offer engaging introductions to 
key facets of the case. All are forceful, well 
written, and rooted in plainly genuine con-
cerns for liberty or civic virtue. But both in-
dividually and in combination, they suggest a 
willful blindness to the challenges our coun-
try confronts, and the role that our consti-
tutional republic’s institutions might play in 
addressing them. 

Brennan, a professor of economics 
and public policy at Georgetown Uni-
versity’s business school, offers a case 

we might naturally expect to hear from a critic 
of democracy. The trouble, he says, is that the 
people simply do not know enough to govern, 
so that trusting them with immense power is 
a terrible mistake. An extensive social-science 
literature describes the political ignorance of 
the American population. He draws, in great 
detail, on the assessments of this ignorance to 
suggest that not only the reality but even the 
ideal of democracy is misguided.

Indeed, Brennan thinks politics is bad for 
us. The problem, in his telling, is not exactly 
that most people know next to nothing about 
politics—after all, most of us know next to 
nothing about pediatrics or architecture. The 
problem is that people engage in politics de-
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spite this patent incompetence. Politics there-
fore becomes applied ignorance, and dimin-
ishes us all. “I contend that for most of us, 
political liberty and participation are, on the 
whole, harmful,” he writes. 

He doesn’t leave it there. “We no longer 
have to speculate, as [John Stuart] Mill did, 
about what politics does to us,” Against De-
mocracy assures us. “Psychologists, sociolo-
gists, economists, and political scientists have 
spent more than sixty years studying how 
people think about, react to, and make deci-
sions in politics.” And what they’ve found is 
that most of us are horribly ill-equipped for 
self-government. 

The solution, therefore, is not to 
make people less ignorant but to leave 
politics to the experts. And these ex-

perts…might they be professors of economics 
and public policy? Brennan isn’t coy:

While I no doubt suffer from some de-
gree of confirmation and self-serving 
bias, perhaps I justifiably believe that 
I—a named professor of strategy, eco-
nomics, ethics, and public policy at an 
elite research university, with a Ph.D. 
from the top-ranked political philoso-
phy program in the English-speaking 
world, and a strong record of peer-
reviewed publications in top journals 
and academic presses—have superior 
political judgment on a great many po-
litical matters compared to many of my 
fellow citizens.

He means it. His solution to the prob-
lems that bedevil our democracy is to give 
the better educated more power. It’s an old 
idea, of course. Brennan’s version would use 
a variety of tests of knowledge, education, or 
intelligence as prerequisites for voting. Or 
else it would empower “epistocratic coun-
cils” (that is, bodies of experts deemed fit to 
rule thanks to their specialized knowledge) 
alongside our democratic institutions, which 
would set the agenda and rein in excesses. A 
libertarian in good standing, Brennan makes 
this case not in the name of an all-knowing 
state but to maximize individual freedom 
and government efficiency. His argument 
reflects the growing libertarian inclination 
to technocracy. It’s most evident among le-
gal scholars reinventing originalism to en-
dorse rule by “engaged” judges who vindicate 
our rights, but is also increasingly common 
among political scientists who want calm, 
knowledgeable experts (“vulcans,” Brennan 
calls them) to protect our freedom from the 
public.

For Brennan, sheer common sense dic-
tates that we discard our sentimental attach-
ment to democratic forms. Nor does Winston 
Churchill’s argument—bad as it is, democra-
cy is the least bad option available—settle the 
question. “Overall, democratic governments 
tend to perform better than the alternatives 
we have tried,” Brennan writes. “But perhaps 
some of the systems we haven’t tried are even 
better.”

Brennan’s “realism” turns out 
to encompass self-consciously edgy 
experiments in giving the govern-

ment powers neither derived from, nor con-
strained by, the consent of the governed. 
Ironically, however, his recommendations 
turn out to be less edgy than he implies. 
He thinks restrictions on voting based on 
education or intelligence might be ideal, but 
acknowledges that they would run afoul of 
powerful taboos. Brennan suggests instead 
various limits on the electorate imposed by 
empowering parallel non-democratic institu-
tions to check our democratic ones. A body 
of economists could compel Congress at least 
to vote on entitlement reform, for example, 
or could overrule a state tax referendum. 
He describes these as novel and exciting de-
spite the fact that, in different forms, such 
restraints are commonplace in our constitu-
tional system. He does point out, in passing, 
that the Supreme Court is “a kind of episto-
cratic council.” But Against Democracy gen-
erally doesn’t acknowledge that many checks 
on democratic power already exist in the 
American system, or used to exist before the 
democratizing reforms of the past century. 
Furthermore, our constitutional refinements 
of democracy generally take democratic le-
gitimacy seriously, a problem to which Bren-
nan is all but indifferent. 

Instead, Brennan justifies restraining the 
popular will solely in terms of utility. “De-
mocracy’s value is purely instrumental,” he 
writes. “The only reason to favor democracy 
over any other political system is that it is 
more effective at producing just results, ac-
cording to procedure-independent standards 
of justice.” And yet it turns out that this sup-
posedly clear-eyed view of government’s pur-
pose is actually naïve, while our constitutional 
system—anchored in self-evident truths and 
built to take account of the very human limi-
tations Brennan thinks social scientists have 
only just discovered—is realistic, in every 
sense of the term. The limits of our knowl-
edge, if not indeed the fallenness of man, may 
well argue against pure democracy, but they 
argue even more strongly against unchecked 
epistocracy.

The celebrated belgian writer and 
scholar David Van Reybrouck sees 
this problem clearly. His book focuses 

at least as much on Europe as America, but 
Van Reybrouck insists his case applies just as 
powerfully to our circumstances. In contrast 
to Brennan, he argues that the democratic 
process empowers elites at the expense of the 
public, a result he regards as fulfilling rather 
than betraying republicanism. Elections—
that is, the definitive institution of represen-
tative or republican democracy—have always 
been meant to elevate an elite, keeping de-
mocracy in check even while advancing it. 

Against Elections quotes James Madison’s 
assertion in The Federalist that “the aim of 
every political constitution is, or ought to 
be, first to obtain for rulers men who possess 
most wisdom to discern, and most virtue to 
pursue, the common good of the society.” Van 
Reybrouck disapproves of this aim as elitist. 

“Democracy is not government by the best in 
our society,” he writes, “because such a thing is 
called aristocracy, elected or not.” In any case, 
most modern democracies fail to achieve any-
thing resembling this outcome, and instead 
just empower an elite unworthy of its status. 

The only solution is to recognize that de-
mocracy does not require elections. He ac-
knowledges our “unshakable belief ” that “de-
mocracy is inconceivable without elections,” 
but urges consideration of ancient Athenian 
democracy, where many crucial offices were 
assigned by lot. Using random selection from 
an eligible pool to fill at least some political po-
sitions—alongside elections, if not in place of 
them—would be much more democratic than 
popular voting. It would also allow for a great-
er diversity of views to be expressed in public 
policy and break the stranglehold of the elites. 
This kind of selection by “sortition” is how 
we choose juries, and Van Reybrouck points 
to instances around the modern democratic 
world where it has been used to help shape key 
decisions and encourage deliberation. 

It is, of course, easy to poke holes in the 
case for sortition as a practical solution to the 
problems bedeviling the advanced democra-
cies. And Van Reybrouck is never entirely 
clear about whether he sees it as a way to se-
lect legislators or even executives, as opposed 
to being the organizing principle for other 
institutions that share power with elected of-
ficials. Because his purpose is essentially di-
agnostic, he’s uninterested in implementation 
details (and at times also careless about the 
history of democracy, ancient and modern). 
Against Elections suggests that the problem 
with democracy is that it would have the peo-
ple choose their betters rather than letting the 
people govern themselves. 
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But it is precisely in this diagnosis that 
the argument’s defect becomes most clear. 
Van Reybrouck’s case seems at first glance 
to be the opposite of Brennan’s: rather than 
expert rule, he argues for total democracy, on 
the premise that an average sampling of the 
public would govern better than our politi-
cal class. Both Brennan and Van Reybrouck 
argue that the democratic public must be 
understood as incapable of rationality. In 
response, Brennan wants to empower a ra-
tional minority, while Van Reybrouck wants 
governance by a random selection of citizens, 
thereby maintaining democracy’s capacity to 
represent the public without pretending that 
people can effectively choose how they wish 
to be represented. 

At least implicitly, Van Reybrouck is of-
fering a form of democracy suited to an age 
of identity politics. In this sense, his diagno-
sis goes much deeper than Brennan’s, to the 
root of what many critics of democracy dis-
like about it. His proposed solution is not 
persuasive, but his short, pithy, readable, and 
well translated book performs a real service in 
articulating the apprehension. 

Among other things, against elec-
tions helps to illuminate the worry 
underlying Christopher Achen and 

Larry Bartels’s Democracy for Realists, the 
most comprehensive and impressive product 
of the latest spate of academic criticism of de-
mocracy. Their book, neither short nor pithy, 
is admirably rigorous, with a starting point 
much like Brennan’s. “Our view is that con-
ventional thinking about democracy has col-
lapsed in the face of modern social-scientific 
research,” they assert. The “history of demo-
cratic thought—including much contempo-
rary political science—is marked by an addic-
tion to romantic theories.”

They review the social-science literature 
on voter apathy and ignorance, and assess 
evidence of voters’ inability to hold politicians 
accountable for their conduct in office. Indi-
vidual voters do not think or act in ways that 
democratic theory imagines, they conclude, 
and cannot reasonably be expected to bear the 
responsibility our system assigns them. 

But unlike Brennan, Achen and Bartels—
political scientists at Princeton and Vander-
bilt, respectively—ask just how and why vot-
ers do arrive at their choices. Democracy for 
Realists offers a “group theory of democracy” 

that explains political loyalties as functions 
of “social identities and group attachments,” 
rather than simply individual views. Our 
democratic processes, it argues, need to take 
account of this fact. This contention is surely 
right in many respects, but may owe too much 
to Achen and Bartels’s toolkit, and its limita-
tions. Contemporary social-science methods 
are inherently disposed to explain political 
divisions in terms of measurable group iden-
tities, rather than harder-to-measure political 
ideas and priorities. 

Achen and bartels are admirably 
restrained in drawing implications 
from their central insight. They gen-

erally limit themselves to considering how it 
should change contemporary political science:

We conclude that group and partisan 
loyalties, not policy preferences or ide-
ologies, are fundamental in democratic 
politics. Thus, a realistic theory of 
democracy must be built, not on the 
French Enlightenment, on British lib-
eralism, or on American progressivism, 
with their devotion to human ratio-
nality and monadic individualism, but 
instead on the insights of the critics of 
these traditions, who recognized that 
human life is group life.

Incorporating this critique would indeed 
be an advance for modern social science. But 
Achen and Bartels too readily assume that 
rejecting hyper-individualism entails deny-
ing political preferences’ philosophical roots. 
Doing so awards an unmerited victory to the 
view that a more communitarian political the-
ory would describe a less ideological politics. 
The theory they desire needs a more robust 
understanding of political ideas. 

And such a theory is hardly unimaginable. 
Several times, in fact, Achen and Bartels 
come close to recognizing that one already ex-
ists. James Madison’s account in Federalist No. 
10 of the roots of political differences, they 
note, “prefigures most of the key psychologi-
cal ideas of the group theory of politics.” Later, 
they remark in passing that “Madison also 
anticipated the experimental finding of 20th-
century psychologists that group attachments 
are easily generated and profoundly felt.” 

They might have said much more along 
those lines. The Madisonian constitutional 

system is grounded in a sophisticated under-
standing of how a free society’s citizens form 
and hold opinions. Alexander Hamilton of-
fers a subtle teaching in The Federalist about 
the challenge of persuading people who bring 
thoroughly intertwined interests, attach-
ments, and ideas to the political process. This 
reality, Hamilton suggests, should lead us to 
reject both cynicism and naïveté, by consider-
ing an argument’s merits and the motives that 
might drive it. And it led the framers to array 
America’s governing institutions with overlap-
ping electorates and intermixed authorities, 
mitigating the practical consequences of our 
cognitive limitations and assorted biases.

Seen in this light, achen and bar-
tels’s argument turns out to be a cri-
tique not of American constitutional 

democracy but of what some progressive re-
forms, undertaken with democratic intent, 
have done to it. Though they may not real-
ize or intend it, theirs is a case for constitu-
tional recovery. And it raises the question of 
whether the broader genre of social-scientific 
skepticism about republican institutions 
might not actually point toward much the 
same solution. 

What if a naïve faith in voters’ rationality 
is not the source of our system’s difficulties? 
What if the problem is that the public wants 
to tell its leaders something they don’t want to 
hear? What if the literature of anti-democrat-
ic political science, like so much of our elite 
conversation about politics, is just a way to tell 
the public to shut up? What if, as a result, the 
leaders who secure a hearing for public frus-
trations manage to do so by working around 
or undermining our institutions, rather than 
by harnessing them? What if that willful elite 
ignorance is why our institutions face a crisis 
of legitimacy, leading to elections that force 
us to choose between bland technocrats and 
reckless brutes?

In other words, what if our constitution-
bound democratic republicanism is not the 
problem but the solution—not a romantic de-
lusion but the epitome of realism? If that were 
so, what then would this moment demand, 
both of citizens and of those who would be 
practitioners of a political science that de-
serves the name?

Yuval Levin is the editor of National Affairs and 
a fellow at the Ethics and Public Policy Center.
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Book Review by Theodore Dalrymple

Mobility and Nobility
White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in America,
by Nancy Isenberg. Viking, 480 pages, $28 (cloth), $17 (paper)

Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis,
by J.D. Vance. Harper, 272 pages, $27.99

A few years ago, i was taken to 
lunch in a grand New York club by 
some very rich men. They gave me the 

benefit of their opinion on Britain’s rigid class 
system. They appeared not to notice that, at 
that very moment, they were being served by 
a flurry of obsequious men, whose grovelling 
was certainly the equal of any that I had seen 
anywhere in the world. 

Since my hosts were obviously highly in-
telligent and cultivated, I concluded that they 
must have felt uneasy about the notion of 
class, perhaps even guilty at being themselves 
so obviously members of an upper class, and 
quite a rarefied one at that. I have had similar 
experiences in Australia, another supposedly 
classless society. 

It seemed to me that the embarrassment 
of my New York interlocutors stemmed from 
a common confusion between a class society 
and a closed one. They are not at all the same 
thing. Indeed, a classless society, if such a 
thing were possible, would in a sense be the 
most closed of all, because in it there could 

be no social mobility, upward or downward. 
Everyone would stay exactly where he was be-
cause there was nowhere else to go.

This confusion between a class society and 
a closed one runs through Nancy Isenberg’s 
White Trash, which is instinct with totalitar-
ian longing. According to her, America re-
mains what it has been from the very start: a 
caste society in which social position at birth 
determines the whole of a person’s biography 
in the way that orthodox Hindus always re-
gard an Untouchable as an Untouchable, no 
matter his conduct or achievements. Her 
method and historiography is that of Michel 
Foucault: she starts with a conclusion and 
then trawls history for confirmatory evidence, 
disregarding all other.

Isenberg’s totalitarian leanings can 
be seen in the passage which occurs in the 
conclusion or summing up of her book:

But let us devote more thought to what 
Henry Wallace wrote in 1936: what 

would happen, he posed, if one hun-
dred thousand poor children and one 
hundred thousand rich children were 
all given the same food, clothing, edu-
cation, care, and protection? Class lines 
would likely disappear. This was the 
only conceivable way to eliminate class, 
he said—and what he didn’t say was 
that this would require removing chil-
dren from their homes and raising them 
in a neutral, equitable environment. A 
dangerous idea indeed!

And obviously an attractive one too, at 
least to Isenberg, a professor of American 
history at Louisiana State University, for her 
entire book is a protest against the effects of 
social class—the evil of evils and the root of 
all misery. Moreover, the only meaning that 
can be attached to the words “neutral” and 

“equitable” in connection with the proposed 
childhood environment is identical. Since no 
one would admit to wishing anything inequi-
table, it follows that Isenberg favors, though 
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perhaps she does not quite realize it, hatcher-
ies along the lines of Brave New World. Clon-
ing becomes imperative as well, since it can 
hardly be denied that children differ in their 
genetic endowment. (No neutral, equitable 
environment would have turned me into a 
Mozart or Einstein, for example.) Along the 
way in her history of, or rather tract on, class 
in America, she disparages the eugenicists—
rightly, in my view. Their transgression, as she 
sees it, was to evince the immemorial disdain 
of the American upper classes for the lower. 
To adapt slightly Shigalyov’s famous argument 
in Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s The Devils, Isenberg 
does not realize that she starts off from abso-
lute opposition to eugenics, and arrives at its 
absolute enforcement. 

The crudity of the author’s think-
ing is evident in her failure to make a 
distinction between opportunity and 

equality of opportunity. Again, these are not 
at all the same thing, and can even be polar 
opposites: a society that offered no opportu-
nity to anyone would have absolute equality 
of opportunity. In fact, equality of opportu-
nity, an ideal thoughtlessly espoused even by 
normally sensible people, is inherently to-
talitarian: if taken seriously—which it never 
is—nothing in any child’s genetic inheritance 
or upbringing should be left to chance, but 
rather equalized, implying some equalizer, 
omniscient and omnipotent. But that practi-
cally everybody should have some opportunity, 
and should have no legal obstacles to advance-
ment, is surely an achievable goal. 

Of course, there are disadvantages as well 
as advantages to a society in which there is op-
portunity for everyone. The more opportunity 
a society offers, the more you are faced by your 
own responsibility for your own fate, which in 
the great majority of cases will, by definition, 
be far from the very top of the tree. Without 
an unfair start in life or injustice to explain fail-
ure, you are thrown back on self-examination, 
which is often more painful and less satisfying 
than resentment at injustice suffered. 

Isenberg’s America is not easily recogniz-
able, though she would argue that this is be-
cause its true history—that is to say, White 
Trash’s story—has never been told for ideologi-
cal and political reasons, hidden from view in 
order to protect the now infamous One Per-
cent’s interests. Her America is a land of no 
social mobility, in which a hereditary upper 
class (actually caste) ceaselessly appropriates 
the entire wealth of the country, and an equal-
ly hereditary underclass is mired in perpetual 
poverty, suffering into the bargain the indig-
nity of being despised and blamed for its own 
predicament. 

As a historical schema, this seems sketchy to 
the point of absurdity. Among other things, it 
misses a much more interesting, important, or 
poignant story about the persistence of white 
rural poverty in America. Successive waves of 
immigrants to America, arriving with noth-
ing and not even able to speak English, have 
quickly become prosperous or at any rate un-
impoverished. This was a mass phenomenon, 
not a case of a few isolated individuals. Insofar 
as hereditary rural white poverty exists, there-
fore, it cannot be because of the inherently 
strait-jacketing nature of American society, as 
Isenberg implies. Her argument could be val-
id, moreover, only if American society and its 
economy were of a zero-sum nature, surely an 
unsustainable point of view even for her. 

If the phenomenon of hereditary white ru-
ral poverty exists, then, it must be for reasons 
other than those she gives. Even in societies 
with supposedly more rigid class systems than 
America’s, for example Britain’s, her argu-
ments would not hold. A recent survey found 
that the richest households in Britain when 
analyzed by religious affiliation were Jewish 
and Sikh. These immigrant groups were not 
always received with joy by the native popu-
lation, but suffered no legal impediment to 
advance. Unless Professor Isenberg were to 
accept the arguments of anti-Semites and rac-
ists—that the Jews and Sikhs have somehow 
achieved their wealth by exploiting or displac-
ing the previous population—she would have 
to accept that the seemingly hereditary pover-
ty of the lower classes could not be caused only 
by the rigid class structure of British society. 

In short, there is something in the mentality 
or culture of the hereditarily impoverished that 
prevents, or at least inhibits, change. Books like 
White Trash, which argue the necessity, and 
seem to offer the hope, of a political salvation 
that somehow always recedes like the mirage of 
a desert oasis, strengthen what William Blake 
called “the mind-forg’d manacles” that cause 
the stagnation. I find it astonishing that a pro-
fessor of history can seriously claim (on the last 
page of her long book) that “we have made little 
progress since James Agee exposed the world 
of poor sharecroppers in 1941”—but then ye 
have the corrupters of youth with you always.

Of a diametrically opposed view 
is J.D. Vance’s memoir of growing 
up hillbilly and escaping his environ-

ment to the sunny uplands of Silicon Valley. 
Isenberg would no doubt dismiss Hillbilly El-
egy as merely anecdotal, the story of how one 
man left thousands behind, and therefore of no 
wider implication. But it is far more than that: 
the story of how a man from a disadvantaged 
background—except in one very important re-

“McPhee nails it...  
A must-read.”

“Lively and
well-researched”

American Terror.
 American Splendor.

www.upne.com
   @UPNEBooks

—Scott Brown
former U.S. Senator

—Library Journal



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2017
Page 19

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

spect—managed to climb up the social ladder 
without pushing anyone else off, albeit while 
retaining certain psychological scars caused by 
his childhood environment. 

Vance’s Appalachian family was a highly 
dysfunctional one, though its dysfunctions 
were certainly not unique to Appalachia, for 
they were of precisely the kind that I wit-
nessed among my patients in the slums of a 
once-industrial city in England. There is clear-
ly a dialectical relationship between the behav-
ioral traits and the social stagnation of families 
such as his. That said, it is equally clear that 
whichever came first, the traits or the stagna-
tion, there can be no progress unless the be-
havior changes: for no one can take advantage 
of any opportunities absent self-discipline. 

It is not as though vance’s family was 
denied the chance of self-improvement. 
His mother, for example, was a nurse, but 

she always preferred the drama of dysfunc-
tion—drugs and bad boyfriends—to the 
disciplinary requirements of a nursing career. 
And while she loved her son, she seemed to 
have no very clear idea of the duties of a moth-
er nor the determination to carry them out. 

In my medical practice I was consulted by 
many women like Vance’s mother, but always 
found them very puzzling. Try as I might, I 
never really understood their point of view, at 
least in the sense of being able to put myself 
in their place. There was nothing specifically 
hillbilly in their moral pathology. They were 
not lacking intelligence, at least in the I.Q. 
sense of the word, but were completely, and 
one might almost say militantly, deficient in 
the everyday competence required to lead an 
orderly life. Their decisions defied common 
sense and predictably led to disaster, which 
they seemed to court with avidity, as if future 
disaster justified past disaster. The welfare 
system permitted them to live their chaotic 
existence, but I was far from certain that if its 

support were withdrawn their conduct would 
improve. Its effect was more indirect and 
more ingrained: it had normalized such a way 
of life over generations, making it almost a ca-
reer choice. Together with objective economic 
circumstances beyond any individual’s con-
trol, welfare served to sever the relationship 
in their minds between conduct and outcome. 
All that was left to them was the soap opera of 
their own lives which they could make inter-
esting only by a procession of sordid incidents. 

The world in which Vance grew up was one 
in which the avoidance of shame played the 
part of morality, which meant that relations 
between people were largely those of tribal 
loyalty and power. Consequently, restraint and 
common decency were taken as signs of weak-
ness. He could easily have been sucked wholly 
into this gang-like society, and if he had been, 
his intelligence would have made him a dan-
gerous man, with quite likely a life sentence 
in front of him. The devil makes work for idle 
intelligence to do. Vance was saved by a grand-
mother to whose care, thanks to his mother’s 
insouciance, he was entrusted early in his ado-
lescence. Though far from an epitome of bour-
geois respectability or propriety, she believed 
that Vance could do, and indeed was obliged 
to do, whatever he was capable of. Thus free of 
self-fulfilling hillbilly fatalism, she tolerated no 
easy excuses for bad performance at school that 
a less demanding guardian might have accept-
ed. In refusing to do so, she saved her grandson. 
She did not accept the view commonly held by 
the people around her that effort was futile be-
cause the world’s cards were so stacked against 
people like Vance. 

After high school Vance joined the Ma-
rines, and because of his native intelligence 
became a press spokesman for them. His four 
years in the Marines widened his perspectives 
enormously: he was no longer enclosed in the 
nutshell of his hillbilly environment. From 
the Marines he went to Ohio State University, 

and from there to Yale Law School. In some 
of the most poignant pages in his book, he de-
scribes how he has had to learn the etiquette 
of formal dining in order to feel at ease with 
his new peers: an education that Professor Is-
enberg would no doubt deride, in large part 
because which knife and fork to use is prob-
ably something that she never had consciously 
to learn. There is no snob like an egalitarian. 

The wider meaning of vance’s ascent 
from very low to high social status (in 
only a few years) will long be a matter 

for debate. Does it prove that it is the “mind-
forg’d manacles” that hold people back and 
condemn them to a wretched existence, or is 
his case so exceptional that it proves nothing 
at all? He was extremely fortunate that he had 
a grandmother so different from his mother. 
But in principle there is no reason why every-
one else in his youthful environment could 
not have done what he did. 

It might be said, of course, that not every-
one can go to Yale Law School (thank God, one 
might add). But it is not a question of Yale or 
jail. Gradations of success are innumerable 
and every way of earning a living that is of ser-
vice to others is honorable. Part of the prob-
lem, I surmise, is that we have been infected 
with the idea that only the highest achieve-
ment—either in academic status, monetary 
reward, or public fame—is worthy of respect, 
and all else counts as failure. From that prem-
ise it follows that there is no point in making 
a vast effort only to be a quiet, respectable, 
useful, God-fearing failure. It is precisely the 
absence of this impatient, immature, all-or-
nothing attitude to ambition that accounts for 
the success of Asian immigrants. Whether 
Hillbilly Elegy will reinforce or counteract this 
attitude is an open question. 

Theodore Dalrymple is a contributing editor of 
City Journal.
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Book Review by Christopher Caldwell

Sending Jobs Overseas
The Great Convergence: Information Technology and the New Globalization, by Richard Baldwin.

Belknap Press, 344 pages, $29.95

Globalization used to be called a 
“miracle.” It resembled one. It show-
ered certain people with blessings 

they had not expected, in ways that could not 
be explained by logic. How could Nike be 
the world’s most successful shoemaker when 
it owned scarcely any shoe factories? Global-
ization’s cheerleaders, from Columbia Uni-
versity economist Jagdish Bhagwati to New 
York Times columnist Thomas Friedman, 
made arguments from classical economics: by 
buying manufactured products from people 
overseas who made them cheaper than we did, 
the United States could get rich concentrat-
ing on product design, marketing, and other 
lucrative services. That turned out to be a 
mostly inaccurate description of how global-
ism would work in the developed world, as 
mainstream politicians everywhere are now 
discovering. 

Certain skeptics, including polymath au-
thor Edward Luttwak and Harvard econo-
mist Dani Rodrik, put forward a better ac-
count. In his 1998 book Turbo-Capitalism, 
Luttwak gave what is still the most succinct 
and accurate reading of the new system’s eco-

nomic consequences. “It enriches industrial-
izing poor countries, impoverishes the semi-
affluent majority in rich countries, and greatly 
adds to the incomes of the top 1 percent on 
both sides who are managing the arbitrage.” 
Left unexplained was what had happened to 
make trade suddenly produce consequences 
so widely divergent from those it had pro-
duced for centuries.

In the great convergence, richard 
Baldwin, an economist at the Gradu-
ate Institute in Geneva, gives us an idea 

why, over the past generation, globalization’s 
benefits have been so hard to explain and 
its damage so hard to diagnose. It is a great 
book: elegant, subtle, simple enough for a 
child to understand, and free of any political 
or polemical agenda. Baldwin’s argument is 
that information and communications tech-
nology has changed trade in its very essence. 
We have had “globalization,” in the sense of 
far-flung trade, for centuries now. The Unit-
ed States has been putting all its diplomatic 
and military muscle behind it since Congress 
passed the Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act 

of 1934. But around 1990, the cost of shar-
ing information at a distance fell dramatically. 
Workers on complex projects no longer had 
to cluster in the same factory, mill town, or 
even country. Other factors entered in. Tar-
iffs fell. The rise of “Global English” as a com-
mon language of business reduced the cost of 
moving information (albeit at an exorbitant 
cost in culture). “Containerization” (the use 
of standard-sized shipping containers across 
road, rail, and sea transport) made packing 
and shipping predictable and helped break 
the world’s powerful longshoremen’s unions. 
Active “pro-business” political reforms did 
the rest. 

But computers were the key. Once a com-
plex manufacturing process could be super-
vised from afar, it could be broken up into 
the simplest constituent tasks, and those 
could be done almost anywhere. Why not do 
them in those economies that paid workers 
a pittance? Far-flung “global value chains” re-
placed assembly lines. Corporations came to 
do some of the work of governments, because 
in the free-trade climate imposed by the U.S., 
they could play governments off against one 
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another. Globalization is not about nations 
anymore. It is not about products. And the 
most recent elections showed that it has not 
been about people for a long time. No, it is 
about tasks. 

This means a windfall for what 
used to be called the Third World. 
More than 600 million people have 

been pulled out of dire poverty. Full-scale 
industrialization, which had proved impos-
sible for all but a handful of places in East 
Asia, is a hurdle that countries no longer 
need to jump. They can get richer by build-
ing parts of things. We should bear in mind, 
though, that even this project is beyond most 
countries. To join a “global value chain” a 
country must not be too far from one of the 
world economy’s “headquarter economies”: 
the United States, Europe, or Japan. The 
most shocking statistic in Baldwin’s book is 
that almost all of the manufacturing uptake 
and poverty reduction has gone on in just 
six countries emerging from either Commu-
nism or post-revolutionary authoritarianism: 
China, Korea, India, Poland, Indonesia, and 
Thailand. The manufacturing revolution of 
the past generation has largely passed South 
America and sub-Saharan Africa by. Of the 
countries geographically able to join the value-
chain revolution, the ones that succeeded have 
agreed to low tariffs, introduction of West-
ern-style peripheral services (express deliv-
ery, broadband, etc.), and a business-friendly 
legal regime, including submission to the In-
vestor-State Dispute Settlement, which per-
mits corporations to seek arbitration before 
multi-national bodies. (The prospect that 
the United States would wind up answerable 
to these bodies was the strongest argument 
against the Obama Administration’s Trans-
Pacific Partnership [TPP], which the Trump 
Administration has now scuttled.)

How do Western countries benefit from 
this trade system? It is not clear that they do. 
When you measure world GDP and manu-
facturing income, the share of the G-7 indus-
trialized countries peaked at around 70% in 
1990 and has since fallen to well under 50%. 
China’s share of world manufacturing has 
gone from under 2% in 1985 to around 20% 
now. This growth has in turn sparked a boom 
among commodity-producing countries, such 
as Nigeria, Russia, and Venezuela.

We keep being told that the West’s tum-
bling share of production shouldn’t matter. 
The world economy is growing. We’ve got 
about the same absolute amount of wealth as 
before, even if the world is catching up and 
even overtaking us. Baldwin lays out the clas-
sic explanation (it is called the “smile curve,” 

named for its shape) of why we shouldn’t 
panic. The competition that globalization 
has created for manufacturing has driven the 
value-added in manufacturing down close to 
what we would think of as zilch. The lucra-
tive work is in the design and the P.R.—the 
brainy, high-paying stuff that we still get to 
do.

But only a tiny fraction of people 
in any society is equipped to do lucra-
tive brainwork. In all Western societies, 

the new formula for prosperity is inconsistent 
with the old formula for democracy. And there 
is a less obvious but more serious problem: the 
most lucrative parts of the “smile curve” might 
also be the most volatile, the least robust. Con-
sider the way Tommy Hilfiger uses the Hong 
Kong-based “supply-chain manager” Li & Fung 
to make its clothes. In Baldwin’s description it 
is hard to say in what way Tommy Hilfiger can 
really be described as a clothier or haberdasher 
at all:

The final product, say, a $150 pair of 
Tommy Hilfiger khakis, is a thorough 
mix of the sources of competitive ad-
vantage. It includes the market and re-
tail knowledge of the U.S. retailer; the 
logistics, quality control, and supply 
management knowledge of the Hong 
Kong intermediate; and the manufac-
turing capacities of, say, a Malaysian 
factory.

The U.S. contribution, however well com-
pensated, seems like the most inessential part 
of this setup. The global economy is a fair-
weather economy. If there is a slight rise in 
tariffs, a subtle judicial reinterpretation of 
regulation, a tiny change of attitude—in short, 
if there is any exercise of what we think of as 
normal democracy anywhere along the sup-
ply chain—the model that links companies 
like Hilfiger and Li & Fung to producers will 
fall apart. Should that happen, which is more 
likely: that Asian manufacturing powerhous-
es will learn to market their own products, or 
that Western P.R. spivs and window-treat-
ment consultants and professional espresso-
tasters will learn to rebuild an industrial base 
from scratch?

Because, after all, there are many equally 
good ways to design clothes, decorate office 
spaces, or structure corporate hierarchies. 
Other countries’ elites are willing to pay for 
the American way of doing those things be-
cause it shows them to be tied to wealth, pow-
er, and chic. A lot of what Americans think of 
as valuable service-sector know-how is actu-
ally mere prestige.

Western countries got pulled into this sys-
tem because economists and policymakers 
accepted certain platitudes about trade that 
were growing less true over time. One of these 
platitudes is that all nations gain from trade. 
Baldwin singles out Harvard professor and 
former George W. Bush Administration eco-
nomic adviser Gregory Mankiw, who urged 
passage of the Obama Administration mega-
trade deals TPP and Transatlantic Trade 
and Investment Partnership (TTIP) on the 
grounds that America should “work in those 
industries in which we have an advantage 
compared with other nations, and we should 
import from abroad those goods that can be 
produced more cheaply there.” 

That was a solid argument 200 
years ago, when the British economist 
David Ricardo developed modern 

doctrines of trade. In practical terms, it is 
not always solid today. What has changed 
is the new mobility of knowledge. (Baldwin 
more often uses the word “ideas.”) “[T]he 
amount of information transmitted by tele-
communications during the whole of 1986,” 
he notes, “could be transmitted in just two-
thousandths of a second in 1996.” Such 
transformations are fascinating but not un-
precedented. Between 1830 and 1850, trains 
went from non-existent to linking much of 
Europe and the United States. Between 
1945 and 1960, commercial television went 
from non-existent to omnipresent. 

But knowledge is a special commodity. It 
can be reused. Several people can use it at the 
same time. It causes people to cluster in groups, 
and tends to grow where those groups have 
already clustered. In discussing these matters 
Baldwin draws on the work of his MIT men-
tor Paul Krugman, who won his Nobel Prize 
for work done in this area before he gave up 
economics for journalism. Knowledge is why, 
in the old days, we had factories. A foreman 
responsible for the team of men who spend 
the day screwing part A onto part B depends 
on reliable knowledge that parts A and B are 
ready. That knowledge is more easily obtained 
when the whole process is taking place on the 
same shop floor. 

Knowledge also causes us to cluster in cit-
ies. When an engineering company must be 
hired to develop a new machine to screw A 
onto B, the process of exchanging blueprints 
and making adjustments and running tests 
works best if the engineering company is just 
across town. Useful expertise grows around 
such relationships, and this expertise spills 
over into the society at large. Other business-
es come to the area. And that, most impor-
tantly, drives up wages. High tech companies 
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used to have to pay them. Baldwin hammers 
this point home with a metaphor he returns 
to again and again: labor and knowledge had 
no choice but to work on the same team.

The computer changed that. Baldwin, with 
a gift for anecdote, asks us to think about ar-
throscopic surgery. When surgeries involved 
opening the patient up like a lobster or a pea-
pod, the doctor had to be in physical contact 
with a patient. New arthroscopic processes 
require the surgeon to guide cutting and cau-
terizing tools by computer. That computer 
did not have to be in the same room. And if 
it did not, why did it have to be in the same 
country? In 2001, a doctor in New York per-
formed surgery on a patient in Strasbourg. In 
a similar way, the foreman on the American 
factory floor could now coordinate produc-
tion processes in Mexico. Each step of the 
production process could now be isolated, 
and then offshored. This process, Baldwin 
writes, “broke up Team America by eroding 
American labor’s quasi-monopoly on using 
American firms’ know-how.”

That was a windfall for the cor-
poration—even more of a windfall 
than it looked. With offshoring, there 

is, as Baldwin puts it, “a much weaker wage-
industry link.” Since tasks get offshored one 
by one, rival manufacturers, capable of coor-
dinating similar operations, do not arise lo-
cally to bid up wages. But this does not erode 
altogether the logic that causes industrial 
agglomeration. Once underway, offshoring 
tends to produce more offshoring. The most 
efficient configuration is still to reassemble 
the entire operation elsewhere. And since 
wages do not immediately rise, the process 
can continue until the industrial base of the 
mother country is cleaned out.

To explain why the idea that all nations 
win from trade isn’t true any longer, Baldwin 
returns to his teamwork metaphor. In the old 
Ricardian world that most policymakers still 
inhabit, the international economy could be 
thought of as a professional sports league. 
Trading goods and services resembled trad-
ing players from one team to another. Nei-
ther team would carry out the deal unless it 
believed it to be in its own interests. Nowa-
days, trade is more like an arrangement by 
which the manager of the better team is al-
lowed to coach the lousier one in his spare 
time. “If the firms from a nation, say Austria, 
transfer technology abroad in a way that in-
creases the international competition fac-
ing Austrian exports,” Baldwin writes, “then 
the Austrians working in Austria may well 
lose.” The stakes of protecting the West’s 
intellectual property are high. It is the only 

purely economic advantage the West has left. 
China’s recent industrialization (the politics 
of which Baldwin does not go into) is thus 
a very special case—because its 1.3 billion 
customers have given it the leverage other 
countries don’t have to demand technology 
transfers.

In the old days, the western work-
force’s wages were relatively secure, Bald-
win explains, because competition in the 

market for goods was “the only way interna-
tional competition could get into an econo-
my.” Foreign auto-workers could not threaten 
American auto-workers’ wages until factories 
in lower-wage countries learned to pump out 
American-quality cars. Until recently, that 
had happened only in Japan and Korea, and 
American policymakers back in the 1970s 
and ’80s found it unsettling enough. Malaysia 
has tried to follow the Japanese and Korean 
model and develop a new car (the Proton) 
from scratch. Baldwin believes that a more 
effective strategy is the one followed in Thai-
land, which is content to serve as the factory 
hub in Japan’s automotive value chain, and 
Vietnam, which does low-level assembly of 
wire harnesses for Honda. This does not mean 
Vietnam has industrialized, but nations like 
it no longer have to. “The developing nation,” 
Baldwin writes, “can exploit its specific edge 
in mufflers.”

This particular way of describing the prob-
lem risks misleading. There is no such thing 
as a nation of geniuses lying low in the jungles 
of Southeast Asia, nurturing its “specific edge 
in mufflers” and dreaming of the day when it 
might strut its muffler-making stuff on the 
world stage. No. Muffler-making (or what 
have you) is a role conferred on some poor 
country by a first-world corporation with one 
goal and one goal only. 

That goal is to flee high Western wages. 
Almost all “global value chains” were set up 
to acquire the same good—a waiver from ac-
cumulated obligations to Western workers. 
In the work of Thomas Friedman and other 
boosters you find value chains described as 
kaleidoscopic, complex, operating in a dozen 
different countries. Those are rare. There is 
less to “global value chains” than meets the 
eye. Most of them, Baldwin shows, are actu-
ally regional value chains. As noted, they exist 
on the periphery of the United States, Europe, 
or Japan. In this, offshoring resembles the 
elaborate international transactions that Flo-
rentine bankers under the Medicis engaged in 
for the sole purpose of avoiding church stric-
tures on moneylending. Their purpose is not 
to seek value in the earth’s far corners but to 
get across the border to where the customs, Amherst & Boston  www.umass.edu/umpress  1-800-537-5487 
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expectations, and regulations that arose in 
the industrial age regarding compensation of 
the workforce don’t apply. 

People’s attitudes towards glo-
balization depend largely on their 
attitudes towards those customs, ex-

pectations, and regulations. One way of de-
scribing outsourcing is as a verdict on the pay 
structure that had arisen in the West by the 
1970s: on trade unions, prevailing-wage laws, 
defined-benefit pension plans, long vacations, 
and, more generally, the power workers had 
accumulated against their bosses. Although 
these were in most people’s minds excellent 
things—the highest achievements of Ameri-
can and European business, in fact—there 
was a growing sense by the 1980s that the 
economy, alas, could not carry them. 

But the economic calamity that has struck 
entire regions of the United States in the years 
since has led dissenters to revisit certain bed-
rock questions assumed solved 30 years ago. 
Do businessmen have an obligation to en-
sure that their neighbors get first crack at the 
job opportunities their enterprises generate? 
Should businessmen deny such obligations, 
are lawmakers justified in imposing them? 
High and relatively egalitarian compensation 
served a number of social purposes. Society 
owed a debt to modest workers who steadied 
the constitutional compact in peace and shed 
blood for it in war. The “family wage” that 
many corporations paid reflected that debt. It 
also partially compensated the at-home work 
of wives and mothers that made it possible to 
reproduce the society. Corporate executives 
giddily discovered, once they got to Mexico 
or Southeast Asia, that they no longer had to 
think about such things. They were now deal-
ing with a workforce to whom they didn’t owe 
jack. 

Viewed this way, the “prosperity” of glo-
balization is just a transfer. It rests on a bro-
ken implicit contract. Globalization seems to 
have delivered up to private parties hard-won 
competitive advantages that were really the 
common property of American society. Some 
are quantifiable things like taxpayer-funded 
research and development, of the sort that the 
Carrier air conditioner company benefited 

from before it announced it was moving jobs 
from Indianapolis to Mexico. Others are ad-
vantages that can be grasped only conceptu-
ally, like economies of scale. The process of 
Western Bloc globalization that began in the 
1990s differs in degree but not in kind from 
the contemporaneous Eastern Bloc looting 
of state assets. Globalization comes to seem 
a con game.

In the united states and the united 
Kingdom this more cynical view has in 
recent months prevailed over the rosy of-

ficial account that had been elaborated over 
decades. In 1993, during the first month of 
his presidency, Bill Clinton outlined some 
of the promise of a world in which “the aver-
age 18-year-old today will change jobs seven 
times in a lifetime.” How could anyone ever 
have believed in, tolerated, or even wished for 
such a thing? A person cannot productively 
invest the resources of his only life if he’s go-
ing to be told every five years that everything 
he once thought solid has melted into air. Far 
from being a promise, this much-touted side 
of globalization would be worth a great deal 
of hardship to avoid. 

The more so since globalization under-
mines democracy, in the ways we have noted. 
Global value chains are extraordinarily deli-
cate. They are vulnerable to shocks. Terror-
ists have discovered this. In order to work, 
free-trade systems must be frictionless and 
immune to interruption, forever. This means 
a program of intellectual property protection, 
zero tariffs, and cross-border traffic in every-
thing, including migrants. This can be assured 
only in a system that is veto-proof and non-
consultative—in short, undemocratic. That is 
why it is those who have benefited most from 
globalization who have been leading the coun-
terattack against the democracy movements 
arising all over the West.

Sheltered from democracy, the economy 
of the free trade system becomes more and 
more a private space. Baldwin cites, mostly 
in a positive light, the case of Dyson, the 
English engineering company, which, after a 
bout of offshoring, promised to create thou-
sands of jobs in Britain. “We hope to create 
the space for them here in Malmesbury,” a 

spokesman said, “but with a shortfall of 
61,000 engineers every year in the U.K., 
finding them is difficult.” If the English peo-
ple were better, they could have had those 
jobs, but they have proved unworthy—they 
have failed the global supply chain. Any sense 
that the economy should serve the citizenry 
and not vice-versa tends to get lost. 

Global supply chains are big, 
closed systems. “The manufacturing 
revolution,” Baldwin writes, “only 

happened in developing nations that high-
tech firms decided to invite into their produc-
tion networks.” International corporations 
are constantly threatening and laying down 
the law to backward societies. The United 
States has frequently succumbed to the temp-
tation to marshal corporate power to wreck, 
through boycotts and blockades, the econo-
mies of countries with which it has even mi-
nor disagreements. One of the alarming inno-
vations of the Obama years was the way the 
president’s aides enlisted corporations of vari-
ous kinds—from Wal-Mart to the NCAA—
to discipline recalcitrant American states in 
the same way. Indiana was going to have gay 
marriage and North Carolina was going to let 
conflicted males use ladies’ restrooms, or the 
administration would rally corporate friends 
to destroy their economies. 

It is hard to say whether we were right to 
go down this road. Prosperous people tend 
to think their material advantages are innate, 
but of course they never are. They rest on his-
tory and hard work. What is interesting is 
that the engineers of globalization have come 
to see themselves as champions of civil rights 
for all mankind, job creators, heroes willing 
to force the West to stop hogging an artificial 
and contingent advantage. In the West itself, 
citizens more and more see the same global-
izers as a bunch of unscrupulous actors who 
have broken promises and seized a good deal 
of hard-won public property. The situation 
does not promise a resolution that will satisfy 
all concerned.

Christopher Caldwell, a senior editor at the 
Weekly Standard, is at work on a book about 
the rise and fall of the post-1960s political order.
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Essay by Angelo M. Codevilla

The Cold Civil War

As the ancients remind us, the 
statesman’s primary concern must be 
the good of his own nation. In revo-

lutionary times especially, thoughts, words, 
and deeds about international affairs must be 
subordinated to internal needs. That is the 
primary meaning of “America First.” But be-
cause “America First” has an equally compel-
ling meaning internationally, it also implies 
taking seriously what the United States might 
do for itself vis-à-vis foreign nations—beyond 
simply using them as weapons in domestic 
battles, as so many politicians and commenta-
tors do today in what passes for discussion of 
Russia policy.

America is in the throes of revolution. The 
2016 election and its aftermath reflect the 
distinction, difference, even enmity that has 
grown exponentially over the past quarter 
century between America’s ruling class and 
the rest of the country. During the Civil War, 
President Lincoln observed that all sides 

“pray[ed] to the same God.” They revered, 
though in clashing ways, the same founders 
and principles. None doubted that those on 
the other side were responsible human be-

ings. Today, none of that holds. Our ruling 
class and their clients broadly view Biblical 
religion as the foundation of all that is wrong 
with the world. According to the U.S. Civil 
Rights Commission, “The phrases ‘religious 
liberty’ and ‘religious freedom’ will stand for 
nothing except hypocrisy so long as they re-
main code words for discrimination, intoler-
ance, racism, sexism, homophobia, Islamo-
phobia, Christian supremacy, or any form of 
intolerance.” 

The government apparatus identifies with 
the ruling class’s interests, proclivities, and 
tastes, and almost unanimously with the 
Democratic Party. As it uses government 
power to press those interests, proclivities, 
and tastes upon the ruled, it acts as a parti-
san state. This party state’s political objective 
is to delegitimize not so much the politicians 
who champion the ruled from time to time, 
but the ruled themselves. Ever since Wood-
row Wilson nearly a century and a half ago 
at Princeton, colleges have taught that ordi-
nary Americans are rightly ruled by experts 
because they are incapable of governing them-
selves. Millions of graduates have identified 

themselves as the personifiers of expertise 
and believe themselves entitled to rule. Their 
practical definition of discrimination, intoler-
ance, racism, sexism, etc., is neither more nor 
less than anyone’s reluctance to bow to them. 
It’s personal. 

On the other side, some two thirds of 
regular Americans chafe at insults from on 
high and believe that “the system” is rigged 
against them and, hence, illegitimate—that 
elected and appointed officials, plus the 
courts, business leaders, and educators are 
leading the country in the wrong direction. 
The non-elites blame the elites for corruptly 
ruling us against our will, for impoverishing 
us, for getting us into wars and losing them. 
Many demand payback—with interest.

So many on all sides have withdrawn con-
sent from one another, as well as from repub-
licanism as defined by the Constitution and 
as it was practiced until the mid-20th cen-
tury, that it is difficult to imagine how the 
trust and sympathy necessary for good gov-
ernment might ever return. Instead, we have 
a cold civil war. Statesmanship’s first task 
is to prevent it from turning hot. In today’s 
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circumstances, fostering mutual forbearance 
may require loosening the Union in unfa-
miliar and unwelcome ways to accommodate 
differences that may otherwise become far 
worse.

Taking Sides

Well-nigh the entire ruling 
class—government bureaucracies, 
the judiciary, academia, media, as-

sociated client groups, Democratic officials, 
and Democrat-controlled jurisdictions—
have joined in “Resistance” to the 2016 elec-
tions: “You did not win this election,” de-
clared Tom Perez recently, the Democratic 
National Committee’s chairman. This is 
not about Donald Trump’s alleged character 
defects. The Resistance would have arisen 
against whoever represented Americans who 
had voted not to be governed as they have 
been for the past quarter-century. It is a cold 
civil war against a majority of the American 
people and their way of life. The members of 
the Resistance mean to defend their power. 
Their practical objective is to hamper and 
otherwise delegitimize 2016’s winners. Their 
political objective is to browbeat Trump vot-
ers into believing they should repent and 
yield to their betters. This campaign might 
break the Trump presidency.

In the meantime, however, it exacerbates 
the spirit of discontent in the land. In 2016 
the electorate, following the pattern it had 
set in 2010 and 2014 (and even in 2012, ex-
cept for the presidential election), voted Re-
publican to show its desire to reduce govern-
ment’s intrusion in American life, to get out 
from under the ruling class’s socio-economic 
agenda and political correctness. But the 
Republican leadership did not and does not 
share the electorate’s concerns. Cycle after 
cycle, Americans who vote to “throw the ras-
cals out” get ever more unaccountable rules 
piled on by the same unelected bureaucrats; 
and even modest attempts to hold back cap-
illary intrusion into their lives get invalidat-
ed by the same judges. They come to believe 
that the system is rigged. In short, they want 
to drain the swamp. 

Yet such revolutionary sentiments do not 
amount to a coherent program to reverse 
the past century’s course. Donald Trump’s 
promises with regard to the swamp and to 
restoring America’s greatness would be ex-
traordinarily difficult to keep even were they 
matched with due understanding and force-
ful execution. But the ruling class is so big, 
so pervasive, and so committed to its ideas, 
that sidelining it, and even more so, undoing 

its work, would require at least matching its 
power, pretensions, and vehemence. In other 
words, it would take raising the temperature 
of our cold civil war’s right side to match or 
overmatch the temperature of its left side. 
Statesmanship’s task, however, is to maxi-
mize peace, not strife.

American society has divided along unrec-
oncilable visions of the good, held by country-
men who increasingly regard each other as 
enemies. Any attempt by either side to coerce 
the other into submission augurs only the fate 
that has befallen other peoples who let them-
selves slide into revolution. It follows that the 
path to peace must lie in each side’s content-
ment to have its own way—but only among 
those who consent to it. This implies limiting 
the U.S. government’s reach to what it can 
grasp without wrecking what remains of our 
national cohesion.

Lincoln’s Example

The events preceding the civil 
War, which killed some 10% of mil-
itary-age American men, may offer 

some guidance. The conflict loomed for 30 
years because Northerners and Southerners 
wanted to impose their views about slavery, 
the tariff, and much else on the other. South 

Carolina had nullified the Tariffs of 1828 and 
1832. Because war was the only way by which 
it could have been forced to accept the tar-
iffs, President Andrew Jackson and Congress, 
while threatening the use of force, offered a 
compromise that effectively let South Caro-
lina get what it wanted out of nullification.

By 1858, America had become a “house 
divided” by a cold civil war that, Lincoln 
warned, would lead eventually to total vic-
tory for one side or the other. Lincoln left 
no doubt which side he wanted to prevail. 
But, until the firing on Fort Sumter left him 
no other option, he focused on cooling the 
conflict. He would send no obnoxious offi-
cials to the South—effectively agreeing to at 
least temporary nullification of federal law—
though he made clear he would defend feder-
al forts and arsenals in the South. He would 
faithfully enforce the fugitive slave law in the 
North, and even consider a constitutional 
amendment specifically protecting slavery 
where it existed. He believed that, so long as 
slavery was not allowed to expand into the 
territories, regardless of what the Southern 
states did within their boundaries, the best 
features of diverse America would triumph 
in the end. 

To this extent, Lincoln was following the 
standard American way of getting along with 
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people with whom one disagrees. Ever since 
Roger Williams led his band out of Massa-
chusetts to found Rhode Island, Americans 
have avoided contention by sorting out into 
more congenial groups. The Constitution was 
written to reflect the reality of very different 
ways of life, united by a common commitment 
to “the laws of nature and of nature’s God” 
and to the supreme law of the land. The wan-

ing of agreement among ourselves regarding 
first principles has increased the need for—
and the difficulty of—tolerating differences 
among ourselves.

As with Lincoln, the practical limits of 
the U.S. government’s reach should guide its 
grasp. Of what would similar statesmanship 
today consist? Much of the heat in contem-
porary American politics comes from the at-

tempt, principally from the Left but increas-
ingly from the Right as well, to force the en-
tire nation to live in precisely the same way 
with precisely the same values. Statesmanship 
should begin by questioning and moderating 
that tendency.

Accepting Reality

Consider sanctuary cities (and 
states). Some hundreds of cities in 
America have declared that they are 

taking no part in enforcing national immigra-
tion laws. The government of great big Cali-
fornia has set up an executive office to figure 
out all the ways in which to evade or just to 
stiff anything it does not like coming from the 
Trump Administration. And why not? Practi-
cally speaking, the federal government doesn’t 
have the power to make local officials enforce 
its rules, or even court judgments, against sig-
nificant popular opposition. Yes, nowadays 
every federal agency has its SWAT team. But 
state or city officials, backed by the voters, can 
nullify or simply ignore a federal law, regula-
tion, or court order, because countering peace-
ful nullification is hard—and usually unwise, 
too. Sending paramilitaries to arrest elected 
officials or citizens who comply with local law 
or policy is a blind alley. Yes, President Eisen-
hower sent the 101st airborne to Little Rock, 
Arkansas, in 1957 to enforce school desegre-
gation after Brown v. Board of Education. But 
that symbolic act (no resistance, no force, no 
arrests) succeeded because the government 
then enjoyed a moral authority that it has 
since squandered. Nothing like that will ever 
happen again.

The reality is that, today, the people of 
California and Massachusetts continue to 
diverge from those of Texas and the Dakotas 
in so many ways that applying the adminis-
trative state’s formulae to them requires ever 
more force. Substituting administrative force 
for waning consensus makes for less national 
unity, not more. Why not, then, deal with the 
problem by accepting reality? 

Texas passed a law that, in effect, closes 
down most of its abortion clinics. The U.S. 
Supreme Court struck it down. What if Tex-
as closed them nonetheless? Send the Army 
to point guns at Texas rangers to open them? 
What would the federal government do if 
North Dakota declared itself a “Sanctuary for 
the Unborn” and simply banned abortion? For 
that matter, what is the federal government 
doing about the fact that, for practical pur-
poses, its laws concerning marijuana are be-
ing ignored in Colorado and California? Utah 
objects to the boundaries of national monu-
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ments created by decree within its borders. 
What if the state ignored those boundaries? 
Prayer in schools? What could bureaucrats in 
Washington, D.C., do if any number of states 
decided that what the federal courts have to 
say about such things is bad? 

Now that identity politics have replaced 
the politics of persuasion and blended into 
the art of war, statesmen should try to pre-
serve what peace remains through mutual 
forbearance toward jurisdictions that ignore 
or act contrary to federal laws, regulations, or 
court orders. Blue states and red states deal 
differently with some matters of health, edu-
cation, welfare, and police. It does no good to 
insist that all do all things uniformly. Why 
shouldn’t each spend its money and legislate 
as it wishes? Regarding sanctuary cities, the 
federal government can, and should, with-
draw whatever money such jurisdictions re-
ceive from the federal government for the 
functions in question. Indeed, as jurisdictions 
on the Left and Right effectively nullify some 
of the administrative state’s functions, fewer 
and fewer congressmen and senators will be 
inclined to maintain those functions. Ameri-
ca’s founders had learned from the history of 
empires that keeping diverse peoples under 
the same roof requires interfering as little as 
possible with their views of themselves and of 
the good. Time to relearn federalism.

The limits to such forbearance are set by 
the Declaration of Independence’s require-
ment that no one may rule another without 
his consent; such unity as may be possible, 
therefore, has to result from the politics of 
persuasion. Today, states and cities ruled by 
the Left are seizing disproportionate influ-
ence in national politics by counting the votes 
of non-citizens. California issued drivers’ li-
censes—de facto voter registration—to a 
million illegals. Countless localities, such as 
New York City, Detroit, and Florida’s Bro-
ward County, do similar things. A few million 
votes here and there add up to a wall protect-
ing today’s ruling class as it imposes itself on 

the rest of the country. Because this fraud so 
threatens the body politic’s integrity, a federal 
law requiring positive proof of citizenship for 
voting in federal elections is a sine qua non of 
continued national cohesion.

The Common Defense

Revolution narrows statesman-
ship’s focus to first principles regard-
ing foreign affairs, too. The funda-

mentals never change: foreign policy must 
serve internal needs first. It must speak softly 
and carry a big stick. In revolutionary times 
or times of profound discord, this approach is 
especially important: minimize interference 
in others’ affairs so as to minimize occasions 
for others’ interference in ours, and maintain 
such military capacity as would discourage 

alty of Mosul. But attention to such ques-
tions exacerbates divisions that already exist 
among Americans. Our incapacity to make 
lasting changes in other peoples’ arrange-
ments with one another continues to subtract 
from the respect that we Americans need in 
order to secure ourselves from foreign inter-
ference at a time when this is crucial. The 
same is true of official U.S. pronouncements 
on world events that are not of our making 
and are beyond our control. They bark with-
out biting, furthering contrasting reactions 
among Americans and increasing foreigners’ 
contempt for us all.

We should take to heart Washington’s in-
junction to treasure and defend America’s pe-
culiar—yes, exceptional—nature and circum-
stances. Military preparedness naturally uni-
fies Americans of disparate views insofar as 
it is directed to “the common defense.” Since 
political divisiveness results from suspicions 
that our military power is directed to partisan 
ends, military power can contribute mightily 
to national unity by focusing unambiguously 
on protecting Americans and killing those 
who harm us. In this regard, nothing has 
ever enjoyed so near-unanimous support as 
defense against ballistic missile attack. Most 
Americans mistakenly believe it already exists, 
and strain to comprehend why U.S. policy 
remains not to raise any obstacles whatever 
to Russian and Chinese missiles hitting our 
country. Americans of all sorts (elites of a cer-
tain age excluded) could unite around missile 
defense as essential to themselves and to their 
neighbors. 

Revolutions end when a coherent, per-
suasive idea of the common good returns to 
the public mind. Only then can statecraft be 
practiced rationally, as more than a minimal-
ist calling designed to prevent the worst from 
happening.

Angelo M. Codevilla is a senior fellow of the 
Claremont Institute and professor emeritus of 
International Relations at Boston University.

anyone from taking advantage of our tempo-
rary distraction. The overarching challenge is 
to secure such respect from other peoples as 
may be needed to live safely and without in-
terference as our body politic secures internal 
peace. 

George Washington’s Farewell Address 
stressed the priority of avoiding foreign com-
mitments that set Americans against one 
another, encouraging them to be partisans 
of contending foreign causes. Contrary to 
Washington’s warnings, U.S. foreign policy 
has oscillated between support for, and op-
position to, governments and factions entan-
gled in the Middle East’s perennial struggle 
between Sunni and Shia Muslims. Like its 
predecessors, the Trump Administration 
seems preoccupied, for example, with the 
question of which sect will hold the mayor-

America
is in the throes
of revolution.
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Book Review by Matthew J. Franck

Friends and Enemies
Patriotism Is Not Enough: Harry Jaffa, Walter Berns, and the Arguments that Redefined American Conservatism,

by Steven F. Hayward. Encounter Books, 296 pages, $25.99

In his new book, steven hayward 
sketches the larger-than-life careers, 
achievements, and quarrels of Harry V. 

Jaffa and Walter Berns, two early students of 
Leo Strauss, who were more than just gifted, 
prolific scholars of the American Founding 
and teachers of political philosophy. Lovers 
of country as well as of the truth—patriots 
who knew that Patriotism Is Not Enough, as 
the title has it (the phrase comes from Jaffa)—
Jaffa and Berns also took their talents into the 
public square as commentators on, and com-
batants in, American political life. Friends 
when they were young, bitterly divided in lat-
er years, but with that antipathy beginning (it 
seems) to cool at the end, Jaffa and Berns died 
on the same day, January 10, 2015—remind-
ing many people of the deaths on July 4, 1826, 
of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, who 
similarly began as friends, became adversaries, 
and finally reconciled.

Will readers who knew little or nothing 
about these two men come away persuaded 

that they “redefined American conservatism,” 
as the subtitle claims? That’s hard to say, 
when the competition includes Russell Kirk, 
Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman, Michael 
Novak, William F. Buckley, Jr., Richard John 
Neuhaus, Irving Kristol, and Norman Pod-
horetz—to name just a handful of intellec-
tual figures, never mind the movement’s most 
noteworthy statesmen. 

Yet Hayward, a visiting scholar at U.C. 
Berkeley’s Institute of Governmental Stud-
ies and the author of the superb two-volume 
study The Age of Reagan (2001-09), makes a 
good case that Jaffa and Berns—along with 
others in the “Straussian” orbit over the past 
half century—deserve credit for reviving seri-
ous study, in and out of the academy, of the 
political thought of the American Founders 
and of Abraham Lincoln. By doing so, these 
scholars made American conservatism more 
distinctively American by giving pride of place 
to the U.S. Constitution and its grounding 
in the Declaration of Independence. What’s 

more, in a standout chapter on “The Ad-
ministrative State and the End of Constitu-
tional Government” (excerpted in the Winter 
2016/17 CRB), Hayward shows how the stu-
dents of Jaffa, Berns, and others have expand-
ed their teachers’ arguments to grapple with 
modern America’s soft despotism.

Leo strauss, who left germany in 
1932 and came to the United States 
five years later, did not say much in 

print about his adopted country, but his stu-
dents (and their students) have had plenty to 
say, much of it truly groundbreaking. In the 
1950s, when Jaffa and Berns were getting 
started, the founders and Lincoln were out 
of fashion among political scientists and his-
torians alike—obsolete at best in a “progres-
sive” age, retrograde at worst. The Constitu-
tion was a ramshackle Newtonian machine, 
Woodrow Wilson had insisted, unsuited for a 
streamlined Darwinian age. And it was made 
by anti-democratic oligarchs to boot, added 
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Charles Beard, J. Allen Smith, and Vernon 
Parrington. For its part, the Declaration pro-
claimed “truths” that no serious person in our 
relativist age could credit, Carl Becker assert-
ed. And according to James G. Randall, Av-
ery Craven, Allan Nevins, and Richard Hof-
stadter, the Great Emancipator, who was just 
as much a racist as his opponents, had blun-
dered into America’s bloodiest war because 
his reckless ambition and opportunism made 
him unwilling to compromise on what should 
have been a minor policy dispute over slavery 
in the territories.

Into this obtuse, sclerotic consensus 
charged Strauss’s students. While Berns, 
Martin Diamond, Herbert Storing, and oth-
ers excavated the original understanding of 
the Constitution and the contributions to 
political thought of The Federalist and the 
Anti-Federalists, Jaffa revolutionized Lin-
coln scholarship with his magisterial Cri-
sis of the House Divided (1959), a book that 
every student of Lincoln’s words and deeds 
has had to reckon with ever since. These con-
tributions did much, too, to straighten out 
the nascent conservative movement’s under-
standing of America, which had been am-
bivalent toward the founders and, certainly, 
toward Lincoln. Together, Strauss and his 
students also broke the stranglehold of the 

“behavioral revolution” on American political 
science, restoring the connections between 
the life of action and the life of the mind, and 
putting justice and statesmanship once again 
at the center of the study of politics. Any-
one lucky enough to study with a talented 
teacher of the Straussian school—and I had 
five of them, none of them discussed in this 
book—knows the heady experience of grap-
pling with the wisdom of great books and the 
actions of great men, and the lure of studying 
politics in the light they cast. 

But beginning in the late 1970s, as 
anyone knows who has had a ringside 
seat at “Straussian fight club” (Hay-

ward’s arch phrase), internecine warfare 
broke out among the first-generation Strauss-
ians, and the hostilities rippled outward to 
their students, with battalions divided into 

“West Coast Straussians”—so named because 
Jaffa taught at Claremont McKenna College 
in California—and “East Coast Straussians.” 
(The geography was never exact; “East Coast” 
usually included the University of Chicago, 
for example.) In part the battle lines were 
drawn over the legacy of Strauss, who died 
in 1973, and in part over differing interpreta-
tions of the American regime.

For the most part these battles have be-
come formulaic and friendly among the 

younger Straussians with the passage of time, 
and to some extent the disputes have died out 
altogether. But for the older generation repre-
sented in Hayward’s book by Jaffa and Berns, 
the bitterness lingered because much was at 
stake personally as well as intellectually and 
politically. And though he treads kindly and 
gingerly, Hayward cannot really avoid con-
ceding that Harry Jaffa was very good at pick-
ing fights, personalizing them, and persisting 
in them.

Hayward is well placed to write 
this book, having known Jaffa and 
Berns very well—Jaffa was his grad-

uate school mentor, Berns his colleague at 
the American Enterprise Institute for many 
years—and his high regard for both of them 
is evident throughout. But Hayward was 

“more closely associated with Jaffa,” as he ad-
mits, than with Berns or anyone else he treats 
in the book, so it is not surprising that Berns 
vanishes for stretches at a time while Jaffa is 
never absent for long. Hayward scruples to 

ing; he was defending [their] original meaning” 
(emphasis in the original). In other words, in 
Hayward’s account, Jaffa eventually came 
to a richer, better understanding of Lincoln. 
That’s a subtle treatment that takes Jaffa’s 
thinking seriously. 

By contrast, when he takes up a shift over 
time in Walter Berns’s thought, Hayward 
reaches for the purely psychological-political 
explanation instead of considering, as with 
Jaffa, the possibility that Berns got better at 
his chosen craft, in this case, constitutional 
interpretation. Berns’s earliest professional 
publication had been a journal article on the 
notorious 1927 eugenic sterilization case, 
Buck v. Bell, in which he embraced the idea of 
substantive due process, which he later came 
to reject. “When asked later about his flirta-
tion” with that idea, Hayward writes, “Berns 
said, ‘I changed my mind.’” Hayward then of-
fers his “theory” that “the judicial predations 
of the Warren Court era” prompted Berns to 
change course. Call it a “prudential judgment,” 
call it fear of the “Frankenstein’s monster” of 
the “living Constitution”—call it anything, 
apparently, but a considered conclusion about 
the meaning of the Constitution by a scholar 
who improved his understanding over a life-
time of study.

In fact, berns did more than simply 
say, “I changed my mind.” In an essay 
titled “Preserving a Living Constitution,” 

first published in 1993 and reprinted in his 
last volume of collected essays, Democracy 
and the Constitution (2006), Berns discussed 
his 1953 article on Buck v. Bell and suggested 
that he had succumbed then to “the tempta-
tion to go beyond the text of the Constitution.” 
This, he said, “appears to be irresistible. It may 
even be inevitable.” But, he argued, “the idea 
that judges are entitled to rest their decisions 
on the principles of ‘natural justice’—or any 
of its modern synonyms—is incompatible 
with the Framers’ idea of a written constitu-
tion.” Whether we accept this view or reject 
it, Berns had more than fears and calcula-
tions about a runaway judiciary. He had ar-
guments—formidable ones.

Patriotism Is Not Enough is sprinkled with 
other passing comments about Berns that will 
puzzle anyone familiar with his work. Hay-
ward tells us that “Berns had criticisms of the 
Declaration,” but I am unaware of any, and 
Hayward doesn’t say what they might have 
been. Later we are told that Willmoore Ken-
dall’s “skepticism of natural rights partially 
aligned him again with Berns,” yet, whatever 
might be said of Kendall, there is no evidence 
that Berns was ever skeptical of the Ameri-
can political order’s being grounded in the 

Hayward has laid out
some of the most

essential questions
concerning what it is

to be an American
and a conservative.

be as fair as he can to the former and other 
erstwhile friends of Jaffa’s, but he comes down 
pretty decisively on his teacher’s side in the in-
tellectual disputes he describes. Although he 
makes vital questions of political philosophy 
accessible and engaging to a general reader-
ship, Hayward is too close to Jaffa to take a 
sufficiently detached view of his work, and not 
close enough to Berns and the others to take a 
sufficiently sympathetic view of theirs. Thus 
Jaffa’s views are favored by default, while 
Berns’s are most highly praised when they 
most resemble Jaffa’s. 

Consider, for example, the way Hayward 
describes Jaffa’s thought on Lincoln as go-
ing through “distinct phases of development 
over time.” Jaffa’s “initial interpretation” pre-
sented in Crisis of the House Divided, which 

“understands Lincoln as having completed or 
revised the Founding,” “clearly has defects,” 
says Hayward. In later essays and, finally, 
in his 2000 sequel, A New Birth of Freedom, 

“Jaffa no longer saw Lincoln as modifying the 
Declaration of Independence and the Found-
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doctrine of natural rights—as opposed to 
being skeptical of the place some would give 
such rights in the exercise of judicial review. 
(The distinction makes a large difference.) In 
the passage quoted above about his response 
to the Warren Court, Hayward writes that 

“Berns tilted toward Lockean legislative su-
premacy.” This suggests that Berns inclined 
toward rejecting judicial review tout court, 
which is plainly wrong. 

Perhaps the difficulty is that for Hayward, 
as for Jaffa, “a strict textual originalism is in-
distinguishable from positivism.” But this is 
not necessarily true, and one example offered 
from one bad lecture by the late Chief Justice 
William Rehnquist does not make it so. Hay-
ward seems to recognize this himself a little 
later when he writes, “Neither [Antonin] Sca-
lia nor Robert Bork [denies or opposes] the 
ideas of natural law or natural rights…; they 
just think that it is a bad idea for the judiciary 
to protect unenumerated rights or for judges 
to employ natural law as a jural tool.” More 
than just a “bad idea,” for these jurists, and 
similarly for Berns, reaching for substan-
tively just outcomes that cannot be plausibly 
grounded in the text of the Constitution is 
anti-constitutional, an abuse of judicial power, 
not despite but because of a devotion to the 
principles of the Declaration that undergird 
the Constitution.

This brings us to the crux of the 
argument between Jaffa and Berns 
regarding the Constitution, the Dec-

laration, and the way the American Found-
ing relates to the longer history of political 
philosophy. In fairness, it must be said that 
both men were capable of rushed or conclu-
sory arguments. Berns was prone to move 
too quickly from equating the founders’ po-
litical thought with John Locke’s and Locke’s 
with Thomas Hobbes’s, and to erect an im-
penetrable “ancients vs. moderns” boundary 
between classical and Christian natural law, 
on the one hand, and modern natural rights, 
on the other. Then he would throw in a by-
the-way qualification that the founding was 
more complex than that, noting as he did in 
an article for Commentary that “the Ameri-
can government was created by men whose 
characters had been formed under the laws of 
an older and civilized politics.” Jaffa, for his 

part, came in his later years to claim, rather 
dubiously, that the principles of the founding 
were, as he wrote in the Winter 2001 CRB, 

“dominated by an Aristotelian Locke—or a 
Lockean Aristotle.” Oddly, each in his own 
way might have made too much of Locke and 
too little of the role of Christianity in the 
founding—or perhaps too little of Locke’s 
Christianity.

But on a particular point of dispute be-
tween them—whether the Declaration of In-
dependence insists on popular government or 
is open to other forms as legitimately consis-
tent with its principles—Jaffa was responsible 
for a wildly intemperate war on his old friends 
Berns and (particularly) Diamond, making 
unwarranted charges of “Calhounian” sympa-
thies and in general blowing the issue out of 
all proportion to its importance in American 
politics. Hayward touches on this origin to 
the “fight club,” but leaves some of the story 
untold.

Jaffa began the fight in print with a 
lengthy assault on Diamond that he pub-
lished in his 1978 book, How to Think About 

the American Revolution, just a year after Dia-
mond’s untimely death (though it had circu-
lated among acquaintances as an unpublished 
paper before then). This inexplicable attack left 
Diamond’s friends exasperated and, given Jaf-
fa’s rhetorical overkill, they took it personally.

Diamond had said in a widely read 1973 
bicentennial lecture, “The Revolution of So-
ber Expectations,” that the Declaration pro-
vided “no guidance” with respect to “forms 
of government,” on which it was “neutral,” 
although any establishment of a government 
must be by democratic choice. Jaffa unac-
countably inflated this by a string of non 
sequiturs into an argument Diamond had 
not made, that the Declaration “offered no 
guidance to the Framers of the Constitu-
tion”—about anything, apparently. From 
there, he unfairly linked Diamond with John 
C. Calhoun’s attack on the Declaration root 
and branch.

What made the attack all the more galling 
was that, in 1972—just a year before Dia-
mond’s lecture—Jaffa himself had made an 
indistinguishable argument about the Dec-
laration’s openness on forms of government 
in a lecture of his own, “What Is Equality? 

The Declaration of Independence Revisited,” 
which later appeared in Jaffa’s collection The 
Conditions of Freedom (1975). When he at-
tacked Diamond for making this argument, 
he said nothing of having made it earlier him-
self, let alone of why he now took a different 
view. 

In 1982, in the pages of National Review, 
Walter Berns said he still agreed with Jaffa’s 
1972 lecture; this was the last published re-
ply he ever made to Jaffa as their deep freeze 
set in. Hayward suggests that Jaffa rethought 
and “substantially modif[ied]” his view on 
the “no guidance” thesis. But in 1984, in his 
book American Conservatism & the American 
Founding, Jaffa claimed unpersuasively that 
Berns had “ignored the context” of what he’d 
written in 1972, and said, “I do not believe I 
contradicted what I had written earlier.” Of 
course he had—as Hayward tacitly concedes. 

The fact is: the american found-
ers saw no form of government but a 
republic as suitable for their indepen-

dent new country. The question of whether 
the Declaration is open to other forms of gov-
ernment bears not at all on equality, liberty, 
natural and civil rights, constitutional inter-
pretation, the rule of law, or any of the other 
matters with which Jaffa, Berns, and their 
contemporaries grappled. 

With Patriotism Is Not Enough, Steven 
Hayward has rendered in a lively way a tre-
mendous service—especially at the present 
moment—by laying out some of the most es-
sential questions concerning what it is to be 
an American and a conservative. One can 
only hope readers will turn next to his sub-
jects’ best books—in Jaffa’s case, Crisis of the 
House Divided and A New Birth of Freedom; 
in Berns’s, The First Amendment and the Fu-
ture of American Democracy (1976), Taking 
the Constitution Seriously (1987; overlooked by 
Hayward), and Making Patriots (2001). These 
great contributions to America’s understand-
ing of itself will endure, long after memories 
of old quarrels fade away.

Matthew J. Franck is director of the Simon Cen-
ter on Religion and the Constitution at the With-
erspoon Institute, professor emeritus of political 
science at Radford University, and visiting lec-
turer in politics at Princeton University.
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Book Review by William Anthony Hay

Keys to Immortality
A Revolution in Color: The World of John Singleton Copley, by Jane Kamensky.

W.W. Norton & Company, 544 pages, $35

Of Arms and Artists: The American Revolution through Painters’ Eyes, by Paul Staiti.
Bloomsbury Press, 400 pages, $30

Before photography and motion 
pictures existed, painting and sculp-
ture constituted the visual arts. Done 

well, they made images come alive. Abigail 
Adams told her sister of one painting of a war-
time scene so vivid and affecting that viewers 
could hear a dying man’s groans with “grief, 
despair and terror…strongly marked.” Even 
mediocre portraiture gave its subjects the only 
chance to see themselves, besides the reflec-
tion the era’s blurred mirrors provided. Hence 
the demand for art, even along the cultural 
peripheries of Britain’s 18th-century Ameri-
can colonies.

Colonial America produced a generation 
of gifted painters despite their limited oppor-
tunities to study. No schools in the new world 
trained artists or provided live models. Great 
works of art that could inspire and instruct 
were available only in reproductions. Largely 
self-taught, aspiring painters crossed the At-
lantic to perfect their art in London and Italy, 
where artists, connoisseurs, and tourists alike 
went to experience masterworks. American 
artists often found themselves caught between 
the higher expressions of metropolitan culture 
and the familiar home environments their as-
pirations had transcended. Jane Kamensky’s A 
Revolution in Color and Paul Staiti’s Of Arms 
and Artists make it possible to understand Rev-
olutionary America’s artistic milieu. Both well-
illustrated volumes explore the relationship be-
tween the colonies and Britain, along with the 
difficulties artists had launching their careers 
from the empire’s periphery. 

Kamensky, a Harvard history professor, 
shows how John Singleton Copley (1738–
1815) was representative of that era’s Ameri-
can painters. Artists were still seen as little 
more than tradesmen. The English portraitist 
George Allen described encoding meaning in 
images by allusion and allegory as the “think-
ing part of painting,” which elevated its practi-
tioners to the ranks of poets and philosophers. 
Far less eminent was the limner, an artisan 
who took likenesses and hawked his wares. 
Gentility and learning, along with skill, made 
the difference. 

Surprisingly, nothing is known of Cop-
ley’s early years other than his birth to Irish 
immigrants, probably in Boston, and that 
he may have shown a talent for drawing at 
a young age. Rather than an inspired genius, 
he cultivated native talent by hard work and 
a focus on detail in order to make the leap 
from humble limner to respected Boston 
artist. His early works had a stylized aspect 
until he learned to paint lifelike hands and 
unforced expressions. A vogue for military 
portraits gave Copley subjects on whom to 
practice his skill and, later, contacts that ad-
vanced his business—each portrait became 
an advertisement, drawing new subjects 
from soldiers in the Seven Years’ War and 
from the Massachusetts elite. 

By the mid-1760s, copley gambled 
on sending works to London for ex-
hibit. At the same time his contempo-

rary, Benjamin West (1738–1820), a tavern 
keeper’s son from outside Philadelphia, was 
making the British empire’s center the de 
facto home to an emerging American School. 
Wealthy patrons had allowed West to travel 
to Italy in 1760, where he developed a reputa-
tion as the “American Raphael,” and then on 
to England in 1763. He benefitted from the 
enthusiasm for empire, brought by victory 
in the Seven Years’ War. West, embraced by 
London’s art world, helped found the Royal 
Academy of Arts in 1768 and later became its 
second president. Though intending to return 
to America, he never did.

Copley’s Boy with a Flying Squirrel used 
his younger half-brother as the model with 
a specifically American animal for a pet. The 
meticulous rendering adapted a convention-
al form in boy’s portraits to carefully play 
upon surfaces and backdrop while capturing 
the subject’s features. Praised in London as a 
sign of what Copley might do with training 
and great art to observe, it also seemed a lit-
tle too exact. A wonderful picture by a young 
man never out of New England seemed faint 
praise. Later portraits Copley sent for exhib-
its were not quite in the metropolitan style. 

He faced growing pressure to leave Boston 
for London or be dismissed as a provincial 
artist.

Success in Boston, however, brought Cop-
ley prominence, which was cemented by his 
marriage into the wealthy Clarke family. 
(His merchant father-in-law’s tea would pro-
voke the Boston Tea Party.) He painted Gov-
ernor Francis Bernard and General Thomas 
Gage along with John Hancock, Paul Revere, 
and Samuel Adams. Gage’s portrait captures 
the soldier statesman, while Revere’s broke 
with convention to show a reflective artisan. 
Each became the standard image of its sub-
ject. As tensions grew, Copley tried to avoid 
political controversy that would distract him 
from art and risk losing clients on either 
side. Unlike West, who struggled between 
his British career and American sympathies, 
Copley thought independence would come 
naturally with time and that violent conflict 
could spiral out of control. Patriots branded 
him an enemy to his country for signing a 
friendly address in a letter to loyalist Gov-
ernor Thomas Hutchinson. Copley left to 
study art in Italy and then with West in 
London. His career peaked in 1785 with a 
portrait of George III’s daughters that few 
besides the king liked. Like West, he never 
returned to America.

Paul staiti, who teaches american 
art, architecture, and film at Mount 
Holyoke College, presents the Ameri-

can Revolution through the eyes of painters 
as they lived it. Of Arms and Artists shows 
how their work shaped later generations’ 
sense of the founding era. George Washing-
ton shrewdly commented to the Marquis de 
Lafayette that painters and writers “hold the 
keys of the gate by which Patriots, Sages, and 
Heroes are admitted to immortality.” Art 
could define a person or event by making his-
tory epic rather than prosaic or chaotic. 

Charles Willson Peale (1741–1827), whom 
Staiti calls “Philadelphia’s founding artist,” 
understood art’s political force. Three years 
younger than Copley and West, and the or-
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phaned son of a felon in Maryland, he turned 
from saddle-making to portraiture in his 
twenties. Patrons enabled him to study in 
London with West and Copley for three years, 
beginning in 1767, developing a national style 
distinct from continental European models. 
The refined skills he brought back led Peale to 
became the middle colonies’ foremost portrait 
painter. He arrived in Philadelphia in 1776, 
amidst war preparations. Besides painting 
leading figures of the Continental Congress, 
he served in the Pennsylvania militia and 
fought at Princeton in 1777. 

Once the british evacuated phil-
adelphia in 1778, he received a large 
commission to paint what Staiti calls 

the United States’s first great history paint-
ing: a portrait of General Washington for the 
Pennsylvania State House. Peale cast Wash-
ington as republican hero, adapting the pose 
from a 1763 court portrait of King George III. 
Standing “animated but unperturbed” beside 
a cannon and other trophies after victory at 
Princeton—a pivotal moment in the war—
Washington is presented “in possession of hu-
man attributes so rare that they made him the 
ultimate paragon of virtue.” Copies in Europe 
drummed up support for the revolution.

Peale had told Benjamin Franklin in 1771 
that achieving independence would transfer 
to America from servile Europe the mantle 
of great art. Besides organizing pageants and 
painting statesmen, he founded an American 
museum to showcase what the new republic 
alone possessed. Because of the public’s pref-
erence for novelties and popular entertain-
ments, not the fine art that had defined Peale’s 
career, he found himself in a postwar world 
that fell short of his expectations. 

Fifteen years younger than Peale, Con-
necticut’s John Trumbull (1756–1843) fared 
better. His father, the only royal governor to 
side with the Revolution, planned a career as 
a lawyer or clergyman for his son, believing 
them more stable than an American paint-
er’s life. Trumbull attended Harvard, where 
he was drawn to the revolutionary cause 
as well as the work of Copley. After a short 
stint in the Continental Army, he became 
one of West’s students in London, where he 
landed in prison on charges of treason. (West 
stood bail.) Later, during negotiations with 
Great Britain over the U.S.-Canadian border, 
Trumbull served as John Jay’s secretary.

The best educated among American paint-
ers, Trumbull drew a politically charged par-
allel between the American crisis and repub-
lican Rome. His second picture at the Royal 
Academy exhibit in 1784, depicting the Ro-
man Senate giving Cincinnatus command of 
the army, made a thinly veiled reference to 
Washington.

West himself had aspired to paint epic 
scenes of America’s history as he had for Brit-
ain, such as The Death of General Wolfe. His 
painting of the Peace of Paris that recognized 
American Independence remained unfinished, 
however. The humiliated British diplomats 
refused to sit for his work, which framed the 
scene as an intimate group modeled on a fam-
ily portrait emphasizing reconciliation.

The task of bringing america’s epic 
origins to life fell instead to Trumbull, 
who in 1785 began planning a series 

of historical pictures. The first, completed 
in 1786, depicted physician Joseph Warren’s 
death at Bunker Hill. By casting Warren as a 
martyr to the revolutionary cause, Trumbull 
departed from the strict details to capture a 
deeper truth about heroism. Painstaking re-
search, taking portraits of people to depict 
accurately their part in larger scenes, and dip-
lomatic service in Britain delayed later works 
in the series. Thomas Jefferson, who brought 
a connoisseur’s sensibility to art along with 
an eye for self-promotion equal to Benjamin 
Franklin’s, guided Trumbull’s painting of 
the Declaration of Independence, which cast 
the Virginian as the central figure. Between 
1819 and 1826, as the revolutionary genera-
tion began passing from the scene, Trumbull 
delivered several more oversized canvasses to 
be displayed in the new Capitol rotunda, in-
cluding scenes of Columbus’s discovery of the 
Americas, the Pilgrims’ arrival at Plymouth 
Rock, Cornwallis’s surrender at Yorktown, 
and General Washington’s resignation of his 
commission.

John Adams believed events should be re-
corded with an exactitude at odds with artis-
tic license to make deeper points. He feared 
Trumbull would reduce the revolution to a car-
toon of history, and that his grandiose art might 
corrupt citizens by duping them into thinking 
monarchy natural and a tyrant beneficent.

As Staiti observes, Adams “had a keen eye.” 
Never diffident, he commissioned a portrait 
in London by Copley, whom he had known 

in Boston before the Revolution, to com-
memorate his diplomatic work in Europe as 
the civilian parallel to Washington’s heroic 
military portrait. Shown in full length with 
an almost challenging expression, the figure’s 
plain but polished dress contrasts with an el-
egant background including a globe and map 
of North America. Convinced “that plain 
living was the outward sign of high thinking,” 
Adams cast himself as a republican states-
man. Copley took great care collaborating 
with his subject on a work he matched with 
an earlier portrait of Samuel Adams. The 
result disenchanted Adams, who thought it 
excessive and left the portrait with Copley. 
Having revealed too much of its subject for 
comfort, the painting now hangs in Boston’s 
Museum of Fine Arts.

Gilbert stuart (1755–1828), an en-
tirely apolitical man committed to 
no cause beyond his own advance-

ment, went to London, too, becoming another 
American prodigy of West’s. Remarkable tal-
ent enabled him to overcome a lack of busi-
ness sense and an even more acute lack of in-
tegrity. Subjects forgave his failings because 
of his ability to capture them so well. Stuart’s 
image of President Washington, used on the 
$1 bill, is more than famous, but his paintings 
of other statesmen made him the American 
portraitist of the age. One he began of Presi-
dent Jefferson in 1805 deliberately broke with 
the elevated image of the presidency his two 
predecessors had sought to project. Rather 
than in a stylistic expression of power, Jeffer-
son appears in a scholarly pose working at a 
desk on the people’s business. 

The artists of the Revolutionary Era found 
posthumous fame in the United States as 
collectors in the late 19th century sought out 
their works. The westward spread of learn-
ing and art coincided with renewed interest 
in colonial Americana. West, Copley, Peale, 
Stuart, and Trumbull came back into their 
own, defining how subsequent generations 
viewed pivotal events and the figures behind 
them. As these two splendid new books 
show, the leading painters of the American 
Founding, too, were in key ways creators of 
a new world.

William Anthony Hay, a historian at Mississippi 
State University, is writing a study of British gen-
erals during the American Revolution. 
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Charles Wilson Peale:
Portrait of James Madison. Gilcrease Museum 

Benjamin West: Penn’s Treaty with the Indians. Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts

Gilbert Stuart:
Portriat of Abigail Adams.
National Gallery of Art

John Trumbull:
Portrait of Alexander Hamilton.
Boston Museum of Fine Arts
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Book Review by C.J. Wolfe

A Good Ethics Professor Is Hard to Find
Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical Reasoning, and Narrative, by Alasdair MacIntyre.

Cambridge University Press, 332 pages, $49.99

“How should i live?” in his lat-
est book, Ethics in the Conflicts of 
Modernity, Alasdair MacIntyre 

takes up the question Socrates asked. He 
arrives at the same answer as Socrates—live 
the good life—in the course of discussing 
what that concept means for laymen who 
will never visit, much less teach in, an aca-
demic philosophy department.

MacIntyre, now 88 years old and an emer-
itus professor at Notre Dame, has lived as a 
maverick philosopher by virtue of support-
ing rather than attacking traditional views 
of ethics. Thanks in part to his work, “virtue 
ethics” is now a respectable field in academic 
philosophy.

Seventy years ago, when MacIntyre was 
pursuing his own philosophical education, 
utilitarianism framed most Anglo/American 
philosophers’ consideration of ethics. Mac-
Intyre’s magnum opus, After Virtue (1981), 
rejected utilitarianism in favor of Aristotle’s 

virtue-centered approach. Rather than fo-
cusing on whether actions brought about a 
more pleasurable state of affairs, virtue eth-
ics focuses on ascertaining habits good for a 
person’s soul. After Virtue was compelling 
because it provided a rich historical account 
of why Aristotle’s virtue ethics fell out of fa-
vor in the first place.

After the success of after virtue, 
MacIntyre went on to write books 
appreciating Thomas Aquinas’s con-

tributions to virtue ethics, the biological and 
animal aspects of human virtues, and the 
cultivation of intellectual virtues in academia. 
Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity may be read 
as one last attempt, from scratch, to persuade 
unconvinced academic philosophers to come 
around to his viewpoint. 

As in the works written since After Virtue, 
MacIntyre’s main concern in his new book 
is the fact-value distinction. “I have feelings 

about what would please me and that’s what I 
value and what motivates me,” is an expression 
we would expect from someone who hews to 
this distinction. Therefore, “If I do something 
good for someone else, it results purely from 
feelings of pity or benevolence. Otherwise, I 
pursue my own interests.”

Ethics is all about feelings, in other words. 
According to MacIntyre, only philosophers 
could embrace such an odd…philosophy. 
Ordinary blokes, their minds and spirits un-
corrupted by prolonged exposure to academ-
ic journals and conferences, are satisfied with 
their judgments only when they discover 
good reasons for their actions. It’s obvious to 
them, as it was to Aristotle, that our desires 
can be directed toward good or bad objects, 
and reason has a lot to say about which ones 
make for a good life. 

Modern thinkers, in general, assume 
some form of the fact-value distinction when 
discussing ethics. Utilitarians, for example, 
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the point of uselessness. MacIntyre’s reply is 
that reflection on one’s life narrative will not 
always take place prospectively before every de-
cision, but often in periods of retrospective re-
view. Further, it would be foolish not to reflect 
on one’s life narrative before making big deci-
sions, such as where to go to college or whom 
to marry. It is simply imprudent not to do so. 

To demonstrate his points on narrative, 
MacIntyre discusses several individuals, Su-
preme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor 
among them. He uses O’Connor’s example to 
criticize “a certain version, a peculiarly Amer-
ican version, of Burkean conservativism.” He 
deprecates America’s free-market principles 
throughout the book—little surprise given 
his unapologetic support for several Marxist 
ideas. At the end of the day he feels frustra-
tion that a “genuine revolutionary tradition” 
never took hold in America, to borrow a 
phrase from Louis Hartz.

American conservatives may, nev-
ertheless, find much to agree with 
in MacIntyre’s criticisms of Justice 

O’Connor. He objects to her use of balancing 
tests to resolve conflicts between government 
interests and citizens’ rights. The problem with 
such an approach, both jurisprudentially and 
ethically, is that with no external standard by 
which to weigh a given right, balancing is just 
a way for practitioners to “negotiate their way 
through life,” as he puts it. One might add that 
by setting up balancing tests, jurists such as 
O’Connor take on the roles of lawmakers, vio-
lating the constitutional principle of separation 
of powers. Justice Clarence Thomas put it well 
in a recent dissent: “The Court should abandon 
the pretense that anything other than policy 
preferences underlies its balancing of constitu-
tional rights and interests in any given case.”

Most American conservatives have more 
in common with Aristotle’s ethical views 
than with the Marxists MacIntyre admires. 
MacIntyre does not fully appreciate the pos-
sibility that American principles are rooted 
in the same natural law he himself advances. 
His latest book, like several of its predeces-
sors, suffers from his failure to accept more 
friends where he could find them. His many 
American conservative readers see Alasdair 
MacIntyre as a friend—and one of the great 
philosophers of our time, providing wise in-
sights on how we as individuals and commu-
nities should live. As Bernard Williams once 
wrote, that “is not a trivial question.”

C.J. Wolfe is adjunct professor of politics at 
North Lake College and the University of Dal-
las. His dissertation at Claremont Graduate 
University was on Alasdair MacIntyre and 
rights.

usually think about minimizing the amount 
of pain in the world—a fact, as they see it. 
Princeton bioethicist Peter Singer believes 
it is right to kill handicapped children un-
der the age of five in order to minimize their 
future pain, but wrong to cause pain to full-
grown dogs or cats. Other professors contend 
ethics is purely about Kantian duties toward 
others, which are not mere values but still are 
based on freedom or will, not human nature: 
one’s own interest or happiness has no bear-
ing on the question. In particular, liberal po-
litical philosophers influenced by John Rawls 
can in the same breath expel revealed religion 
from the public square and demand that the 
government redistribute people’s earnings in 
the name of justice. Neat trick, that.

These thinkers never give a realistic ac-
count of why someone should follow their 
dictates about Morality with a capital M, in 
MacIntyre’s terminology. Morality on their 
terms is simply a feeling someone either has 
or doesn’t. In MacIntyre’s Aristotelian eth-
ics, specific actions allow a person to develop 
virtues and flourish as a human being. He is 
both against Morality and for virtue.

Ethics in the conflicts of modernity 
focuses on Oscar Wilde, D.H. Law-
rence, and especially the British philos-

opher Bernard Williams. The latter argued 
in Morality (1972) that Aristotelianism runs 
up against the “Gauguin Problem,” the tragic 
conflict of justified desires. Paul Gauguin had 
to choose between self-fulfillment as an artist, 
by traveling to Polynesia to paint the natives, 
or self-fulfillment as a family man, by staying 
in Copenhagen with his Danish wife and chil-
dren. MacIntyre points out that Gauguin’s 
wife had actually asked him to leave before he 
confronted the choice about going to Polyne-
sia. But to the broader point, the conflict of 
good desires does not disprove the existence of 
a final end and common good. Self-fulfillment 
can take several forms and still meet the basic 
requirements of the virtuous life. In fact, the 
necessary virtues and goods must take differ-
ent forms even in the same person’s life, since 
at different stages different virtues become 
more important. Thus, it is especially impor-
tant for the young to be courageous, and the 
old to be wise.

MacIntyre discusses at length the need for 
our judgments to incorporate our stage in life. 
This “narrative structure” of a life requires 
reflection on our history of talents, hang-ups, 
successes, and setbacks. Critics such as Galen 
Strawson of the University of Texas at Aus-
tin have suggested that some people will have 
no taste or aptitude for considering their life 
story, and that others will find that the im-
perative to act will abbreviate reflection to 
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The Every Student Succeeds 
Act represents a major shift of 
the federal role in education, and its provisions 
touch on almost every aspect of education pol-
icy. Yet it arrived in something of a whirlwind. 
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Book Review by Michael Ledeen

Men in Black
Fascism: The Career of a Concept, by Paul E. Gottfried.

Northern Illinois University Press, 256 pages, $45

Years ago, in the 1960s, i was a reg-
ular in the reading room of the Italian 
Central State Archives in Rome. Exciting 

times. We were the first generation of scholars 
to be given access to the actual documents of 
the fascist state. Up till then, historians of il 
Duce’s 20-year tyranny had to rely on autobi-
ographies and other recollections, sometimes 
in the form of interviews. Italian historian 
Renzo De Felice had just started to publish his 
monumental four-volume biography, Mussolini 
(1965-97), based on the documents we were 
studying, and others from private archives and 
those in ministerial collections.

There was exceptionally good camaraderie. 
We were understandably excited to be among 
the first to get our hands, and minds, on the 
real stuff, and since there were very few of us—
perhaps a dozen or so, Italians and foreign-
ers—we were able to keep track of research 
breakthroughs, which came at a rapid tempo. 
Bit by bit we reconstructed the thing. 

My work, which became a doctoral thesis at 
the University of Wisconsin and then a book, 
Universal Fascism (1972), had to do with the ef-
forts to create a fascist “international,” mostly 
in the years before Hitler seized power in Ger-
many in 1933. This focus enabled me to look at 
various national fascisms, most of which were 
free of the racist, anti-Semitic overlay the Füh-
rer ultimately imposed on the Axis. By now, 
there are several books and a fair number of 
essays about this fascinating and important 
phenomenon. Which leads us to the subject 
matter of Paul Gottfried’s excellent study, 
Fascism: The Career of a Concept: What was 
fascism all about? And is there a doctrine or 
ideology that convincingly makes Hitler, Mus-
solini, and others part of a single system?

Gottfried, a paleoconservative historian 
who formerly taught at Elizabethtown Col-
lege, goes through the answers, stressing that 
they have changed over the years, and remind-
ing us that we don’t necessarily get smarter 
with the passage of time, even though we cer-
tainly gather more information. Some got it 
right at the time. Here’s the central thesis:

[T]here is a generic fascism, which re-
sembles the Italian fascist movement 
and, to a lesser extent, the Italian fas-
cist government. This form of fascism 
shaped the interwar revolutionary Right, 

which came into vogue in Europe after 
the First World War. Moreover, fascism 
has a distant family relation to tradi-
tional conservatism but less ideological 
connection to German Nazism….

[German historian] Ernst Nolte was 
probably right that fascism belonged to 
a specific temporal-spatial context and 
therefore should not be applied to de-
velopmental dictatorships all over the 
globe. It…drew on a European heritage 
of ideas and built on European social 
classes and social crises.

So while there is a “generic fascism,” with 
important Catholic social and political 
themes, we should limit it both temporally 
(it was important between the wars, and 
certainly during World War II) and geo-
graphically (Europe, not the whole world). 
Gottfried is especially valuable when he dis-
cusses leftist interpretations. For the most 
part, Marxist historians and political sci-
entists missed one of fascism’s most signifi-
cant strengths: its claim to be a revolution-
ary doctrine. Gottfried understands that 
a movement, and later a regime, could be 
reactionary and still appeal to workers, an-
archosyndicalists, and even leftist Hegelian 
philosophers like Giovanni Gentile.

It’s rare to find a scholar who gives 
full credit, and even admiration, to those 
with whom he disagrees, but Gottfried 

pulls it off magnificently. It’s worth reading 
Fascism if only to appreciate the great contri-
butions to our historical understanding from 
A. James Gregor and Nolte. This gives me 
special pleasure since Gregor and Nolte have 
long been pariahs of the academic establish-
ment—even to the extent of being accused of 
harboring fascist sympathies. And here I’m 
not talking about nut cases like Lyndon La-
rouche, who has often accused me of similar 
sentiments; I’m talking about the dons.

Gottfried, like my friend and mentor De 
Felice (with whom I published a book-length 
interview in 1976, Fascism: An Informal In-
troduction to Its Theory and Practice, which 
devastated the Left’s stereotype and stressed 
the revolutionary components), rather reluc-
tantly concludes that the differences between 
Nazism and fascism are so significant that it’s 

a mistake to try to pack both phenomena into 
a box labeled “fascism.” And not just because 

“generic fascism” for most of its history rarely 
embraced Hitler’s anti-Semitism or his racial 
doctrines, but also because the whole style 
of the regimes was so intrinsically different 
from one case to the other. And here I think 
Gottfried would have strengthened his argu-
ment had he spent a bit more time discussing 
charismatic leadership, and the relationship 
between the leader and the masses. 

Anyone carefully watching rallies in Hit-
ler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy would 
see that we’re dealing with two different ani-
mals. The Hitler crowd is programmed; the 
well-known cues are coming—everybody will 
chant “Sieg Heil” and raise the right-hand sa-
lute. Many observers realized a good deal of 
this, especially early on, had to do with the 
creation of a political religion: the leader con-
ducted the ritual, the masses participated. But 
the Italian crowd was very different from Hit-
ler’s: the Italians yelled at Mussolini, implor-
ing him to hit on their favorite themes such 
as the Empire. This was unthinkable in Ger-
many, where an easy rapport with the dictator 
didn’t exist.

This line of analysis adds power 
to Gottfried’s masterly discussion of 
the death of “totalitarianism” as an 

explanatory concept that included Soviet tyr-
anny alongside Nazism and fascism. Yes, the 
USSR was a single-party system with a dicta-
tor at the point of the pyramid, but its ritu-
als were not exciting. On the contrary, the te-
dious lectures from Stalin and his henchmen 
were monotonous and boring, whereas fascist 
rallies were occasions for political enthusiasm.

Gottfried rather surprisingly gives insuf-
ficient attention to the “new fascist man,” a 
central theme in both Germany and Italy. Ac-
cording to Hitler and Mussolini, the new man 
came out of the trenches of the Great War. 
Men who had proven their valor on the battle-
field, and only such men, were truly capable of 
leading a fascist revolution.

That quibble aside, Paul Gottfried’s is far 
and away the best book on fascism I’ve read in 
many years.

Michael Ledeen holds the Freedom Chair at the 
Foundation for Defense of Democracies.
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Book Review by Joseph Epstein

White Mischief
Evelyn Waugh: A Life Revisited, by Philip Eade.

Henry Holt and Company, 472 pages, $32

When the final reviews—that 
is, the obituaries—came in, Evelyn 
Waugh’s were mixed. His literary 

accomplishments were noted, so too his Cath-
olic apologetics, but heavy emphasis was put 
upon his reactionary views and his snobbery. 
Waugh’s son Auberon, responding to these no-
tices, countered that they were wrong about his 
father’s snobbery (he scarcely cared about pedi-
gree) and his politics (“politics bored him”), and 
missed the main point about him: “[i]t is simply 
that he was the funniest man of his generation.” 

Quite so, though it needs to be added that 
in the case of Evelyn Waugh funny was not 
always the same as amusing. Amusing sug-
gests light, whimsical, charming. P.G. Wode-
house is amusing. Waugh’s humor tended 
to the dark, and, given his often gratuitous 
pugnacity, usually had a victim, or at least an 
edge. When the favorite of his seven children, 
his daughter Margaret, wished to live on her 
own, he told her “you are no more ready for 
independence than the Congo.” After Ran-
dolph Churchill had what turned out to be 
a benign tumor removed through surgery, 

Waugh remarked that it was the only thing 
about Randolph that wasn’t malignant and 
they removed it. When someone called his 
attention to a typographical error in one of 
his books, he replied that one cannot get any 
decent proofreading now “that they no longer 
defrock priests for sodomy.” Waugh’s humor 
was also strong in the line of mischief. While 
serving in the British army in Yugoslavia dur-
ing World War II, he spread the rumor that 
Marshal Tito was a woman—and a lesbian 
into the bargain. Of his teaching at a boys 
school in Wales he claimed to take “a certain 
perverse pleasure in making all I teach as 
dreary to the boys as it is to myself.” When his 
friend and fellow convert Ronald Knox asked 
him if he, Knox, seemed to nod off while giv-
ing a lecture, Waugh replied that indeed he 
did, but only for “twenty minutes.” He de-
scribed travel to Mexico as “like sitting in a 
cinema, seeing the travel film of a country one 
has no intention of visiting.” Of the reception 
in America of his novel Brideshead Revisited 
(1945), he wrote: “My book has been a great 
success in the United States which is upset-

ting because I thought it in good taste before 
and now I know it can’t be.”

Waugh soon enough acquired a reputa-
tion for social ruthlessness, a ruthlessness 
nicely abetted by his heavy drinking. “Even 
his close friends were not spared,” Nancy 
Mitford wrote, “he criticized everyone fierce-
ly and was a terrible tease, but he set about it 
in such an amusing way that his teasing was 
easily forgiven.” Not by everyone. Martha 
Gellhorn, a friend of Waugh’s friend Diana 
Cooper, called him “a small and very ugly 
turd.” Duff Cooper, Diana’s husband, react-
ing to a malicious comment Waugh made 
about Lord Mountbatten at a dinner party, 
lashed out: “How dare a common little man 
like you, who happens to have written one 
or two moderately amusing novels, criticize 
that great patriot and gentleman. Leave my 
house at once!” On his own social combat-
iveness, Waugh has Gilbert Pinfold, his au-
tobiographically based, eponymous charac-
ter in The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold (1957) ask, 

“Why does everyone except me find it so easy 
to be nice?”
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Philip eade’s new biography of 
Waugh goes a fair way to answering 
that question. Eade’s book is subtitled, 

with some precision, A Life Revisited, for it is 
Evelyn Waugh’s life and only glancingly his 
work to which Eade devotes his attention. His 
is a chronicle of Waugh’s recent ancestry and 
early childhood, his education, two marriages, 
and career on to his death in 1966 at the age 
of 62. Waugh’s books and their reception are 
mentioned in due course, but it is his career 
and the formation of his character that hold 
chief interest.

Rightly so, I should say, for Evelyn Waugh’s 
novels, travel writings, and biographies (of the 
painter and poet Dante Rossetti, the Jesuit 
martyr Edmund Campion, and Monsignor 
Knox) do not really require elaborate criti-
cal exploration. All his writing requires is at-
tentive readers, alive to his elegant prose, his 
craftsmanship at plotting, and the manifold 
comical touches that bedizen his pages. “Ger-
mans,” a character in Brideshead Revisited re-
marks, “sometimes seem to discover a sense of 
decency when they get to a classical country.” 
In A Handful of Dust (1934) a secondary char-
acter, Mrs. Rattery, reveals that she has chil-
dren, two sons:

I don’t see them often. They’re at school 
somewhere. I took them to the cinema 
last summer. They’re getting quite big. 
One’s going to be good-looking, I think. 
His father is.

Rather a different angle on parenting, this, 
one might say.

Eade recounts Waugh’s life in an admira-
bly economic, straightforward manner, with 
a nice sense of measure and in a prose style 
free of jargon and cliché. He neither Freud-
ianizes Waugh nor condemns his lapses into 
social savagery. Without a trace of tenden-
tiousness, free of all doctrine, the biographer 
seeks to understand the strange behavior of 
his subject through telling the story of his life 
without commenting censoriously on it. The 
task is far from a simple one. Waugh’s friend 
Freddy Smith, the second Earl of Birkenhead, 
in a memoir of his war days with him, wrote: 

Evelyn, like Max Beerbohm, but prob-
ably for different reasons, had decided to 
drop an iron visor over all his intimate 
feelings and serious beliefs and by doing 
so excluded one from any understanding 
of his true character…. This deep reti-
cence detracted in a sense from his con-
versation, which was of the highest or-
der, because however brilliant and witty, 
one always felt that he was playing some 

elaborate charade which demanded from 
him constant vigilance and wariness.

Early in the pages of The Ordeal of Gilbert 
Pinfold, a novel recounting the nervous break-
down of its hero, Waugh stages an interview 
for Pinfold with a journalist from the BBC. 
(Waugh himself underwent such a breakdown 
owing to his overdosing on bromide and chloral 
combined with his heavy alochol intake, a po-
tion he hoped would help him attain sleep.) Of 
this interview Pinfold notes that the interview-
er “seemed to believe that anyone sufficiently 
eminent to be interviewed by him must have 
something to hide, must be an impostor whom 
it was his business to trap and expose, and to 
direct his questions from some basic, previous 
knowledge of something discreditable.” When 
during an actual interview by John Freeman of 
the BBC, Waugh was asked why he lived in the 
country, he answered that it was not because 
of a love of sport or rural life, but “to get away 
from people like you.” From behind the screen 
of Pinfold, Waugh describes his own menacing 
social profile with a nice exactitude. The novel’s 
narrator observes that “his habits of life were 
self-indulgent and his utterances lacked pru-
dence.” As for his tastes, the strongest of them 
were negative. “[H]e looked at the world sub 
species aeternitatis and he found it flat as a map; 
except when, rather often, personal annoyance 
intruded.” The part he decided to play “was a 
combination of eccentric don and testy colo-
nel…it came to dominate his whole outward 
personality” as “he offered the world a front of 
pomposity mitigated by indiscretion that was 
as hard, bright and antiquated as a cuirass.” 

Soon after he came to conscious-
ness Evelyn Waugh was made aware 
that he was not his father’s favorite child. 

His older brother, Alec—later a popular, now 
a largely forgotten, novelist—was. A five-year 
difference in age separated the two brothers, 
just the right distance to prevent closeness 
and make intimacy difficult. Evelyn did not so 
much hate his father as hold him in contempt. 
His father was a reviewer (of more than 6,000 
books), essayist, publisher (with the firm of 
Chapman & Hall). Evelyn would later say that 
he “did everything at deleterious speed.” He 
also early noted his father’s pomposity, which, 
combined with his gross sentimentality, pre-
cluded all possibility for admiration on the 
part of his younger son. The older he grew the 
more dismissive, not to say derisive, of his fa-
ther he became. Waugh found succor as a child 
with his mother and his nanny. He would al-
ways find intimacy easier with women—Diana 
Cooper, Nancy Mitford, Ann Fleming, among 
them—than with men. 

“Golden Boy” is the title that Alexander 
Waugh, grandson of Evelyn and son of Au-
bernon, in Fathers and Sons (2007), his family 
history, gives to the chapter on Alec Waugh. 
Golden he may have seemed to his father but 
rather a zinc dud he must have seemed to his 
younger brother. While at Sherbourne, the 
public school of choice for the men in the 
Waugh family, Alec was caught in a homosex-
ual scandal that made it impossible for Evelyn 
to attend the same school, and so he had to 
attend Lancing, a public school a step down 
on the status ladder. 

The young Waugh was also less than en-
amored of his first name, with its sexual am-
biguity. His first book, Rossetti: His Life and 
Works, published in 1928 when he was 25, 
was reviewed in the Times Literary Supple-
ment under the assumption that its author 
was female, the reviewer referring through-
out to its author as Miss Waugh. This was 
another annoyance in a life that seemed to 
be filled with annoyances. He was early and 
perennially a victim of boredom; in his un-
completed novel, Work Suspended, he speaks 
of “ruthless boredom.” His friend Douglas 
Woodruff noted: “He was constantly suf-
fering from ennui, which ought to be recog-
nized as a major affliction more wearing and 
painful than most physical disabilities.” One 
ready-to-hand weapon in the combat against 
boredom, according to Woodruff, was to be 
found in his readiness “to say the disconcert-
ing thing in the hopes of making something 
happen or getting a rise, or in some other 
way breaking the monotony of all too easily 
predictable social exchanges.” In Yugoslavia, 
for a notable example, Waugh put it about 
that Birkenhead was having a homosexual 
affair with an Istrian intellectual and had 
also become a drug addict through the use 
of morphia. And, one must understand, he 
rather liked Birkenhead. Such free-floating 
malice evidently helped him get through the 
day. 

As early as his school days, waugh’s 
terror of boredom and taste for the 
ridiculous combined to made him a 

figure of subversion. Max Mallowan, later an 
archeologist and husband to Agatha Chris-
tie, remembered him at Lancing as “popular 
among the boys for he was amusing and always 
ready to lead us into mischief, but had a way of 
getting others into trouble and himself invari-
ably escaping.” Mallowan adds that “[h]e was 
courageous and witty and clever but was also 
an exhibitionist with a cruel nature that cared 
nothing about humiliating his companions as 
long as he could expose them to ridicule.” Eade 
tells of a fellow student who made the mistake 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2017
Page 42

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

of using the word “preternatural,” for which 
he paid the price of being known forever after 
as “Preters.” Cecil Beaton, who first encoun-
tered Waugh when they both attended Heath 
Mount School in Hampstead, remained terri-
fied of him all his life. 

Waugh won a scholarship to Hertford 
College, Oxford, where he continued his high 
jinks, with heavy drinking and homosexual-
ity now added. He spoke of the “aesthetic 
pleasure of being drunk,” by which one gath-
ers he meant the glow of giving way without 
hesitation to his social effrontery and inher-
ent outrageousness. As for homosexuality, 

“everyone was queer at Oxford in those days,” 
the poet John Betjeman remarked. Waugh’s 
great homosexual flame was a young man 
named Alastair Graham, one of the figures 
upon whom he partially modelled his Brides-
head Revisited character Sebastian Flyte, and 
through whom he gained his first entrée into 
the upper-class English world he later por-
trayed in that novel. Harold Acton, who read 
T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) out of a 
megaphone from the window of his rooms at 
Oxford, was another university connection. 
Never at all serious about study, Waugh fin-
ished Oxford with a disappointing third-class 
degree. 

His first ambition was to become 
a draughtsman, and so after Ox-
ford he went off to the Heatherley 

School of Fine Art in London. He also briefly 
tried his hand at cabinet making, until he re-
alized, as he put it, “that there was nothing for 
it but to write books; an occupation which I 
regarded as exacting but in which I felt fairly 
confident of my skill.” In the meantime he 
spent his nights drinking and bonking about 
town among the Bright Young Things—the 
decadent London society between the wars 
that was his social milieu of choice—gather-
ing material, though he may not have known 
it at the time, for Vile Bodies (1930), his novel 
about the young dissolutes of the day. 

Having shed his homosexuality in the way 
public-school Englishman of the era seemed 
to do, Waugh played a wide field of women, 
and, when it came to marriage, chose Evelyn 
Gardner, perhaps the ditziest of them all, who 
had been previously engaged no fewer than 
nine times; sometimes, it was said, to more 
than one man simultaneously. They were both 
24, and in the spirit of the times he proposed 
marriage by saying, “Let’s get married and see 
how it goes.” 

 “I saw a young man,” Gardner noted of 
her first impression of Waugh, “short, stur-
dy, good-looking, given to little gestures, the 
shrugging of a hand which held a drink, the 

tossing of a head as he made some witty, some-
what malicious remark. He was easy to talk to 
and amusing.” Diana Cooper described Gard-
ner as “though very pretty wasn’t much else.” A 
friend of Evelyn Gardner—now called “Shev-
elyn” to distinguish her from her husband—
noted that “I don’t think she is wildly in love 
with E.W., but I doubt if she is capable of sus-
tained passion.” The friend was correct. The 
marriage lasted less than two years, broken 
off when Shevelyn began an affair with a man 
of negligible significance named John Hey-
gate, whom she later claimed never to have 
loved. At the break-up of his marriage Waugh 
was 26. His own comment on the marriage 
was that “[f]ortune is the least capricious of 
deities, and arranges things on the just and 
rigid system that no one shall be very happy 
for very long.”

Not long after his marriage end-
ed, Waugh underwent what his fa-
ther called his “perversion to Rome.” 

Much evidence exists that the breakup of his 
marriage was not the sole cause of his religious 

On September 29, 1930, Waugh was 
received into the Catholic Church. Why 
Catholicism? Because he felt it was the old-
est, and hence most fundamental, version of 
Christianity. Eade quotes Waugh as saying 
that “Catholicism was Christianity, that all 
other forms of Christianity were only good 
insofar as they chipped little bits off the 
main block.” In an essay titled “Conversion to 
Rome,” Waugh wrote that he saw the world 
as essentially a struggle “between Christian-
ity and Chaos,” and Christianity represented 
order. Did his conversion alter his behavior? 
Not, apparently, outwardly. Hilaire Belloc 
told Mary Herbert, the mother of Waugh’s 
second wife, Laura, that “he has the devil in 
him.” Waugh himself told John Betjeman’s 
wife, Penelope, that he was “by nature a bully 
and a scold.” After witnessing his rudeness 
to a French intellectual to whom she intro-
duced him, Nancy Mitford asked him if it 
weren’t a contradiction that he was so rude 
a man and yet he claimed to be a practicing 
Catholic. “You have no idea,” he replied, “how 
much nastier I would be if I was not a Catho-
lic. Without supernatural aid I would hardly 
be a human being.” He might have added, as 
he wrote in his essay on his conversion, that 

“[t]he Protestant attitude seems often to be, ‘I 
am good; therefore I go to church’; while the 
Catholic’s is, ‘I am very far from good; there-
fore I go to church.’” 

Waugh didn’t like being labelled 
a Catholic writer, in the way that 
Graham Greene, François Mau-

riac, and J.F. Powers were. Saul Bellow and 
Philip Roth similarly chafed at being called 
Jewish writers. Such labels do not make a 
writer seem minor so much as parochial. Yet 
Waugh led a very Catholic life. His closest 
friends—Greene, Ronald Knox, Christopher 
Sykes—were Catholics, and he was himself 
Mass-going, confession-giving, orthodox on 
theological matters, observing of all ritu-
al, deeply disappointed by the loosening of 
Church doctrine and practice that followed 
the Second Vatican Council in the mid-1960s. 
Catholicism ultimately changed the kind of 
novelist he was, taking him beyond comedy 
while never really abandoning it. 

 Comical all Waugh’s novels indubitably 
are, often riotously so. He may be the only 
modern novelist in whom one remembers 
secondary characters and comic bits as viv-
idly as anything else in his books. Who can 
forget the vicar in A Handful of Dust who 
continues to give sermons originally writ-
ten during his time in India, citing tropical 
conditions and colonial distance, to his con-
gregation gathered in wintry England. Or in 

conversion, though it must have weighed in 
heavily on the decision. In his autobiographi-
cal volume, A Little Learning (1964), Waugh 
notes that he had much earlier attempted sui-
cide by drowning, and was only stopped from 
completing the job by the incessant biting 
of jellyfish. In Vile Bodies, a novel he felt he 
had botched, Waugh more than suggests the 
emptiness of life among the higher bohemia 
of Bright Young Things. Modernity itself be-
came an affront to him and Catholicism was 
the spar he chose to grasp against its choppy 
seas. 

The Jesuit Father Martin D’Arcy, who 
oversaw Waugh’s religious instruction, re-
marked that he came to Catholicism through 
his revulsion with the modern world and its 
faithlessness, hoping, as D’Arcy wrote, that 
through it he could regain “a recrudescence 
of hope and even gaiety.” Eliot claimed in The 
Waste Land to show “fear in a handful of dust.” 
Evelyn Waugh, before his conversion, already 
knew that fear. A Handful of Dust is of course 
the title of what many find to be Waugh’s 
most perfect novel. 

Waugh’s humor tended
to the dark and usually

had a victim, or at
least an edge.



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2017
Page 43

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

the same novel the bit in which the friends of 
Tony Last’s adulterous wife search out a mis-
tress for Tony to divert his attention from 
his wife’s betrayal, and one suggests “Souki 
de Foucauld-Esterhazy,” to which another 
responds: “He [Tony] isn’t his best with 
Americans.” Or the prostitute with her out-
of-wedlock child who, despite her lowly sta-
tion, is not above a touch of anti-Semitism. 
Or in Brideshead Revisited, Charles Ryder’s 
quite balmy father; or Anthony Blanche, 

“ageless as a lizard, as foreign as a Martian”; 
or the voice of a London hotel receptionist 
that sounded the note of “hermaphroditic 
gaiety.” Or Captain Apthorpe in the Sword of 
Honour trilogy (1952-61) who never travels 
without his own portable water closet; or, in 
Scoop, the definition of “the news” as “what a 
chap who doesn’t care much about anything 
wants to read. And it’s only news until he’s 
read it. After that it’s dead.”

Waugh’s was the comedy of de-
tachment, both in his fiction and 
in his life. His grandson Alexander 

claimed this detachment came as Evelyn’s re-
action to his father’s sentimentality. Who else 
but he could write of his firstborn child, his 
daughter Teresa: “I foresee that she will be a 
problem—too noisy for a nun, too plain for a 
wife. Well standards of beauty may change in 
the next 18 years.” In Yugoslavia, his reaction 
to a German bombing raid was to compare 
it to German opera—“too loud and too long.” 
He did deadpan in prose, no easy literary ma-
neuver. He could nab a character in a single 
sentence, or phrase, such as the younger sister, 
Cordelia, in Brideshead Revisited, who moved 

“in the manner of one who has no interest in 
pleasing.” 

In a Paris Review interview three years be-
fore his death, Waugh remarked: “I regard 
writing not as investigation of character, but 
as an exercise in the use of language, and with 
this I am obsessed. I have no technical psycho-
logical interest. It is drama, speech, and events 
that interest me.” Precise, pellucid, flawless in 
usage and deployment of syntax, confidently 
cadenced, Waugh’s was perhaps the purest 
English prose written in the past century. 

Evelyn Waugh has been viewed as chief-
ly a comic writer. V.S. Pritchett noted that 
Waugh was always comic for serious reasons, 
and Prichett distinguished his earlier from 
his later books by claiming that the former 

“spring from the liberating notion that hu-
man beings are mad,” while his later ones, 
especially his war triology Sword of Honour, 

“draws on the meatier notion that the hor-
rible thing about human beings is that they 
are sane.” Even these earlier books, though, 

spoke to a yearning for a steadier, more sta-
ble world.

After his conversion to catholi-
cism, Evelyn Waugh found a theme: 
the emptiness of life without faith. 

For some this theme diminished him and 
deprived his writing of interest. Of Brides-
head Revisited, Waugh’s most unremittingly 
Catholic novel, Isaiah Berlin noted that 
it “seems to start so well and peter out in 
such vulgarity,” and referred to Waugh as 

“a kind of [Charles] Maurras—a fanatical, 
angry, neurotic, violent writer, thoroughly 
un-English in most ways.” In his diary Noel 
Coward lamented the infusion into Waugh’s 
novel Unconditional Surrender (1961) of “long 
tracts of well-written boredom. The whole 
book is shadowed by a dark cloud of Catholi-
cism, which suffocates humor and interferes 
with the story.” Edmund Wilson, who in 
1944 considered Waugh “the only first-rate 
comic genius that has appeared in English 
since [George] Bernard Shaw,” two years 
later, on the occasion of the American pub-
lication of Brideshead Revisited, found him-
self “cruelly disappointed,” the novel “more 
or less disastrous,” the work a failure of taste, 

“mere romantic fantasy,” its author’s snobbery 
“shameless and rampant,” with Waugh’s hith-
erto laudable style gone “to seed.” Wilson 
would later sketchily review Waugh’s The 
Loved One (1948), his satire on American 
funerary rites, and exclaim that “to the non-
religious reader, however, the patrons and 
proprietors of Whispering Glades (the posh 
California cemetery mocked in the novel) 
seem more sensible and less absurd than the 
priest-guided Evelyn Waugh.” 

Wilson, always a bit of a village atheist, a 
man readier to believe in revolution than in 
God, suffered a want of sympathy for writ-
ers—Joseph Conrad and Franz Kafka among 
them—given to spirituality. Myself a bit of a 
village agnostic, though a pious agnostic, I find 
Waugh’s delving into questions of faith elevat-
ed his fiction. One doesn’t have to be Catholic, 
or consider conversion to Catholicism, to be 
interested the theme of faith—understanding 
it, finding it, retaining it under difficult condi-
tions. The drama of faith, Waugh’s ultimate 
subject, went directly against the grain of a 
secular age, but in taking it up in his novels 
Evelyn Waugh, the brilliant humorist, be-
came a major writer. 

Joseph Epstein is an essayist, short story writer, 
and a contributing editor for the Weekly Stan-
dard. His most recent books are Frozen in Time: 
Twenty Stories (Taylor Trade Publishing) and 
Wind Sprints: Shorter Essays (Axios Press). 
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Book Review by Richard A. Lanham

Rhetorical Questions
Farnsworth’s Classical English Rhetoric, by Ward Farnsworth.

David R. Godine, 256 pages, $18.95

Farnsworth’s Classical English Metaphor, by Ward Farnsworth.
David R. Godine, 256 pages, $27.95

It would be hard to imagine a time 
less propitious for the appearance of 
books about classical rhetoric. Not a day 

seems to pass, after all, when some newspa-
per, magazine, or talk show doesn’t dismiss 
an opponent’s stale lies as “mere rhetoric.” 
You can learn a lot from these rebarbative 
jibes, but you will not be reminded of rheto-
ric, in the ancient way of thinking, as the art 
of persuasion.

Classical rhetoric was a protocol for re-
solving disagreement peacefully, through 
two-sided argument. It lasted as a basic com-
ponent of Western education for about 25 
centuries. Now, in the midst of a crisis in how 
we conduct our public conversation, a portion 
of the public—particularly in media and on 
college campuses—have decided to discard 
two-sided argument, the technique classical 
Athens cultivated in order to orchestrate dis-
sent in a highly litigious society. Not only are 
viewpoints repudiated but today the art itself 
is denounced that has for these long millen-
nia allowed opposite viewpoints to contend 
peacefully.

A special flourish of thanks, then, is owed 
to Ward Farnsworth for his two books about 

rhetoric in the classic sense of the word: 
Farnsworth’s Classical English Rhetoric (2011) 
and Farnsworth’s Classical English Metaphor 
(2016). 

Rhetoric emerged as a technique 
for adversarial argument among poli-
ticians and lawyers, so it is not surpris-

ing that Farnsworth is dean of the Law School 
at the University of Texas. With courage and 
imagination, he has written richly illustrated 
introductions, for the popular but uncommon 
reader, to the rhetorical nomenclature—the 

“figures of speech.” 
Farnsworth’s focus is on verbal style. Style 

is only one of the five basic elements of classi-
cal rhetoric (the others are invention, arrange-
ment, memory, and delivery), but it has been 
the most discussed and taught. And, although 
there has always been keen debate about the 
types, or levels, of style (high, middle, low; 
grand, eloquent, forceful, etc.), the most ex-
tensive discussion has been about rhetorical 
figures. 

What exactly are “the figures?” Farn-
sworth’s Classical English Rhetoric describes 
them as verbal patterns which depart “from 

simple and literal statement:” “repeating 
words, putting words into an unexpected or-
der, leaving out words that might have been 
expected, asking questions and then answer-
ing them, and so forth.” This descriptive no-
menclature has suffered, for a modern reader, 
from two confusions. First, they were named 
by the Greeks and have kept the Greek ter-
minology—isocolon, anastrophe, polysyndeton, 
etc. As with medical terms, the layman won-
ders whether these fancy words are really nec-
essary. Second, as ever more specific verbal 
patterns were catalogued, they were given 
new names, so that the terminology metas-
tasized; indeed, to scholars studying it they 
have sometimes seemed to breed in the night. 
Farnsworth has made two statesmanlike de-
cisions, the most helpful that can be made 
for a modern reader. First, he has kept the 
traditional Greek terms because no better 
ones have yet been devised, but, second, he 
has condensed these into a few basic catego-
ries: “eighteen or so that, in my judgment, are 
of most practical value.” Two basic categories, 
metaphor and simile, loomed so large that he 
has devoted a separate second book to them, 
Farnsworth’s Classical English Metaphor. 
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Both books make the same basic decision: 
they teach by example. In Classical English 
Rhetoric there are more than a thousand il-
lustrations “drawn from British, Irish, and 
American oratory and literature.” Let no one 
who has not tried to compile such a compen-
dium underestimate the pertinacity and the 
perspicacity, the gusto and the humor, which 
has gone into finding these examples and put-
ting them into their right bins. 

So let’s give some examples. we’ll 
start with a pattern so common as to 
be immediately recognized: isocolon. 

As with all the main terms, a definition is first 
given. “Isocolon…is the use of successive sen-
tences, clauses, or phrases similar in length 
and parallel in structure.” One of the exam-
ples is taken from Samuel Johnson’s famous 
letter to the earl of Chesterfield with which 
later editions of Johnson’s Dictionary are pref-
aced: “The notice which you have been pleased 
to take of my labours, had it been early, had 
been kind; but it has been delayed till I am in-
different, and cannot enjoy it; till I am solitary, 
and cannot impart it; till I am known and do 
not want it.” The pattern of similar phrases is 
easy to see.

Pausing to examine this famous passage as 
exemplifying a particular rhetorical pattern 
invites us to read it in a particular way. Thus 
alerted, we notice first that the passage also 
exemplifies a figure called anaphora, which 
Farnsworth describes as the repetition of a 
word or phrase at the beginning of several 
clauses or sentences. So here with those “tills” 
and with “had it been” and “has been.” And 
there is a name for a similar ending, as well 
as one for a similar beginning, epistrophe, to 
which Farnsworth also devotes a section. So 
here: “cannot enjoy it / cannot impart it, / do 
not want it.” In the classical nomenclature 
there is also, of course, a word describing a 
middle pattern of repetition, which here can 
be seen in “indifferent, solitary, known” and 

“cannot, cannot, do not.” Isocolon often invites 
the eye into a vertical pattern which lines up 

“tills” in one column, the three adjectives, “in-
different, solitary, known” in another, and lists 
for the other two. You start seeing patterns 
of meaning as patterns of visual shapes. You 
start, that is, looking at rather than through 
the verbal surface. And, of course, back again. 
You soon learn how to sustain such an oscilla-
tion and this is the essential lesson these ex-
amples teach.

Once we start looking for patterns, we will 
see more than one and start to wonder how 
they relate. After all, our customary print 
convention of continuous text to end of line, 
return, next line, came a long time after the 

Greeks, speaking in the Agora, invented the 
figures. They invented them to be accompa-
nied by gestures, voice and gesture working 
together in real time and space. The rhetori-
cal figures that we employ now—so deep are 
we in the age of print as almost to have come 
out the other side into a new kind of orality—
form the background sense, as it were, of that 
very different time and place and manner of 
oral delivery. 

An equally familiar pattern, and 
one that stands antithetical to isoco-
lon is chiasmus. The term comes from 

the Greek letter “chi” and its name describes 
its “x” shape. Popular instances come readily 
to mind: “Ask not what your country can do 
for you but what you can do for your country.” 
Or, my favorite, from an old cereal box: “The 
question isn’t whether Grape Nuts are good 
enough for you but whether you are good 
enough for Grape Nuts.”

We might profit from pondering this pat-
tern a bit. The verbal reversal, by borrowing a 
phrase and reversing it, creates new meaning. 
A decoration generates a new argument, draw-
ing it out from the opponent’s words, a kind 
of verbal judo. 

Here is how Farnsworth describes “the 
typical purposes of a good chiasmus”:

a. The reversal of structure may rein-
force the speaker’s claim that there is a 
reversal or reciprocity of substance.
b. A chiasmus sounds convincing. It 
creates a closed loop that appears to 
leave no opening for dispute.
c. The reversal of sounds in a chiasmus 
is attractive, memorable, and some-
times fascinating.

Start with “memorable.” In an oral culture 
such as prevailed in early classical Greece, cul-
tural wisdom had to be memorized because 
there was no way, and no place, to put it down. 
That is why “memory theaters” arose to as-
sociate arguments with physical features the 
speaker could see, and why human memory 
itself was often so dazzlingly developed. The 
argument here is strengthened because it 
is easy to remember; the old oral trick still 
works. 

What about “attractive” and “sometimes 
fascinating.” A good chiasmus is just fun to 
speak, and to read. It points to the endless 
world of chance verbal similarity and, as with 
a pun, draws from it a good joke. Grape Nuts 
were never the same. 

Farnsworth has assembled a wonderful 
array of examples for the basic rhetorical 
figures, and they are accompanied by acute 

comments on how they work, as here with 
chiasmus. They illustrate, throughout, the 
pleasure we are invited to take in the exam-
ples just as a collection of quotations. This 
seems to me a truly original and refreshing 
way to construct a book of quotations—not 
by subject or author but by similar shape. In 
the introduction to Classical English Meta-
phor, Farnsworth says that he has tried for 
something new. Here he has certainly suc-
ceeded. He has illustrated, for a modern 
reader, the way of reading that a rhetorical 
education has taught since its beginnings.

Most of today’s comments on 
prose style give a vague idea of the 
effect on the reader: clear, powerful, 

fast-moving, slow-moving, muddy, lame, full 
of official-style peanut butter. None of these 
comments describe the words, but only, and 
vaguely, their effect on us. Thus, like chem-
istry students without the periodic table, we 
lack a vocabulary to describe what we see 
when we read.

Ward Farnsworth has successfully an-
thologized a wide and deep range of possibil-
ities, or miniature literary realities enshrined 
in example. He has shown that this is how 
rhetorical education has always operated, 
how it has generated new realities and has 
created a method for innovation—and not 
only of words. His field of examples shows 
us how rhetoric operates, not in theory but 
in practice. It shows us the opening to cre-
ativity we have discarded when we talk about 

“mere rhetoric.”
Eloquence creates innovation, it permits 

ideas to have sex—as science writer Matt Rid-
ley has so raffishly put it—to mingle and cre-
ate new ideas. Farnsworth explains:

Just as the eyes fasten themselves on 
some new spectacle, so the mind is al-
ways looking round for some fresh ob-
ject of interest. If it is offered a monoto-
nous succession of similarities, it very 
soon wearies and turns its attention 
elsewhere, and so everything gained by 
the speech is lost all at once. This di-
saster can easily be avoided by someone 
who has it at his fingertips to turn one 
idea into more shapes.

This protean metamorphosis is just what 
the sequel volume aims to chronicle. His first 
book, he tells us, “was about patterns for the 
arrangement of words; this one is mostly about 
patterns of thought.” The change in focus is 
rewarding but calls for a different kind of at-
tention. Whereas in Classical English Rhetoric, 
one could see themes and resemblances on 
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These are explanations of how 
metaphors are born. The Johnson 
quotation, a famous one in the history 

of literary criticism, uses a sexual metaphor 
to describe the genesis of wit as “the unex-
pected copulation of ideas.” Here again ideas 
having sex to create innovation. Wit discov-
ers a previously hidden relation between 
images, and creates a surprising metaphor. 
This explosion of new meaning depends on 
the accumulation of knowledge and trained 
memory which have always been part of clas-
sical rhetorical training. From accumulated 
past knowledge the imagination culls out 
new knowledge. We are bombarded today 
with demands for innovative thinking. Here 
is a nutshell description of how it works. The 
examples in this book, obiter dicta from all 
over the landscape, stimulate us to wonder 
and wander over our own landscape of asso-
ciations. 

So, too, with the Samuel Butler quota-
tion. He is describing how the memory banks 
Johnson has described work, but he introduc-

encourage us to pose all kinds of other ques-
tions. It is a book of stimulating quotations 
which stimulate us to ask questions beyond 
the categories presented: Is this so? Does this 
metaphor belong in this category? What kind 
of person would say something like this? Did 
Samuel Johnson always “talk for victory” even 
in his private conversation? Does metaphor 
always depend on witty surprise?

Sometimes the selection delights 
us because both the selection and the 
text which it echoes are given, and this 

lends to both an added resonance. For example, 
a London broadcast that Winston Churchill 
gave in the dark days of 1940 echoes a famil-
iar passage from the Gospel of John—“In my 
Father’s house are many mansions: if it were 
not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a 
place for you” (14:2):

Let the great cities of Warsaw, of Prague, 
of Vienna banish despair even in the 
midst of their agony. Their liberation is 
sure. The day will come when the joy-
bells will ring again throughout Europe, 
and when victorious nations, masters 
not only of their foes but of themselves, 
will plan and build in justice, in tradi-
tion, and in freedom a house of many 
mansions where there will be room for 
all.

Farnsworth comments: “Architectural im-
ages are used powerfully for other ends in 
scripture, and have then been borrowed for 
purposes of statesmanship later.” The pair of 
passages are placed clearly in the categorical 
framework. But, we are tempted to say, more 
is going on with Churchill. Look at how the 
tricolon patterns work: “Warsaw, Prague, 
Vienna”; “in justice, in tradition, and in free-
dom”; “banish, agony, liberation.” And how 
closely the two passages draw together in 
what they promise: “I go to prepare a place 
for you” and “The day will come.” The libera-
tion is sure because “if it were not so, I would 
have told you.” And if you return to the 
Gospel of John, as some readers might be in-
clined to do, you will notice that the disciples 
there are not yet “masters of themselves” as 
Churchill suggests the Poles and the Czechs 
and the Viennese must learn to be before the 
deliverance comes.

Reflections such as these, I am not sug-
gesting, are intended by the compiler. The 
structure of the book prompts them. The 
illustrative passages, though placed in a 
clear categorical framework, jostle and rub 
against one another. This is how to read the 
book. Sometimes the clash is resonant, as 

the verbal surface of the illustrations, in Clas-
sical English Metaphor one also needs to look 
through the words to the comparative ideas 
they express. The “goal is not just to see what 
the authors said. It is to see what they saw.” 
This “see” / ”saw” toggle is what we have been 
discussing: Farnsworth’s first volume empha-
sizes “seeing” and the metaphor volume “what 
is seen.” This makes for clarity of expression 
but not altogether of analysis. For, in every act 
of attention, both occur, first one, then the 
other. One dominates; the other lurks. 

The second book takes as its subject 
“the rhetorical uses of comparisons,” 
and deals with it in a series of catego-

ries: Sources and Uses, Use of Animals, Uses 
of Nature, Human Biology, Occupations and 
Institutions, and several others, ending with 
the Construction of Similes and Metaphors. 
Each quotation or group of them is intro-
duced by an explanatory comment. The book 

“is devised for the wandering reader” so let’s 
wander a bit in this “golden age of rhetorical 
achievement.”

Here are three passages on cliché:

Wit, you know, is the unexpected copu-
lation of ideas, the discovery of some 
occult relation between images in ap-
pearance remote from each other; an ef-
fusion of wit, therefore, presupposes an 
accumulation of knowledge; a memory 
stored with notions, which the imagina-
tion may cull out to compose new as-
semblages (Samuel Johnson, The Ram-
bler, no. 194 [1752]). 

He who loves music will know what 
the best men have done, and hence will 
have numberless passages from older 
writers floating at all times in his mind, 
like germs in the air, ready to hook 
themselves on to anything of an associ-
ated character. Some of these he will 
reject at once, as already too strongly 
wedded to associations of their own; 
some are tried and found not so suit-
able as was thought; some one, how-
ever, will probably soon assert itself as 
either suitable, or easily altered so as to 
become exactly what is wanted; if in-
deed, it is the right passage in the right 
man’s mind, it will have modified itself 
unbidden already (Notebooks of Samuel 
Butler [1912]).

Never use a metaphor, simile or other 
figure of speech which you are used to 
seeing in print (George Orwell, Politics 
and the English Language [1946]).

es a new metaphor to do so, musical passages 
floating like germs in the air, “ready to hook 
themselves on to anything of an associated 
character.” Again, a theory of creation de-
scribed in a metaphor. How did Mozart get 
the idea for that theme? It just floated to him 
through the air, and he snatched it. Creation 
doesn’t work in a vacuum but through imita-
tion in an air saturated with possibilities. The 
timbre of the time, but subject to revision. 
The same “idea” but so differently described 
as to become almost a different idea.

What of the Orwell example? Prepared as 
we have been by the previous two, we can see 
how clichéd his advice about clichés is. De-
prived of daily expression in the journals of 
the world, we would be hard-pressed to say 
anything. Orwell would have us believe that 
we innovate out of thin air but we know, from 
Butler, what that thin air must contain.

Farnsworth not only gives us categories 
in which to think about metaphors but the 
examples which illustrate these categories 

Farnsworth seeks to
redeem a body of writing 

more studied and
ornamental than we

are accustomed
to today.
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with Churchill and a Biblical source buried 
deep in his remarkable memory. But some-
times dissonant. Here is English jurist James 
Fitzjames Stephen on the death of a friend: 

“The death of a friend admits of no consola-
tion at all. Its sting to the survivors lies in 
the hopeless separation which it produces, 
and in the destruction of a world of common 
interests, feelings, and recollections which 
nothing can replace.” So he might have said 
as well about the death of a spouse. Wide 
is the range of the word “friendship.” But 
not wide enough to spark a connection to 
the quotation from John Locke which fol-
lows immediately: “The mind has a different 
relish, as well as the palate; and you will as 
fruitlessly endeavor to delight all men with 
riches or glory…as you would to satisfy all 
men’s hunger with cheese or lobsters.”

Let’s look now at a cluster of pas-
sages on innovation, and then hazard 
a few observations about the book as 

a whole. In his Discourses on Art, the 18th-
century English painter Joshua Reynolds 
writes, “The mind is but a Barren soil; is a 
soil soon exhausted, and will produce no 
crop, or only one, unless it be continually 
fertilized and enriched with foreign matter.” 
What is suggested here? That creation does 
not occur in a lonely garret but in a neighbor-
hood tavern? That it is a product of conver-
sation? That wisdom is collective, grows up 
from the ground, not trickling down from 
the top? That it requires foreign matter but 
domestic preparation? So, a lesson here about 
immigration?

Now a passage from Thomas Carlyle’s 
1836 novel, Sartor Resartus: “What work no-
bler than transplanting foreign thought into 
the barren domestic soil? Except indeed plant-
ing thought of your own, which the fewest 
are privileged to do.” Suppose we follow the 
literal line of the metaphor, which we are en-
titled, and indeed invited, to do, at least in this 
book. So we start to think about agricultural 
policy, and more especially about individual 
invention, “planting thought of your own” and 
so we come to Norman Borlaug and the in-
vention of high-yield, disease-resistant wheat. 
We then look back to the previous quotation, 
where the metaphor flows in the opposite di-
rection, having the invention becoming the 

“foreign matter.” But then we are tempted to 
think about all the tariffs, declared or not, that 
today prevent ideas from moving from coun-
try to country. Then surely we start thinking 
about the internet, which nevertheless moves 
ideas from anywhere to everywhere and back 
again. So, the internet as a soil? What might 
follow from that? 

Now let’s pounce on a word in 
the next passage, a sentence from 
the elder Oliver Wendell Holmes’s 

The Autocrat of the Breakfast-Table: “Any new 
formula which suddenly emerges in our 
consciousness has its roots in long trains of 
thought; it is virtually old when it first makes 
its appearance among the recognized growths 
of our intellect.” The word we pounce upon 
here is “formula.” Our collective thought 
is full of them nowadays; we call them al-
gorithms. They seem to crave being called 
original but most often emerge from previ-
ous calculations and imaginations. Here we 
come upon, stumble upon really, the problem 
of originality and intellectual property in a 
digital world. The training in formal rhetoric 
which we are so keen to discard was built upon 
revision, taking a set subject and creating a 
new version of it. It is all about revising a text, 
about finding those “long trains of thought” 
and rehearsing them in a revised form. So 
copyright then comes to mind, and its con-
tinual struggle to recognize new growth of 
intellect as “virtually old.” We need to recog-
nize these “long trains of thought” if we are 
to decide how new some thoughts really are. 
And when you try to trace the lineage of an 
algorithm, things can get very confusing. Pas-
sages like this sponsor such lucubrations.

Just when we need a counterstatement, one 
comes along, a confession from essayist Max 
Beerbohm’s “A Relic”:

Nightly I revisited the café, and sat there 
with an open mind—a mind wide-open 
to catch the idea that should drop into 
it like a ripe golden plum. The plum did 
not ripen. The mind remained wide-
open for a week or more, but nothing 
except that phrase about the sea rustled 
to and fro in it.

Sometimes, when you sit in on the cultural 
conversation, you come away empty-handed. 
The passage leaves you in the rustling sea. 
Critic William Hazlitt take us into the fire:

[T]here can be no improvement but 
from the free communication and com-
paring of ideas. Kings and nobles, for 
this reason receive little benefit from 
society—where all is submission on one 
side, and condescension on the other. 
The mind strikes out truth by collision, 
as steel strikes fire from the flint!

This hustles us to our current situation, 
when the mind of the modern student in the 
modern university is to be shielded from just 
such collisions. The fire is to be doused, by 
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the administration if necessary, with the wa-
ter of the previous passage. Our present youth, 
like the kings and nobles, are receiving little 
benefit from society, since there is submission 
from those in authority and condescension 
from the activists who crave it. But this from 
Hazlitt in 1821. 

Farnsworth concludes his book 
with a chapter on “The Construction of 
Similes” and one on “The Construction 

of Metaphors.” Both are rich with intriguing 
examples. Here is an exemplary simile, with 
the descriptive comment. From Johnson’s 
Rambler no. 14: 

A transition from an author’s book to 
his conversation is too often like an en-
trance into a large city, after a distant 
prospect. Remotely, we see nothing but 
spires of temples and turrets of palaces, 
and imagine it the residence of splen-
dour, grandeur, and magnificence; but 
when we have passed the gates, we find 
it perplexed with narrow passages, dis-
graced with despicable cottages, embar-
rassed with obstructions, and clouded 
with smoke.

To which Farnsworth comments: “Some-
times explanation must be added not because 
obscure knowledge is needed to understand 
the comparison, but because the author has 
in mind an involved alignment that has to be 
established point by point.”

A suggestive “alignment” indeed. Aside 
from the pleasures of Johnson’s prose style (a 
large city in itself), it takes us a while to make 
our way from point to point, and in the pro-
cess our knowledge expands. Our attention 

has been enriched. “Johnson’s simile works 
because it is as good as familiar by the time 
he is done narrating it; the images are vivid 
enough to make the feelings about it easy to 
imagine even if never experienced firsthand.”

This passage exemplifies how the book 
works, how its citation and analysis estab-
lish a way of reading: think about a passage, 
then read it, then think again. Thus when we 
come to the passage, we read it as a metaphor, 
look at it, then get caught up in what it says, 
look through it. This toggle switch operates 
before the passage and after, but especially 
and repeatedly as we read. Thus the book 
teaches us a way of reading, an alternation of 
the pleasures of eloquence and the delights 
of understanding. Behind its formidable 
pedagogical apparatus, this is the kind of 
reading classical rhetoric has always tried to 
inculcate.

 The concluding chapter, on the construc-
tion of metaphors, offers perhaps the book’s 
most masterly theoretical discussions, but 
a discussion of the discussions would spoil 
them, and I leave it to future readers—read-
ers by this point trained in metaphorical 
analysis and thus able properly to relish the 
commentaries. I’ll conclude with one last 
excerpt from Boswell’s Life of Johnson (Farn-
sworth gives us four in a row) to show how 
they work:

His Lordship mentioned a charitable 
establishment in Wales, where people 
were maintained, and supplied with 
everything, upon the condition of 
their contributing the weekly produce 
of their labour; and he said they grew 
quite torpid for the want of property. 
Johnson: “They have no object for hope. 

Their condition cannot be better. It is 
rowing without a port.”

“Rowing without a port.” The argument for 
communal property is condensed in, and 
disposed of, in a metaphor. Snapshot of an 
economy.

Taken together, ward farnsworth’s 
Classical English Rhetoric and Classi-
cal English Metaphor seek to redeem a 

body of writing more studied and ornamental 
than we are accustomed to today, and to show 
us how to read it. They redeem also a way of 
reading, one that looks alternatively at and 
through a verbal surface. Thus Farnsworth 
leads us both outward and inward. Outward 
to a new way to apprehend the world words 
describe. Inward, to the words themselves, to 
the pleasures of reading for pattern, to the 
motives of eloquence. The movement from 
one to the other serves to reassure us of the 
dependable usefulness of language, rather 
than the radical undependabilty that recent 
literary theory has preached. The rhetoric in 

“mere rhetoric” turns out to move in the op-
posite direction, to heal the disconnection be-
tween knowledge of the world and the words 
which can describe it. And, if shared meta-
phors can persuade, perhaps they can lead to 
shared community, and can show us the way 
to a cultural conversation we can once again 
trust.

Richard A. Lanham is professor emeritus of Eng-
lish at University of California, Los Angeles. His 
books on rhetoric include A Handlist of Rhe-
torical Terms: A Guide for Students of Eng-
lish Literature (University of California Press) 
and Analyzing Prose (Scribner). 
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Book Review by Dana Gioia

Heaney in Hades
Aeneid Book VI: A New Verse Translation, by Virgil, translated by Seamus Heaney.

Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 97 pages, $23

Virgil’s aeneid is the most influen-
tial poem in Western literature. From 
its first publication in the reign of Cae-

sar Augustus, Publius Vergilius Maro’s epic 
has played a central role in poetry, education, 
governance, the arts, and even magic. No lon-
ger widely read, its influence still pervades our 
culture in ways few notice. Most Americans, 
for example, carry a Latin quotation from the 
Aeneid with them whenever they leave home. 
If you doubt this claim, look at the back of a 
dollar bill. Two Virgilian mottos adorn the 
Great Seal of the United States, including one 
13-letter phrase from the Aeneid, “Annuit Co-
eptis,” which translates as “[Providence] favors 
our undertakings.” (The other is “Novus Ordo 
Seclorum”—a new order of the ages—from 
Virgil’s Eclogues.) As a symbol of their own 
divine favor, the American Founders invoked 

the blessings of the pagan gods who helped 
Trojan Aeneas build Rome.

Within a generation of Virgil’s death in 
19 B.C. the Aeneid had become the central 
text and textbook of Roman civilization. Ed-
ucated Romans knew much of the poem by 
heart, having studied and recited it through-
out their school days. Indeed, the epic was 
so familiar that for centuries Latin-speakers 
created “original” poems made up entirely of 
quotations from Virgil rearranged into new 
meanings—sometimes obscene, sometimes 
devout. The Aeneid provided a compelling 
model for later poets and dramatists, includ-
ing Seneca, Dante, Spenser, Marlowe, and 
Milton. The poem also inspired painters 
as dissimilar as Titian, Tiepolo, El Greco, 
and Turner. Virgil’s works even served as 
a source book for fortune tellers and magi-

cians. Opening his collected poems to find 
a line at random was a popular method of 
predicting the future. 

Even christianity, which had no 
use for pagan literature, spared Virgil 
because his fourth Eclogue seemed to 

predict the birth of Christ. (The poem was 
probably written to celebrate the potential 
birth of an heir to Caesar Augustus.) The 
Church Fathers were also not deaf to the mag-
isterial music and noble vision of Virgil’s story. 
Saint Augustine covertly patterned his Con-
fessions after the Aeneid to explain the soul’s 
complicated journey toward God. Dante went 
even further. He resurrected Virgil himself, 

“the light and glory of other poets,” as the vir-
tuous pagan to lead him through Hell toward 
Christian redemption.
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lations. They diligently conveyed Virgil’s 
meaning and manner, but the essential fris-
son of poetry remained lost in translation. 
With such a long shelf of dependable transla-
tions available, it seemed that what could be 
done with Virgil in English had been done. 
Then last year, from beyond the grave, came 
Seamus Heaney. 

The Irish Nobel laureate, who died in 
2013, had sometimes mentioned his desire to 
translate Book VI of the Aeneid, which de-
scribes the Trojan hero’s descent into the un-
derworld. Late in life, Heaney had even writ-
ten a poetic sequence about studying Virgil 
as a teenager in Belfast. No one suspected, 
however, that the poet’s daughter Catherine 
would find a complete translation of the 
book posthumously among Heaney’s papers. 
When the existence of this final work was 
announced, expectations ran high. Heaney’s 
readers have not been disappointed. Aeneid 
Book VI is not only a fitting capstone to the 
career of a poet who venerated the classical 
tradition; it is a translation at once so origi-
nal yet faithful that it makes Virgil vividly 
present in English. 

In fairness to Heaney’s predecessors, it 
is important to note that he translated only 
one of the twelve books that make up Vir-
gil’s epic. He chose a self-contained and com-

pact section (901 lines in the original Latin) 
at the heart of the poem, which resonates in 
the Western tradition as the locus classicus of 
the Greco-Roman underworld and the prime 
model for Christian Hell. This episode marks 
the turning point in Aeneas’s struggle to cre-
ate a new Troy on the Italian peninsula. Un-
able to fulfill his divinely-ordained quest, the 
hero enlists the aid of the Cumaean Sybil, the 
prophetess of Apollo. Together they descend 
into Hades, bearing the Golden Bough, which 
gives them safe passage among the infernal 
monsters and vengeful deities. 

As Aeneas and the Sybil view the terrors 
of the afterlife, they encounter a succession of 
legendary figures, such as Charon, Cerberus, 
Tantalus, and Sisyphus. Conversing with the 
dead, Aeneas eventually finds the knowledge 
he needs to create a second Troy. Moreover, he 
is granted a panoramic vision of his new city’s 
future greatness. The long, silver-tongued 
passage culminates in an admonition that Im-
perial Rome would take as a motto: 

“But you, Roman,
Remember: to you will fall the exercise of 
 power
Over the nations, and these will be your 
 gifts—
To impose peace and justify your sway,

The Aeneid is notoriously hard to translate. 
The plot, characters, and settings come across 
clearly in English, but the poem feels muted 
without Virgil’s magnificently moody Latin. 
His sonorous and sinuous lines can evoke, 
moment by moment, fear or wonder, exhila-
ration or erotic rapture. Emperor Augustus’s 
sister, Octavia, fainted when she heard the 
poet recite Book VI. Young Augustine wept 
when he read the epic’s depiction of Queen 
Dido’s death. There is a reason that Dante 
praised Virgil as the greatest poet, and medi-
eval legend portrayed the author as a sorcerer. 

For five centuries english-language 
poets have strived to recreate that spell 
with mixed results. Oddly, the better 

the translation the less Virgilian the results. 
Henry Howard, the earl of Surrey, invented 
English blank verse in the 1530s to translate 
sections of the poem. That innovation made 
Shakespeare and Milton possible, but Sur-
rey’s drab pentameter did little to capture 
Virgil’s luscious style. In 1697 John Dryden 
rewrote the poem in shapely heroic couplets. 
His rhymed version was a commercial and 
artistic success—a fine Restoration poem 
quite remote from the Roman original. More 
recently, Robert Fitzgerald, Robert Fagles, 
and Sarah Ruden have done estimable trans-
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Spare those you conquer, crush those who 
 overbear.”

Two thousand years later those 
lines celebrating Rome’s imperial des-
tiny seem historically accurate but mor-

ally deluded. As a Catholic raised in Northern 
Ireland, a violently divided remnant of the Brit-
ish empire, Heaney understood the cost of im-
posing peace on those you conquer. In his brief 
introductory note, he admits to translating this 
passage with “grim determination.”

What fascinates Heaney are Aeneas’ en-
counters with his beloved dead. Journeying 
through Hades, the hero meets the ghosts of 
his murdered wife; his slaughtered soldiers; 
his suicidal lover, Dido; and most poignantly 
his aged father, Anchises. This purifying pil-
grimage through death and dispossession fires 
Heaney’s imagination. Aeneas confronts the 
harrowing loss of his people and homeland to 
find a compensatory future for the survivors of 
his tribe. For Heaney, old and in failing health, 
the ancient text also becomes a vehicle for ret-
rospection—but less an epic than an elegy. 

Virgil died while finishing the Aeneid, and 
Heaney’s translation is saturated with, but 
not defeated by, the depredations of time. In 
his introductory note, he modestly refers to 
his version as “classics homework,” recalling 
his teenage years as a student in St. Columb’s 
College under Father Michael McGlinchey. 
He also confides that he gravitated toward 
Virgil after his own father died. He finally 
embraced the project after writing a poem to 
greet the birth of his first granddaughter. 

Most classical translations are fashioned 
by intelligence, education, and a modicum of 
verbal skill. What they usually lack is the ani-
mating energy of emotional necessity so tan-
gible in an original work. How can a translator, 
working at the distance of millennia, conceiv-
ably repeat a masterpiece’s secret genesis? It is 
impossible—unless the writer discovers a par-
allel necessity in his or her own imagination. 
When that happens in a work such as Edward 
FitzGerald’s Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam or 
Ezra Pound’s Homage to Sextus Propertius, the 
reader feels the shiver of authenticity. In his 
Aeneid Book VI, Seamus Heaney may have 
translated a classic, but he powers the words 
with energy from personal experience.

When Aeneas meets his father’s ghost in 
Heaney’s version, the moment feels immedi-
ate and contemporary as if the Irish poet were 
imagining his own father:

“Let me take your hand, my father, O let 
 me, and do not
Hold back from my embrace.” And as he 
 spoke he wept.

Three times he tried to reach arms round 
 that neck.
Three times the form, reached for in vain, 
 escaped
Like a breeze between his hands, a dream 
 on wings.

The power of poetry originates pri-
marily in its sound. That is what makes 
poetic translation so difficult. Virgil’s 

Latin moves in long, exquisite lines that flow 
into one another to form great musical move-
ments. No translator has ever successfully 
emulated that sublime style in English, though 
John Milton achieved an equally fluent magnif-
icence in Paradise Lost. Heaney triumphs by ig-
noring the Latinate vowel music of the original. 
In its place he creates a high style more suited 
to stress-heavy English, a mix of Beowulf and 
William Butler Yeats full of consonant clusters 
and alliteration. Here is Heaney’s version of 
Virgil’s lines describing the innumerable dead 
waiting to cross the River Styx:

Continuous as the streaming leaves 
 nipped off
By first frost in the autumn woods, or 
 flocks of birds
Blown inland from the stormy ocean,
 when the year
Turns cold and drives them to migrate
To countries of the sun.

Ultimately, Heaney’s translation is also an 
elegy of another sort. It commemorates a lost 
tradition in education. For centuries, young 
writers learned Latin as children, and their 
imaginations grew with classical literature as 
part of the formative experience. Today classi-
cal education is regarded as elitist—the prov-
ince of professors, preppies, and public school 
boys. But Heaney’s example shows that there 
was, until recently, another more democratic 
tradition of working-class Catholic school kids 
and their mostly clerical teachers. Ten years 
after Heaney sweated over his Latin exercises 
outside Belfast, I sat in a Los Angeles classroom 
parsing my own 40 lines of “classics homework” 
from Virgil accompanied by millions of stu-
dents in Melbourne, Montreal, Buenos Aires, 
and Munich. Latin was still—just barely—a 
living language, and wherever Latin went, Vir-
gil presided. That world is now lost, but it bears 
remembering. There is no more eloquent me-
mento than Seamus Heaney’s Aeneid.

Dana Gioia is the poet laureate of California. 
The former Chairman of the National Endow-
ment for the Arts, he is the Judge Widney Profes-
sor of Poetry and Public Culture at the Univer-
sity of Southern California.
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Gustave Doré: illustration of The Divine Comedy (Inferno, I:1-3)
“Midway upon the journey of our life / I found myself within a forest dark, / For the straightforward pathway had been lost.”
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

Between Heaven and Hell

Dante alighieri’s epic three-part 
poem, La Comedia, or The Divine 
Comedy—among the world’s su-

preme masterworks—insists that the modern 
reader reconsider everything he thought he 
knew. Life and death can only be recognized 
for what they truly are under the aspect of 
eternity. Earthly existence is not an inexpli-
cable accident or a gift simply to be savored, 
but rather a daily trial of every genuine vir-
tue, even an ordeal that must be endured with 
Christ-like fortitude. Bearing agonies here in 
the name of God will earn you eternal joys far 
exceeding any that this world holds; failing to 
love God will earn you eternal agonies, and 
these too, Dante instructs, blaze forth from 
God’s everlasting love, which is no less loving 
for operating with implacable justice.

These were once the essential truths of Chris-
tian belief, with of course the addendum that 
only through the Church can one hope for sal-
vation. Seldom if ever does one encounter them 
today in the pulpit or a theological text. The up-
dated Christian deity refrains from stewing flat-
terers in excrement, prostrating gluttons under a 
chill filthy sleet, sending the lustful airborne in 
hurricane winds, submerging the sullen in black 
swamp-water, bombarding homosexuals with a 
rain of fire, boiling murderers in rivers of blood, 
turning thieves into serpents and then into ash, 
imprisoning suicides in thorn bushes whose bro-
ken branches bleed like wounds, or compelling 
sowers of discord to walk forever with their sev-
ered heads in their hands, as He does in Dante’s 
Inferno. The renowned 20th-century Catholic 
theologian Hans Ur von Balthasar hoped that 
all men would ultimately be saved; Pope John 
Paul II, not exactly a liberal churchman, found 
this idea to his liking. Actual liberal churchmen 
go further, deny that ours is a fallen world, and 
assert that Christ’s fundamental teaching is that 
you are all right just as you are. God’s love today 
is often non-judgmental and basically painless.

Dante would have placed such pallid be-
lievers in the red-hot tombs where heretics 
roast, world without end. He was the poetic 
paragon of the medieval mind, which is un-
forgivably barbaric to many modern eyes, 
but was nevertheless the soaring intelligence 
that constructed Thomas Aquinas’s Summa 
Theologiae and the Gothic cathedrals. These 
indefatigable builders of the elaborate and 
ideal—none more fervent and comprehensive 
than Dante—aimed at what the eminent art 

historian Erwin Panofsky in Gothic Architec-
ture and Scholasticism (1951) called “‘totality’…
one perfect and final solution.” 

The inescapable modern association of that 
last phrase also brings Dante arrestingly to 
mind. Franz Stangl, the commandant of the 
Nazi death camp Treblinka, described the 
place as “Dante’s Inferno, it was Dante come 
to life.” It took 20th-century industry and inge-
nuity to realize here on earth Dante’s vision of 
Hell. Attempts to realize an earthly paradise 
have been less successful. 

Tastes change, and Dante’s greatness was 
not always a settled fact. Learned contem-
poraries faulted him for writing his master-
piece in the Tuscan vernacular rather than 
in Latin. Renaissance humanists found the 
gruesomeness of Dante’s Hell emetic and 
the effulgence of his heaven blinding, and 
he yielded rank to new generations of ir-
reverent doubters and outright unbelievers. 
The greatest descendant of these humanists, 
Goethe, set down in his Italian Journey a Ro-
man conversation in which he veered from 
warm praise for Dante to utter bafflement 
that anyone “could take the trouble to read 
these poems. I thought the Inferno absolutely 
horrible, the Purgatorio ambiguous, and the 
Paradiso a bore.” (He is commonly taken at 
his word here, though it is possible he manu-
factured his distaste on the spot, annoyed by 
an unpleasant interlocutor.)

Dante’s standing as profound spiritual vi-
sionary, however, has its distinguished stal-
warts. Samuel Taylor Coleridge esteemed 
Dante’s “combination of poetry with doctrine, 
which is one of the characteristics of Chris-
tian poetry.” Thomas Carlyle pronounced 
Dante “world-deep” and deplored the Roman-
tic vogue for the Inferno at the expense of the 
other canticles, attributing it to “our general 
Byronism of taste, [which] is like to be a tran-
sient feeling.” (It was not, at least where the 
Inferno is concerned.) And the arch-Romantic 
Percy Bysshe Shelley also defied the taste of 
his age, and of our own, declaring the Purga-
torio superior to the Inferno and the Paradiso 
most excellent of all. 

The best translation I know, and the one I 
quote from in this essay, is that of Robert Hol-
lander, who taught Dante for many years at 
Princeton, and his wife, Jean, an accomplished 
poet (2000-07). But there are several useful 
and handsomely rendered translations avail-

able. The 1939 literal prose version by John D. 
Sinclair has essentially been superseded by the 
1975 literal prose version by Charles S. Single-
ton, but both remain exemplary. Allen Man-
delbaum’s blank verse translation (1980-84) is 
elegant to the point of stateliness when called 
for and plainspoken enough when need be, 
and the Everyman’s Library edition (1995) of 
his translation has many of Sandro Botticelli’s 
masterly illustrations. Robert Pinsky’s Inferno 
(1994) makes a game effort to recast Dante’s 
terza rima (aba bcb cdc, etc.) with plausible 
near-rhymes (nature, venture, father, to choose 
at random), and overcomes a number of forgiv-
able clunkers for a sometimes brilliant success. 
W.S. Merwin’s Purgatorio (2000) in free verse 
makes one wish he would translate the other 
two canticles. All the above editions except 
Mandelbaum’s have the Italian original on the 
left-hand page, and Singleton, Mandelbaum, 
and the Hollanders have the most extensive ex-
planatory notes and commentary.

Politics

Dante alighieri was born in flor-
ence in 1265, the son of a businessman 
with many irons in many fires, and he 

was baptized Durante, a name he would refuse 
to go by. His most recent and quite elegant 
and exhaustive biographer, the Pisan scholar 
Marco Santagata, in Dante: The Story of His 
Life (2016), writes that in the mantic etymolo-
gizing popular then, “the name Dante indicates 
that its holder, through his works, generously 
‘gives’ (dà) to others his great intellectual gifts 
received from God.” So too the name Beatrice 
suggests a woman blessed herself and the cause 
of blessedness in others; and his first encounter 
with Beatrice Portinari, known as Bice, when 
she was eight years old and he was nine, leveled 
him with an erotic thunderbolt that likely trig-
gered an epileptic fit—a persistent affliction 
that he would associate with visionary pow-
ers unleashed, Santagata believes. Thus began 
the love of his life, unrequited in actuality but 
extravagantly rewarded in and by his writing; 
La Vita Nuova, or The New Life (ca. 1293), a 
mélange of poetry and commentary on the 
poetry and effusion in poetic prose, recounts 
that love—which Beatrice’s marriage to anoth-
er man and her death at 24 intensified rather 
than diminished. The work ends with Dante’s 
vow to “yet write concerning her what hath 
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not before been written of any woman” (in the 
translation by the Victorian poet and painter 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti).

Aligheri would honor that vow. It will be 
Beatrice in The Divine Comedy who goes from 
heaven to hell in order to enlist the poet Virgil 
as Dante’s guide to the depths of the inferno 
and up the mountain of purgatory. Beatrice 
herself will take over from Virgil in the up-
per reaches of purgatory, beyond which the 
pagan soul cannot go, and she will lead Dante 
through paradise, for she fears that Dante’s 
spiritual desolation might cause him to be lost 
forever. He will be saved by this panoramic in-
doctrination into divine love, light, and justice, 
fitting him to resume his earthly life renewed 
and ready to write of the other world, and its 
meaning for this one.

Besides love earthly and divine, politics 
both earthly and divine shaped Dante’s life 
and work. Santagata gives a thorough render-
ing of the strife between the Guelf and Ghi-
belline factions in Dante’s Italy, the former 
the party of the pope, the latter that of the 
Holy Roman Emperor, the conflict having be-
gun, in Italy, during the reign of Frederick I 
(1152–1190) of the House of Hohenstaufen. 
Frederick had leapfrogged his power from 
Germany to southern Italy, and the papacy 
feared its own territories in central Italy and 
Romagna, the “possessions of Saint Peter,” 
would be crushed between the two imperial 
dominions. The Ghibellines seized control 
of Florence, but their dominance was short-
lived; in 1266 the Guelfs got their own back.

At the University of Bologna Dante’s stud-
ies in philosophy, natural science, and the great 
classical poets—Ovid, Statius, Lucan, and 
Virgil—took his mind off Florentine politics 
and were crucial to forming his vocation. For 
quite a long time philosophy would be his sus-
tenance and ecstasy, offering strength and sol-
ace after the death of Beatrice in 1290. Back in 
Florence, he immersed himself as well in theo-
logical studies at the “schools of the clerics,” the 
Franciscan Santa Croce and the Dominican 
Santa Maria Novella. Despite Thomas Aqui-
nas’s appropriation of Aristotle for sacred pur-
pose, theology and philosophy kept their dis-
tance from each other, but Dante took in all he 
could of both—though in the earthly paradise 
atop the mountain of purgatory Beatrice chides 
him for having followed Lady Philosophy and 
strayed thereby from the ultimate truth.

About the age of 30, Santagata writes, 
Dante “would become possessed by the demon 
of politics.” From 1295 he rose in the ranks of 
municipal authorities, not elected at first but 
appointed by influential friends, elevated even-
tually in 1300 to serve a term in the College of 
Priors, the principal governors of Florence. But 

his politicking made him a marked man. The 
Florentine Guelfs had been riven in 1293 over 
the place in political affairs of “the so-called 
popolo grasso (merchants and industrialists) in 
alliance with the popolo minuto (artisans and 
small businesses),” who led a successful upris-
ing against the magnates of “the banking oli-
garchy and the great property investors.” The 
tensions between the populist Cerchi family—
Dante was a Cerchi adherent—and the aris-
tocratic Donati, leaders of the White and the 
Black Guelfs respectively, escalated from street 
violence to Black insurrection in 1300. Black 
Guelf outrage festered over the next year, and 
Dante was a particular object of their hatred.

Exile

After a decisive black military 
victory, Dante was among hundreds 
of Whites who went voluntarily into 

exile. In his absence he was sentenced to fines 
and internment for the trumped-up charges 
of selling his votes as a prior, illegal gain, and 
extortion, and when he did not return to 
prove his innocence the penalty was enhanced 
to death by burning at the stake.

Dante would never return to his native 
city. His first biographer, Giovanni Boccaccio 
(author of The Decameron), writes that Dante 
never saw his wife again—she and their chil-
dren were expelled from Florence as well, as 
the vengeful Blacks turned the screw ever 
tighter—but Santagata believes they were re-
united for a short while years later. Dante re-
mained a White Guelf devotee at first, serving 
as secretary in the exiles’ coalition, drafting 
correspondence and dispatches, and planning 
military strategy. Bereft not only of his city 
but of his cherished books, he found on a dip-
lomatic mission to Verona in 1303, as Santa-
gata relates, a library greater than any he had 
known, “the Biblioteca Capitolare, consisting 
of works dating back to the fifth and sixth 
centuries amassed by the cathedral chapter. 
By the mid-1200s, its collection of books, in-
cluding a wealth of classical texts, had given 
great momentum to the rediscovery of an-
cient authors, and would continue to do so 
during the time of Petrarch.” This trove held 
treasures unavailable in Florence or Bologna, 
but he did not stay in Verona more than a few 
months, on the move with political business 
in hand, until he decided to break with his 
comrades in exile, leave the wars behind, and 
constitute what he called “a party on his own.”

Santagata conjectures, in the absence of 
documentation, that Dante went to Bologna 
a year later, drawn by the prospect of intellec-
tual companionship, modern philosophy texts 
unknown in Verona, and the chance to earn www.upress.virginia.edu
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some money privately teaching Latin to uni-
versity students. In 1306, however, the Black 
Guelfs took over control of Bologna, vowing 

“to exterminate forever the Ghibellines and the 
Whites,” as they put it. Fleeing to Imola, and 
growing desperate, Dante wrote a letter of pe-
tition asking the Florentine Blacks for pardon 
and the chance to return home. The humble 
and humiliating request would be unavailing. 
Lucca provided refuge for a spell, but regime 
change in 1309 made that city, too, uninhabit-
able for Dante. He continued to wander.

A year later the accession of Henry of 
Luxembourg to the German imperial throne, 
which included the title King of the Romans, 
filled Dante with the hope that his enemies 
might be discomfited and his homecoming re-
alized: Henry VII arrived in Italy professing 
political healing and lasting peace. Dante had 
an audience with the emperor, during which 
the supplicant presented a letter addressed 
to all Italian political authorities, making “a 
general call for reconciliation, made possible 
by the sun that was appearing on the horizon,” 
in Santagata’s words. Many cities, however, 
jealous of their independence, nominally ac-
cepted Henry’s rule at first only to flame into 
rebellion. When the furious Henry tore down 
the city walls and fortress towers of refractory 
Cremona in 1311, he effectively forfeited his 
promise of peaceable impartiality and dis-
closed his Ghibelline partisanship. If peace-
able means would not do, war was called for, 
and in 1312 Henry was on the verge of secur-
ing dominion over the Italian peninsula. But 
with his sudden illness and death in August 
1313, the imperial forces dissolved.

Dante refused to give up hope. He likely at-
tended the imperial funeral in Pisa, and there 
began writing, in Latin, Monarchy, a philosoph-
ical and historical justification for universal 
empire, the only form of government capable 
of establishing world peace—after the ancient 
Roman example, whose righteous non-violent 
subjugation of all peoples was the work of Di-
vine Providence, and was officially endorsed by 
Christ when he chose to be born under its im-
perial dominion. Popes with mistaken notions 
of their superior authority were put on notice. 
They returned the favor. Dante’s theological-
political treatise was ritually burned in 1329; 
would be placed on the Church’s Index of Pro-
hibited Books two centuries later in 1554, five 
years before it was first published in the Ref-
ormation stronghold of Basel; and it would re-
main under ban until 1881.

Verona, and the court of Cangrande della 
Scala, by then a Ghibelline redoubt, would be 
the exile’s next stopping place, and the small 
Guelf city of Ravenna, where he lived from 
1319, his final resting place. “In none of Dante’s 

other places of exile did he enjoy the calm and 
serenity that he found in Ravenna,” writes 
Santagata. His children and probably his wife 
joined him there. Men of letters who revered 
his mastery formed a literary court around 
him. Yet he continued to hope that his master-
piece, begun in 1308 and completed in 1320, 
would earn him the poetic crown in Florence. 
He dreamed of return, on his own terms, as the 
city’s conquering hero. It never happened. On 
an embassy from Ravenna to Venice he fell ill, 
perhaps with malaria, and died in September 
1321. Guido Novello, lord of Ravenna, hon-
ored him with a solemn funeral, but his plans 
for a magnificent sepulcher were foiled when a 
usurper seized power and sent Guido into exile. 
Dante’s humble tomb remains in that city.

Sufferings

Few great artists have known 
the world as widely and as deeply as 
Dante—especially in its abundance 

of tribulation, which probed him with some 
of its most penetrating agonies. Even fewer 

had backed the Black Guelfs’ open warfare, 
inspire Dante’s most venomous enmity.

Absolute power corrupts absolutely, in 
various ways. Among the royal contingent of 
the lustful whirl the souls of Semiramis, the 
queen of Assyria who legalized incest so she 
could consort with her son; Dido, the queen 
of Carthage who killed herself for love of Ae-
neas, that wandering man who had to move on 
in order to found Rome; and Cleopatra, the 
queen of Egypt who took to her bed masters 
of the known world Julius Caesar and Mark 
Antony. The wrathful naturally number many 
potentates among their ranks, as Virgil scorn-
fully tells Dante:

“How many now above who think 
 themselves
great kings will lie here in the mud, like 
 swine,
leaving behind nothing but ill repute!”

The most iniquitous lords of men, the 
heartless tyrants “who took to blood and plun-
der,” are sunk to their eyebrows in the boiling 
blood of the river Phlegethon: Alexander the 
Great is there and Dionysius of Syracuse. 

Dante’s political mentor, Brunetto Latini, 
damned for sodomy, so eloquently disarms 
his prized student that Dante is beguiled by 
his charm. It is plain that the poet still reveres 
his intellectual master, whom he addresses as 

“Ser Brunetto,” an appellation at once honor-
ific and intimate. Brunetto flatters his protégé 
with the prospect of literary glory: “‘By follow-
ing your star / you cannot fail to reach a glo-
rious port.’” And Dante honors Brunetto as 
a dear and good father: “‘You taught me how 
man makes himself immortal.’” The dramatic 
irony here is patent: there is immortality and 
there is immortality. Literary fame may last 
for many years, even for centuries, and in this 
sense Dante is an immortal poet and Brunet-
to is immortalized in his poem. But the soul 
is genuinely immortal as earthly fame is not, 
and for his sin Brunetto shall run on scorch-
ing sand dodging fireballs forever, while Dante 
will learn from the sight of the damned and 
change his life in time to gain heaven. The ex-
change between master and pupil is perhaps 
the most poignant in the poem, and one pit-
ies both the noble Brunetto and the devoted 
student who learned so much from him. But 
the hard truth remains that Latini’s entire 
life is placed in the balance and found want-
ing. Whatever intellectual and moral beauties 
his life might have embodied, his divinely ap-
pointed end is in the worst place in creation.

Some of the noblest people are among the 
damned. Perhaps the hardest piece of heav-
enly justice to swallow is that those who lived 

great artists have had such experience of po-
litical matters as he; and the afterlife as he 
depicts it never forgets the political broils 
that afflict and scar the mortal world, and 
that cause so much of the unnecessary suf-
fering men visit upon themselves, in this life 
and the next. Passions for domination, for 
self-enrichment and self-aggrandizement, 
for the sensual pleasures and perversions 
that tyranny gluts itself with, for the power 
over life and death that rightfully belongs to 
God alone, for glory and distinction—these 
are the most burning human desires, and 
they tend to breed monstrosity that must be 
paid for in perpetual pain, though at their 
best, in which the longing for honor is con-
joined with the concern for justice and kingly 
wisdom, they may earn one a place among 
the blessed. And supposedly holy men who 
ought to be spiritually superior to mere 
kings and princes are in fact consumed by 
the same cravings as the unabashedly politi-
cal animals; the lust for power and riches on 
the part of popes such as Boniface VIII, who 

The Divine Comedy
insists that the modern

reader reconsider
everything he thought

he knew.
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before the time of Christ, including men and 
women of sterling virtue—Plato, Aristotle, 
and Virgil included—although not subject to 
graphic torments, live forever apart from the 
presence of God in Limbo, a sort of elysian 
antechamber to Hell.

God accepts the repentant sinner into 
paradise, as the father prepares a banquet for 
the prodigal son returned. Passage through 
purgatory, however, is generally required first. 
The souls in purgatory suffer intensely yet 
joyously, for they always have a purpose and 
a promise in mind: they know they are saved, 
though heavenly bliss may come only after 
years, sometimes hundreds of years, of ordeal. 
The crucial difference between the penitent 
and the damned is one of mind. The damned 
have lost “il ben dell’intelletto,” the good of the 
intellect, and cannot truly comprehend the 
divinely ordained reason for their torment. 
Cursing God and their parents for having 
given them life, deflecting blame for their 
sin onto every available scapegoat, refusing 
responsibility, the lost fail to appreciate that 
their situation is purely of their own making. 
On the mountain of purgatory it is reason 
that searches the souls of the suffering and 
allows them to see into the wrongs of their 
earthly life and to understand why and how 
they must be made good. Dante describes 

purgatory as “[il] monte ove ragion ne fruga,” 
the mountain where reason searches them. 
The customarily superb Hollanders mislead-
ingly translate the phrase, “the mountain / 
where Justice tries our souls.” Divine reason is 
incommensurate with human reason—Virgil 
avers, “‘Foolish is he who hopes that with our 
reason / we can trace the infinite path / taken 
by one Substance in three persons!’”—but in 
purgatory human reason is abetted by divine, 
and souls know themselves more profoundly 
than they did on earth. Justice tries souls 
that are ready for every trial because their 
enhanced reason has undertaken an exhaus-
tive spiritual inventory and tells them exactly 
what they deserve.

As in Hell, the guiding principle of pur-
gatorial suffering is the contrapasso, or coun-
ter-passion. In brief, the punishments fit the 
crimes: countervailing virtues train away the 
seven deadly sins. The proud bend double un-
der the crushing weight of huge stones. The 
envious wear beggars’ haircloth and have 
their eyes stitched shut. The wrathful trudge 
through a pall of smoke blacker than the dark-
ness of Hell. The slothful run everywhere. 
The avaricious grovel in the dust. The gluttons 
starve. The lustful do penance in cleansing 
fire. And with the power of supernatural art, 
spectacular sculptures and voiceovers remind 

the penitent of historic and legendary exam-
ples of vice and virtue. The Purgatorio is the 
canticle richest with love of this earthly life; 
however, the souls who entreat Dante to re-
member them to the living do so not in order 
to try to improve themselves in mortal eyes, 
as the damned do, but rather to ask for the 
prayers of those who love them, which speed 
their way up the mountain.

Pure Light

Purgatory is hard but pregnant 
with ecstasy; paradise is flawless bliss. 
There are degrees of perfection in heav-

en, if one may say so, but every soul there is 
utterly happy with its place in the celestial 
hierarchy: to do God’s will is all everyone 
wants. Beatrice introduces Dante to the ne 
plus ultra of

“the Heaven of pure light,
light intellectual, full of love,
love of true good, full of joy,
joy that surpasses every sweetness.”

Heaven abounds with light outshining 
light, dazzling as it illuminates, and mani-
festing intellectual power at its highest reach. 
Mystery remains, however, and is accepted as 
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the truth that God alone will ever understand: 
Dante asks the monastic contemplative Peter 
Damian why that saint, and by implication ev-
eryone, has been foreordained for his particu-
lar appointed station, and holy wisdom replies 
that no creature can tell him that:

“the most enlightened soul in Heaven,
the seraph who fixes most his eye on God,
could not produce an answer to your 
 question,
for what you ask is hidden in the depths
of the abyss of God’s eternal law, so that 
 the sight
of any being He created is cut off from it.”

Dante draws the living water of his un-
derstanding from the deep well of Thomas 
Aquinas, who speaks at length in the poem, 
though he does not much theologize but 
rather prefers to eulogize other saints. But 
here he is theologizing in the Summa Contra 
Gentiles: “Therefore, beatitude and happiness 
consist principally and essentially in an act of 
the intellect, rather than in an act of the will.” 
And he goes on there to say that even for mor-
tal intelligences light and mind are one: “It is 
for this reason that intellectual knowledge is 
called sight [visio]. And because bodily sight is 
not effected without light, those things which 
serve for the perfection of intellectual vision 
are called light.” The light of Dante’s paradise 
enhances immeasurably the mental light by 
which thoughtful men on earth see their way 
to God. And in the Summa Theologiae Thom-
as writes, “Therefore it must be said that to 
see the essence of God there is required some 
likeness in the visual power, namely, the light 
of glory strengthening the intellect to see God, 
which is spoken of in the Psalm 36: In thy light 
we shall see light.” It is the light of glory that 
constitutes Dante’s beatific vision and irradi-
ates the blessed with divine splendor; and yet 
the mystery of the godly essence remains a 
mystery.

All quite orthodox, then, Dante’s paradise 
appears. But there are anomalies treacherous 
to negotiate. Among the souls of great rulers 
who represent earthly justice in the realm of 
Jupiter is one Ripheus, an exceedingly minor 
Trojan figure from the Aeneid, to whom Vir-
gil devotes a scant five lines. But Virgil did re-
fer to Ripheus as the most just of men, and for 
this unexcelled virtue Dante and his God saw 
fit to endow him, centuries before Christ’s 
Passion and Resurrection, with the grace to 
reject “paganism’s stench” and to believe “in 
our redemption yet to come.” Once again 
Dante invokes the mystery of predestination, 
so far “from the gaze of those who cannot 
grasp / the Primal Cause in its entirety!”

The mystery deepens when one looks again 
at Aquinas, who directs Dante to observe

“the eternal light of Siger,
who, instructing in the Street of Straw,
demonstrated enviable truths.”

The word that the Hollanders translate 
as enviable is invidiosi, which derives etymo-
logically from the unseen or the undemon-
strable, as the Yale scholar Giuseppe Maz-
zotta notes in Reading Dante (2013). And 
Siger of Brabant, who like Aquinas taught 
at the University of Paris, and who evidently 
demonstrated the undemonstrable, earned a 
lashing from Thomas in De unitate intellectus 
contra Averroistas, or On the Unity of the In-
tellect against Averroists. Thus Dante places 
the epitome of orthodoxy, and the scholar he 
and the Church accused of dire heresy, to-
gether in paradise.

Being a devotee of the Muslim philoso-
pher Averroes ought to place a thinker such 
as Siger in a heretic’s tomb in Hell. Averroism 
was among the direst of heresies, founded on 
the idea of the Possible Intellect, shared by all 
humanity, allowing us all to think the iden-
tical thought when we think a rational truth, 
such as a mathematical fact. As Paul Cantor 
has elucidated in “The Uncanonical Dante: 
The Divine Comedy and Islamic Philosophy” 
(Philosophy and Literature, Volume 20, Num-
ber 1, April 1996), “Thus Averroes could say 
in effect that our souls are eternal by virtue of 
apprehending eternal truths such as those of 
mathematics. In short, Averroes’s conception 
of the Possible Intellect allowed him to speak 
of the immortality of the human soul without 
implying the survival of the individual soul 
after death.” Cantor, a literature professor at 
the University of Virginia, allows that he is 
restating explicitly what Averroes suggested 
with deliberate subtle obscurity. And Cantor 
believes Dante to have been not a Christian 
but an Averroist.

As Cantor points out, Averroes occupies 
an honored place in Limbo, as do the phi-
losopher Avicenna and the warrior Saladin, 
though the three Muslim worthies lived well 
after Christ’s term on earth and could have 
converted to the One True Faith had they 
chosen. Dante’s Limbo for the philosophers 
and great pagan poets is not a place of suffer-
ing but precisely the afterlife that Socrates in 
Plato’s Apology (a work Cantor admits Dante 
likely did not know) would wish for himself as 

“inconceivable happiness”—endless conversa-
tion with other great minds about important 
questions. The supreme pagan poets who ap-
proach Dante in Limbo are “neither sad nor 
joyous,” demonstrating the greatness of soul 

befitting men of their station. Cantor seems 
to prefer this dignified gravity to the bliss of 
the souls of the blessed. 

But in the life to come, when all is revealed, 
the most important philosophical questions 
have been settled, and Limbo is a far cry from 
paradise. Eternal equanimity may be what the 
pagan and Muslim philosophers have in the 
way of happiness, but it cannot compare with 
the ecstasy of perpetual life and light in God’s 
presence. The anomalies in the poem bend 
under the weight of Christian orthodoxy. It is 
inconceivable that Dante would prefer eternal 
life in Limbo with the philosophers and poets 
to that in paradise with Beatrice and the other 
saints. Socrates engages in conversation with-
out end; Thomas Aquinas shines like a sun 
and sings with robust joy.

One might expect most earthly concerns 
to disappear in paradise. In a famous pas-
sage, Dante looks down from the Empyrean 
with contempt on “[t]he little patch of earth 
that makes us here so fierce.” And yet political 
animosity continues to burn white-hot. Saint 
Peter, the first pope, allows his cloacal imagi-
nation full release in his loathing for Boniface 
VIII, the usurper who

“has made my tomb a sewer of blood and 
 filth,
so that the Evil One, who fell from here 
 above,
takes satisfaction there below.”

Schism, office-selling, and warfare against fel-
low Christians leave Peter enraged

“that the keys entrusted to my keeping
should become devices on the standards
borne in battles waged against the
 baptized.”

For Dante, not even the heights of Heaven 
mollify his old hatred. Boniface’s war-making 
was the ultimate force behind his exile, Dante 
believes, and in the heart of spiritual perfec-
tion the pope’s stench infects the poet’s mind.

The Divine Comedy is one of the great works 
of humanity, but it is good to remember that 
this extraordinary poet never transcended the 
sharply circumscribed thought and feeling of 
human nature. Dante’s is an unforgettable 
poem, but before you go changing your life on 
its authority, you should recall that the most 
reliable authority on the afterlife you will ever 
have is yourself. You have to go there to know 
what it is. No one else’s word is enough.

 
Algis Valiunas is a fellow at the Ethics and Pub-
lic Policy Center and a contributing editor of the 
New Atlantis.
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Book Review by Ralph Lerner

Rereading the Enlightenment
American Enlightenments: Pursuing Happiness in the Age of Reason,

by Caroline Winterer. Yale University Press, 368 pages, $35

Taxonomists have a place for ev-
erything and are intent on putting 
everything in its proper place. Yet de-

spite their earnest efforts, they sometimes 
are obliged to entertain second thoughts and 
reconsider their classifications. New evidence 
may arise from DNA analysis or the fossil 
record or further field observations. Species 
once seen as distinct may now be merged, or 
a particular species subsequently split apart. 
Long-time birdwatchers may recall that when 
they first started observing, the Snow Goose 
and the Blue Goose were thought to be two 
species; later these were better understood 
as color morphs of the same species. For a 
couple of decades the beautiful Baltimore and 
Bullock’s Orioles were lumped together un-
der the colorless name Northern Oriole, only 
later to be restored to their original separate 
identities. Perplexity dogs classifiers of flora 
as well. The challenges posed by the grasses 
and goldenrods and even some maples keep 
taxonomists busy indeed. Be they lumpers or 
splitters, taxonomists keep finding certainty 
and finality just beyond reach.

Matters are no better for historians. Con-
sider the ambiguity attending periodization. 
And when it comes to using abstract nouns 
to characterize a movement or an era, paral-
lels may be suggested that mislead as much as 

they help. Alexis de Tocqueville’s observation 
holds good: “An abstract word is like a box 
with a false bottom: one puts in it the ideas 
one desires and one takes them out without 
anyone’s seeing it.” Time was when historians 
of thought could speak with confidence and 
without embarrassment of the Enlightenment. 
But fashions change, and the proliferation of 
distinct national enlightenments has proceed-
ed apace. In the hands of intellectual histori-
ans the Russian, Prussian, Italian, German, 
French, English, Scottish, Anglo-American, 
and Ibero-American enlightenments all have 
distinct stories to tell. The plural in the title 
of Caroline Winterer’s new book, American 
Enlightenments, announces in effect that she 
is prepared to outdo even the most avid split-
ter. In doing so, this distinguished professor 
in the humanities at Stanford University aims 
to overcome the ahistorical aura that 20th-
century Americans have wrapped around 
their most prominent revolutionary found-
ers. Responding to national anxieties gener-
ated by the posture of a nuclear-armed Soviet 
Union in the Cold War, some American his-
torians contrived a tale that endowed the men 
of 1776 and 1787 with a unitary purpose, one 
that shaped and happily continues to shape 
an enlightened people dedicated to freedom, 
democracy, and unending progress. Winterer 

finds this pleasing myth insupportable once 
one takes the trouble to understand the lan-
guage, thought processes, and aspirations of 
those 18th-century people as they understood 
themselves. The truism that the past is a for-
eign country may be trite, but it’s also true. 
This book reinforces the good advice that 
tourists should keep their eyes and minds 
open when traveling abroad; they might learn 
something.

Winterer eschews using 20th-
century concepts that hinder our 
seeing “the complex and contra-

dictory processes of enlightenment that were 
in fact at work.” Her densely researched ac-
count points us not to a movement or a po-
litical program but to an emerging awareness 
that the texture of life need not be as it is, that 
improvement is indeed possible, and that the 
sum of public and private happiness might 
thereby be enhanced. The marker of this new 
awareness is, according to Winterer, English 
speakers’ invention of new uses for the words 
enlightened and enlightenment “suddenly in the 
second half of the eighteenth century.” Light 
might come not only from above as in a revela-
tion, but more predictably from an assiduous 
study of the natural world. The bulk of this 
book consists of “core samples of eighteenth-
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century conversations,” wherein rival concepts 
vied to explain perplexities posed by an aware-
ness of a newly expanded world. These “con-
versations,” it must be said, were not located 
solely or even primarily in fashionable salons. 
Winterer is astonished by the sheer variety of 
people who “ joined in the large, baggy con-
versation of enlightenment.” The accidental 
discovery of an entirely unknown hemisphere 
had led to a prolonged commerce of material 
objects, along with evidence of peoples and 
practices that profoundly unsettled prevail-
ing beliefs. This book brims with details of 
enormous networks of economic and intellec-
tual exchange, with chains of correspondence 
between center and periphery that led to new 
conduits of information.

The europeans’ attempts to assimi-
late and make sense of this flood of new 
evidence from the New World are doc-

umented in Winterer’s various chapters, as are 
the responses of those living on the front lines. 

“The American setting for the ideas that be-
came known as enlightened helped determine 
what could be imagined, articulated, and real-
ized there.” Living at what they regarded as 
the very edge of the civilized world and being 
ever mindful of their status as colonials, the 
Americans yearned for more.

In scrawled marginalia and hasty 
sketches as much as in somber tomes 
and blistering pamphlets, Americans 
from many quarters poured out their 
excitement, their awe, their wonder at 
the possibility that they might set the 
world on fire. That they pinned their 
hopes to endeavors that in some cases 
seem strangely unexalted or obscure to 
us today—the origin of fossil shells, the 
meaning of Aztec temples, the proper 
manure ratios for planting turnips—
reminds us that the great undertaking 
of enlightenment in eighteenth-century 
America that seems so familiar to us to-
day has in many ways slipped from our 
fingers.

Winterer’s assiduity in trying to recover 
that earlier understanding is manifested in 
this volume’s 46-page bibliography, a feat that 
affords two collateral benefits. Anyone work-
ing as a bibliographer in a serious research li-
brary could do worse than checking whether 
a book of this character could have been re-
searched using the resources of her own library 
and by taking advantage of the surge in digi-
talizing archives and correspondence. Further, 
any graduate student on the verge of exploring 
one of the many topics touched on in this book 

would likely find in this copious list some book 
or monograph that might serve as an entry way 
to learning about needs and opportunities for 
further research on that subject. For all this 
the author deserves thanks.

An evaluation of the cogency and 
adequacy of this book’s argument 
overall has to be more qualified—and 

this, partly for reasons traceable to this proj-
ect’s underlying methodology. The seductions 
of being able to manipulate large digitized 
data sets tend to obscure the vast gap between 
the things being counted and measured—in 
this case, the frequency of certain words and 
combinations of words—and the objects we 
are really trying to recover—in this case, an 
earlier age’s conceptual understanding. There 
is no one-to-one correspondence of words to 
concepts, and there is much reason to pre-
sume that, formerly, people were able to enter-
tain certain concepts with a vocabulary quite 
different from our own. Given the many pos-
sible metrics of connection, the results of this 
huge data-dredging exercise are inherently 

rect remedial action against the miseries and 
injustices in this world. Yet before the 18th 
century had run its course, Winterer explains, 
a new disposition of mind had emerged, one 
that led human beings tentatively to expect 
some success in improving what was given. 
Buoyed by a combination of despair and hope, 
folk who thought of themselves as enlightened 
believed that unassisted human reason aided 
by the collection and sober analysis of factual 
evidence might indeed make this world of 
ours a better place. Hovering over the horizon 
are the collection and quantification of census 
and survey data, statistical analysis in the ser-
vice of determining the means most likely to 
promote the real interests of the inhabitants, 
political economy in its most comprehensive 
sense, and think tanks. We are there!

What we don’t learn from this 
ambitious work is the backstory of 
where, when, and how this bracing 

prospect of human efficacy, sufficiency, and 
continual improvement arose. It is no small 
task to persuade others to search for facts in-
stead of seeking the purposes of an inscrutable 
God even though the new evidence may turn 
out to yield more uncertainty. “Doubt rather 
than certainty was the constant companion 
of enlightened hope.” Nonetheless, this new 
disposition of mind might suffice perhaps to 
diminish belief in the importance of the Bib-
lical account and to allow concern with the 
doctrinal differences of contending Christian 
sects to recede and finally vanish. This book 
relates how, more and more, civilized men 
found themselves insensibly sliding away from 
Scripture and speculation and turning instead 
toward the explanatory force of empirical evi-
dence. But Winterer stops well short of show-
ing readers that this shift was neither an acci-
dent nor an unintended consequence. A closer 
look at her treatment of Thomas Jefferson 
brings some of her omissions to light.

Like a number of other figures discussed 
in this book, Jefferson is portrayed as oscillat-
ing between hope and anxiety. Avid promoter 
though he was of the scientific study of Amer-
ican geology, he is said to have “despaired” of 
finding the causes of how the earth’s physical 
features were formed. Yet he was satisfied that 
the Bible’s story of a universal deluge could ac-
count for nothing and that further specula-
tion on the matter is “too idle to be worth a 
single hour of any man’s life.” Jefferson took 
to heart the disdain for all things American 
implicit in the assertion propounded by Eu-
ropean savants such as the Comte de Buffon 
that animals common to both the old world 
and the new are smaller in the latter and that 
European animals introduced and domes-

unstable. Others have spoken at length on the 
limitations of digital humanities, and Winter-
er herself recognizes that however serviceable 
algorithms may be, they do not supersede the 
humanist’s traditional work. An informed hu-
man intelligence exerting judgment and con-
trol still has to engage with texts. The ques-
tion, then, is quite plainly: how well does this 
book read texts?

American Enlightenments describes the 
emergence of a new thought, one with a pro-
foundly unsettling legacy. At some point the 
world no longer appeared fixed, given, frozen 
in place. An all-powerful Being’s “Fiat!”; fol-
lowed by that Creator’s declaration that his 
handiwork was good, even very good; rein-
forced by the teaching and moral authority 
of an omnipresent clergy; and celebrated as 
such in music and art for well over a millen-
nium—all this succeeded in muting murmurs 
of discontent with the existing order of things, 
but could not expunge them. Amends might 
be made in the life to come (Calvinists weren’t 
so sure), but there was little in religious, philo-
sophical, or political thinking to encourage di-

American Enlightenments 
describes the emergence

of a new thought, one
with a profoundly
unsettling legacy. 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2017
Page 60

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

ticated in America degenerate as a species. 
Jefferson’s verbal refutation of what he calls 
a “proud theory” fills many pages in his Notes 
on the State of Virginia while his wordless refu-
tation lies in the sheer size of native American 
fauna prominently displayed in Monticello’s 
entry hall. The facts would speak for them-
selves. Confidence, not anxiety, marks Jeffer-
son’s studied nonchalance when defending 
the experiments of Pennsylvania and New 
York in dispensing with an established church. 
“They flourish infinitely. Religion is well sup-
ported; of various kinds, indeed, but all good 
enough.” In that “good enough” Jefferson be-
trays an untroubled satisfaction with a purely 
human or secular approach to all matters re-
ligious. In other respects he surely had many 
promptings for anxious and restless nights: 
the prospects of the black descendants borne 
by his mistress that he still held in slavery, the 
prospects of his white descendants saddled 
with unmanageable debts incurred over his 
lifetime of consumerism and endless home 
improvement projects, the prospects of his 
country during the controversy over the status 
of Missouri which he likened to hearing a fire 
bell sounding in the night. But of the rightness 
of his convictions regarding religion with a 
lower profile, and the authority of a fact-based 
science, and the assured future of the doctrine 
of natural rights—of these Jefferson had no 
doubt. The ground for his confidence is in full 
view in a letter of February 15, 1789, commis-
sioning the painting of a triptych bearing the 
portraits of Francis Bacon, John Locke, and 
Isaac Newton (still on display in Monticello). 

“[A]nd as I consider them as the three great-
est men that have ever lived, without any ex-
ception, and as having laid the foundation of 
those superstructures which have been raised 
in the Physical & Moral sciences, I would 
wish to form them into a knot on the same 
canvas, that they may not be confounded at all 
with the herd of other great men.”

It says much about winterer’s delib-
erate foreshortening of the perspective by 
which she would have us understand the 

18th-century enlightenments that Thomas 
Hobbes, René Descartes, and Pierre Bayle are 

mere name-droppings in this text; that Locke, 
Newton, and Baruch Spinoza are barely more; 
that the profoundly destabilizing essays in 
Jean d’Alembert and Denis Diderot’s Encyclo-
pédie are passed by except for some quotations 
from economist François Quesnay and a triv-
ial entry on Mexico City; and that the name 
of Sir Francis Bacon is altogether absent. To 
be sure, Winterer was not obliged to write a 
book on the philosophy of the 18th-century 
enlightenments. But in failing to account for 
the allegedly sudden emergence of a new dis-
position of mind, she leaves readers only with 
variants, subspecies, perhaps even species, 
but no genus to make sense of the whole. If 
you were looking for an initiating moment—
a declaration that men should reject despair, 
enlist the “vexations of art,” and entertain 
sober hope that they can not only improve 
on nature, but possibly even master it—you 
would find that clarion call to arms precisely 
in the concluding aphorisms of Book 1 of Ba-
con’s Novum Organum. If you were looking 
for a projection of a technologically advanced 
society with discernable albeit muted dehu-
manizing features, Bacon’s New Atlantis gives 
you much to ponder. Bacon launched a project 
that he famously expected to come to the re-
lief of man’s estate. A long succession of think-
ers became his acolytes and joined in promot-
ing that project. Eyes were to be opened to 
new possibilities. Age-old certainties were to 
be unsettled and subtly undermined, either 
by good arguments or plausible ones, or (for 
want of anything better) by satire or mockery.

It cannot be denied that great and 
not-so-great men yearned to become 
members of the Republic of Letters pro-

moted by Bayle, no matter that they lived far 
from rich and ostensibly civilized European 
metropolises. Something more than van-
ity drove Jefferson to have a little mountain 
in the Virginia Piedmont decapitated and 
a noble exemplar of Palladian calm and or-
der erected on it—and all this in view of the 
wilderness of the Blue Ridge Mountains. 
Similarly, even earlier, something more than 
vanity drove the bishop of Puebla and his 
successors to create a vast public library, the 

Biblioteca Palafoxiana, house it in a stunning 
masterpiece of Baroque architecture—all 
this in view of three volcanos in the Mexican 
hinterland. The Republic of Letters was a si-
ren call to people of different religious and 
political persuasions. What they shared was 
a deep conviction that we human beings can 
do better for ourselves and others by think-
ing more clearly, having more regard for the 
effectual truths about this world, and joining 
in a collective enterprise of inquiry and civil 
discourse. The physical embodiments of that 
philosophical stance were the private library 
and the cabinet of curiosa, both of which are 
discussed by Winterer and are strikingly rei-
magined in Puebla City’s Museo Internacio-
nal del Barroco. Each might be a sanctuary 
from the chaos and inanities of a fractured 
world. It was precisely in such a cabinet that 
Jean Bodin situated his Colloquium hepta-
plomeres de rerum sublimium arcanis abditis 
(Colloquium of the Seven about Secrets of the 
Sublime), an imagined conversation in which 
a Catholic, Jew, Lutheran, Calvinist, Muslim, 
skeptic, and philosophic naturalist discuss 
divine things and disagree with civility, even 
as wars of religion rage outdoors. 

Caroline Winterer has written a learned, 
thought-provoking work. The light she means 
to cast on 18th-century thinking does not, 
however, match the intensity and luminosity 
that distinguish those many engravings that 
Diderot commissioned for his Encyclopédie to 
illustrate its articles on the mechanical arts. 
By illuminating and identifying all relevant 
processes of production, his artists have left 
no places of concealment. Once brought out 
of the shadows all mysteries dissolve. Win-
terer has chosen to suppress a discussion of 
the foundational philosophic thinking that 
energized a movement and gave it a political 
agenda. Her offering, consequently, remains a 
work done in chiaroscuro.

Ralph Lerner is the Benjamin Franklin Professor 
Emeritus in the College and professor emeritus in 
the Committee on Social Thought at the Univer-
sity of Chicago. He is the author, most recently, of 
Naïve Readings: Reveilles Political and Philo-
sophic (University of Chicago Press). 
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Book Review by John Derbyshire

Doesn’t Add Up
Weapons of Math Destruction: How Big Data Increases Inequality and Threatens Democracy,

by Cathy O’Neil. Crown, 272 pages, $26

The age we live in, which is of course 
the Information Age, has presented us 
with great boons but also many prob-

lems. As an old I.T. grunt—I wrote my first 
program in 1969 using the ALGOL language, 
now defunct—I habitually think of Informa-
tion Age issues in a binary way, as pertaining 
either to data or to code.

In social and political commentary it is data 
that gets most of the attention. What is the 
point of balance between privacy and national 
security in the collection of data? When a pri-
vate corporation (Google, say) gathers data 
about me (from my internet searches, per-
haps), what may they lawfully do with it? If 
a U.S. company stores data on servers abroad, 
can they be compelled to repatriate it? (That 
is the gravamen of Microsoft Corp. v. United 
States, currently being litigated.)

Mathematician Cathy O’Neil’s new book 
offers a welcome change of viewpoint, from 
data to code, that is, to the computer pro-
grams—she prefers “algorithms”—that 
analyze the great floods of data now wash-
ing over the world. These algorithms are the 

“weapons of math destruction” in her book’s 
title. 

Once they’ve analyzed the data, algorithms 
suggest decisions. The impact of those deci-
sions may be trivial: which ads should appear 
on my Facebook page, perhaps. It may be 
middling: whether or not I should be given a 
loan. It may be life-changing: the sentence a 
convicted criminal should receive. It may even 
be historic: how many people in demograph-
ic X can be persuaded to vote for candidate 
A. Far too often, O’Neil tells us, these algo-
rithms deliver unfairness, especially to poor 
and disadvantaged citizens.

She tackles her subject as a social 
Justice Warrior, a description to which 
I don’t think she would object. O’Neil 

holds conventional progressive opinions, and 
is active in the Occupy movement. This book’s 
dedication is “to all the underdogs.” She refers 
to illegal aliens as “undocumented migrants.” 
(But then, in her chapter on work-scheduling 
algorithms, frowns that “[t]he trouble, from 
the employees’ perspective, is an oversupply 
of low-wage labor.”) She responded to Donald 
Trump’s election victory with a sort of defiant 
incomprehension, telling readers of her blog, 
mathbabe.org, that “we are all activists now.” 

To a reader not of that parish, these incli-
nations give her book a rather peevish quality, 
a tone of relentless negativity. They also lead 
her into sins of both omission and commis-
sion: key facts left unstated, stock left-liberal 
fables repeated uncritically. It doesn’t help 
that, as is quite normal nowadays, the book is 
not edited nor even spell-checked. There is no 
such place as “the British city of Kent”; there is 
no such word as “miniscule”; etc. All of which 
is a pity, because there are important issues to 
discuss here and O’Neil is very well placed to 
discuss them. She has years of experience as a 
quantitative analyst working with algorithms 
in the private sector, coding them up for fi-
nancial and commercial firms. In Weapons of 
Math Destruction she casts her net wide, of-
fering examples from education, law enforce-
ment, employment, insurance, and politics. 

I found chapter two, “shell shocked: 
My Journey of Disillusionment,” particu-
larly engaging. In 2007 O’Neil left aca-

demia to work at a big hedge fund, searching 
out and capitalizing on market inefficiencies. 
This gave her a grandstand seat at the great 
recession of 2008. Disillusioned, she then 
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moved to commercial work, tracking the hab-
its of online shoppers, designing, for example, 

“an algorithm that would distinguish window 
shoppers from buyers.” This broadened her 
awareness of the scope and power of algo-
rithms in many walks of life.

I wondered what the analogue to the 
[2008] credit crisis might be in Big 
Data. Instead of a bust, I saw a grow-
ing dystopia, with inequality rising. The 
algorithms would make sure that those 
deemed losers would remain that way. 
A lucky minority would gain ever more 
control over the data economy, raking 
in outrageous fortunes…. I could barely 
keep up with all the ways I was hearing 
of people being manipulated, controlled, 
and intimidated by algorithms.

As it happens, I myself spent the years 1985-
2001 working for a big Wall Street trading 
firm, mainly in Credit and Risk Management, 
with a concentration on mortgage-backed se-
curities and their derivatives—the sparks that 
started the 2008 prairie fire. My recollections 
of that environment are at odds with some of 
O’Neil’s. I don’t, for example, recall the level 
of cynicism she claims to have seen.

[T]he figures in my models at the hedge 
fund stood for something. They were 
people’s retirement funds and mort-
gages…. For hedge funds, the smuggest 
of the players on Wall Street, this was 

“dumb money.”

I never heard that expression. The Wall 
Streeters I knew uniformly believed that they 
were doing socially useful work, giving com-
panies and individuals access to finance that 
would not otherwise be available to them. 
Nor did I see that, as she writes, “[t]he refusal 
to acknowledge risk runs deep in finance.” To 
the contrary, my own directors were obsessed 
with risk. That’s why they had staff working 
on Risk Management. It’s true that the cul-
ture at hedge funds differs somewhat from 
that at older firms, but surely not that much. 

Much more serious, o’neil fails to 
acknowledge the political origins of 
the 2008 crisis. “After the recession 

that followed the terrorist attacks in 2001…
[a]nyone, it seemed, could get a mortgage.”

 It would have been more accurate to write: 
“After President George W. Bush’s October 
2002 speech on minority home ownership….” 
Bush was after the Hispanic vote and he cal-
culated that homeowners were more likely 
than renters to vote Republican. Nor was 

Bush striking out into new political territory 
there. Efforts to increase minority home own-
ership went all the way back to the Carter Ad-
ministration’s Community Reinvestment Act 
of 1977.

How do you increase minority home own-
ership? If you are a government armed with 
regulatory powers, one way is to browbeat 
mortgage lenders into relaxing credit stan-
dards. The federal government had been do-
ing this for 30 years prior to the 2008 crash. 

The abandonment of traditional credit 
standards for political ends was not the only 
cause of the 2008 crash, but it was a major 
contributing factor—a much bigger one, I’m 
sure, than faulty algorithms in the back offic-
es of trading firms. A social justice warrior’s 
account of these events really should include 
the fact that behind the crash lay 30 years of 
moon-booted efforts by the federal govern-
ment to advance…social justice.

“In the run-up to the housing collapse, 
mortgage banks were not only offering un-
sustainable deals but actively prospecting for 
victims in poor and minority neighborhoods,” 
writes O’Neil. Well, yes, that’s what the gov-
ernment wanted them to do! …And then, 
after the crash, sued them for having done. 
With the feds, you can’t win.

Programs for social justice, includ-
ing O’Neil’s, rather frequently display 
this damned-if-you-do, damned-if-you-

don’t, aspect. Here was Jesse Jackson com-
plaining in 2012 about under-policing in poor 
Chicago neighborhoods: “More police have 
been dispatched to neighborhoods where the 
murders have spiked, but citizens there still 
aren’t protected as well as our…uptown busi-
nesses are.” 

On the other hand, O’Neil grumbles that 
policing algorithms like New York’s Comp-
Stat and Los Angeles’s PredPol send too many 
cops into poor, crime-prone neighborhoods. 
She writes:

How about crimes far removed from 
the boxes on the PredPol maps, the 
ones carried out by the rich? …We have 
every reason to believe that more such 
crimes [i.e., like those that led to the 
2008 crash] are occurring in finance 
right now…. Just imagine if police en-
forced their zero-tolerance strategy in 
finance.

How soon they forget! I refer Ms. O’Neil 
to Daniel Fischel’s 1995 book, Payback: The 
Conspiracy to Destroy Michael Milken and 
His Financial Revolution, about the vengefully 
politicized arrests and prosecutions on Wall 
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Street in the 1980s, when traders were led 
away from their desks in handcuffs.

The author herself notes a paradox imbed-
ded in the case she is making. Where so many 
decisions are being made today by, or with 
the aid of, algorithms, those decisions were, 
she writes, formerly made by human beings, 
their minds “occupied with human distor-
tions—desires, prejudice, distrust of outsid-
ers.” Don’t computerized algorithms remove 
those distortions?

O’Neil doesn’t really manage to square this 
circle. After many pages of deploring those 
desires and prejudices and that distrust—in 
hiring, for example, and police work—she 
tells us that our algorithms “urgently require 
the context, common sense, and fairness that 
only humans can provide.” Uh…. 

Much of her critique, in fact, amounts to 
little more than telling us that our algorithms 
are not very good. Probably they are not; but 
then, human judgment is often not very good, 
either, as she keeps reminding us…except 
when calling for more human judgment in our 
decision-making!

There is another paradox in 
O’Neil’s case that she seems not to 
notice. She inveighs against the opac-

ity of too many algorithms, the impossibility 
of knowing how they arrive at their results. 
Elsewhere, however, she complains that algo-
rithms can be too easily gamed from knowl-
edge of their workings—by colleges seeking to 

improve their rank on the U.S. News & World 
Report listings, for example, or by job appli-
cants faced with résumé-reading algorithms. 

“[I]n a digital universe touted to be fair, scien-
tific, and democratic, the insiders find a way 
to gain a crucial edge.” Wouldn’t more opacity 
take care of that?

A book of this sort must end with a pre-
scription. What, in the author’s opinion, is to 
be done about the unfairness and inequality 
generated by our algorithms? The core prob-
lem, she tells us in her concluding chapter, is 
that algorithms have the wrong values built 
into them—old values.

Big Data processes codify the past. 
They do not invent the future. Doing 
that requires moral imagination, and 
that’s something only humans can pro-
vide. We have to explicitly embed bet-
ter values into our algorithms, creating 
Big Data models that follow our ethical 
lead. Sometimes that will mean putting 
fairness ahead of profit.

Profit—ugh!

The government, of course, has a power-
ful regulatory role to play.

Uh-oh. So the prescription is that algo-
rithms should be built around “better val-
ues”—that is to say, the values of social jus-
tice warriors like Cathy O’Neil—and that 

government regulators should enforce this. 
Then unfairness and inequality will be elimi-
nated from the outcomes, just as it was when 
government forced mortgage lenders to scrap 
those fusty, discriminatory, old credit stan-
dards for mortgage lending. What could pos-
sibly go wrong?

O’neil’s naïve progressivism, her 
blithe ignorance of what the road to 
Hell is paved with, mar what might 

have been a useful book. The Information 
Age is built of code as well as of data, and the 
code needs more attention. 

Certainly the underdogs of her dedication 
deserve a hearing. Who, exactly, are the un-
derdogs, though? Criminals, or the noncrimi-
nal residents of poor neighborhoods on whom 
the criminals prey? Welfare single mothers, 
or the gratification-deferring middle class 
whose taxes support them? “Undocumented 
migrants” or the low-skill Americans whose 
wages they depress? (Mathematicians are 
not much affected.) Poor-credit minorities 
seeking to buy a house, or the small investors 
whose savings were wiped out when rational 
credit standards were declared unlawful on 
minorities’ behalf? 

Perhaps last November’s election results 
offer some clues as to what, in the opinions 
of several tens of millions of American voters, 
are the answers to questions like these.

John Derbyshire is a writer living in New York. 
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Book Review by David P. Goldman

Neither American, Nor Civil, Nor a Religion
The Tragedy of American Foreign Policy: How America’s Civil Religion Betrayed the National Interest,

by Walter McDougall. Yale University Press, 424 pages, $30

All but absent from mainstream 
political philosophy is discussion of 
the state and the sacred. The Ameri-

can Constitution’s moral authority, formi-
dable and longstanding, makes us forget how 
radically the United States, in creating a state 
with neither monarch nor official church, de-
parted from the precedents that had prevailed 
for millennia around the world. We tend to 
think of natural right rather than divine in-
junction. Yet with an ambiguity that cannot be 
inadvertent, the Declaration of Independence 
invoked “Nature and Nature’s God.” We find 
this ambiguity in our greatest political figures. 
The prophetic tone of Abraham Lincoln’s Sec-
ond Inaugural differs so profoundly from his 
previous speeches that Richard Brookhiser 
concluded that Lincoln must have had a reli-
gious conversion in the White House.

Political scientist Joshua Mitchell observes 
that Thomas Hobbes accused Catholics of 

placing sovereignty above the state, and Pres-
byterians of assigning it to individual con-
science, below the state. This dichotomy led to 
England’s civil war, Hobbes believed, an im-
portant reason why he proposed a sovereign 
state independent of religion.

America’s secularism, though, is quite dis-
tinct from Hobbes’s. The radical Protestants 
who founded the New England colonies drew 
from sola scriptura the belief that God is re-
vealed individually to every reader of the Bible. 
Split eventually among dozens of denomina-
tions, they inevitably abhorred the idea of a 
state church. A nation of Bible readers was a 
holy people requiring neither priestly media-
tion nor an anointed monarch.

Walter mcdougall’s new book 
attacks the problem from the other 
direction, asserting there is indeed 

an American religion, but that it has been a 

malignant influence responsible for serial for-
eign policy blunders, and should be extirpated 
from American civic life. A Pulitzer Prize- 
winning historian and professor of internation-
al relations at the University of Pennsylvania, 
McDougall contends that this civil religion be-
gan with the Puritan fathers’ Calvinist excep-
tionalism, then transmogrified into Woodrow 
Wilson and George W. Bush’s world-bettering 
idealism. Not least of the many facts this the-
sis can’t explain is the periodic reawakening of 
America’s individualistic, antinomian, Biblical 
religious impulse, often when least expected. 
The ascendance of evangelical Protestantism at 
the expense of the mainline denominations a 
generation ago is one instance, as is—in an in-
direct way—the movement that swept Donald 
Trump to the presidency.

Despite distortions and overstatements, 
McDougall has done us a great service by ask-
ing students of political philosophy to wrestle 
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with questions about the state and the sacred. 
He stresses the continuity of our civil reli-
gion from the founding through George W. 
Bush’s Second Inaugural Address, despite a 
great shift from what he calls “classic” to “pro-
gressive” civil religion. He claims that Walter 
Rauschenbusch’s Social Gospel, or the main-
line Protestantism of Harry Emerson Fos-
dick, is the lineal successor of the Calvinism 
of Jonathan Edwards and, arguably, Lincoln. 
McDougall is keenly aware that the change in 
Christian emphasis from individual salvation 
to world betterment did not take hold in the 
United States until the turn of the 20th cen-
tury, when Americans first began to contem-
plate an interventionist foreign policy. One 
might well regard the Social Gospel as a heret-
ical turn away from the religion of America’s 
founding, but McDougall sees a fundamental 
continuity. Rauschenbusch and Wilson es-
poused an “updated version of Progressive civil 
religion,” not a different religion altogether.

Mcdougall adopts the term 
“American Civil Religion” from 
Robert Bellah, who in 1967, Mc-

Dougall explains, “discovered a previously 
unspoken truth. The United States was not 
only what G.K. Chesterton had called a na-
tion with the soul of a church, but was also 
the living embodiment of American Civil 
Religion (ACR).” This civil religion includes 

“the Founders’ faith in a Providential United 
States, Lincoln’s faith in an almost chosen 
people, and the ritualistic invocations of God 
in presidential inaugurals,” especially John 
F. Kennedy’s. ACR derives from the “God-
affirming English civil religion that was pain-
fully crafted over 175 years of Tudor-Stuart 
history.” The English

baptized themselves a new chosen peo-
ple in the vanguard of human progress…. 
Generations of mostly Anglo-Protestant 
migrants carried those spirits to Ameri-
ca…. The Calvinist nonconformists who 
peopled New England after 1630, far 
from being some kind of proto-Ameri-
cans, were in fact uncomfortable partici-
pants in that British imperial project.

The Whiggish optimism of the Ameri-
can Founding, in this reading, gives rise to 
the naïve faith that America can remake the 
world in its own image, and a baleful propen-
sity to charge off on crusades, notably the 
global War on Terror. But what’s the alterna-
tive? “Rather than stoically but confidently ab-
sorbing the attack [on the Twin Towers] as a 
virulent, but ultimately futile, protest against 
globalization,” McDougall writes, “Americans 

apparently went berserk. Thus did the pos-
ture of sole superpower evolve over a single 
decade from Bush 41’s cautious assertion to 
Clinton’s casual assumption to Bush 43’s caus-
tic aggression.”

It would be easy to dismiss the trag-
edy of American Foreign Policy as a defeat-
ist screed. A small number of fanatics 

can disrupt a modern society, and a “stoic” 
response to 9/11 might have encouraged far 
more lethal and destructive attacks—many 
but not necessarily all of which would have 
proven ultimately futile. One can deplore 
George W. Bush’s nation-building overreach 
without concluding that the proper course of 
action was no action at all. But this is only a 
passing distraction from McDougall’s main 
argument.

As history, McDougall’s thesis is problemat-
ic. As theology, it’s simply wrong. The Progres-
sive “civil religion” of Walter Rauschenbusch 
was neither American, nor civil, nor a religion. 
Rauschenbusch adapted German Idealism to a 
pragmatic religion that had little to do with the 
Presbyterians of the colonial-era First Great 
Awakening, or the Methodists of the Second 
Great Awakening in the early 19th century.

What McDougall calls Bush’s “Millenar-
ian” civil religion, by the same token, was not 
a religion. Its summa, the 2005 Second Inau-
gural, “was not theological at all,” Joseph Bot-
tum noted in An Anxious Age (2014). “Bush 
delivered the most purely philosophical ad-
dress in the history of America’s inaugura-
tions…. There was not a mention of the Di-
vine in Bush’s speech that Thomas Jefferson 
could not have uttered.”

To establish the required continuity be-
tween his “classical” civil religion and later 
Progressivism, McDougall has to strip the 
founders’ religion of its radical character. 
The founders, McDougall writes, simply 
were “Anglo-American exponents of Whig-
gish country-party philosophy who protest-
ed capricious rule in the name of their an-
cient rights as Englishmen.” They believed in 

“reciprocity, neutrality, a separate American 
system of states, and expansion across the 
continent.” They anticipated few conflicts 
with other powers. “Madison assured them 
in Federalist No. 45 that interruptions of 
peace would be rare.” As John Quincy Ad-
ams wrote, “The purpose of our foreign pol-
icy is not to bring enlightenment or happi-
ness to the rest of the world but to ensure the 
life, liberty, and happiness of the American 
people.”

But the Old World’s monarchies and even 
its republics differ fundmentally from Amer-
ica’s republican experiment. The British royal 

house styled itself a monarchy by divine right, 
a successor of sorts to the Davidic kingdom, 
but it was a latecomer to the concept. From 
the 7th century onwards, Europe’s Christian 
monarchies promulgated their legitimacy 
by the Hebrew concept of Election. The so-
cial order’s sanctity rested in the person of 
the monarch. By no other imaginable means 
could Europe have sacralized the national 
state. 

No greater discontinuity, therefore, has 
appeared in Western political thinking than 
the 17th-century Puritan claim that monarchy 
was an object of idolatry rather than a vessel of 
sanctity. Setting things right required instead 
a sanctified people. As Eric Nelson reported 
in The Hebrew Republic (2010), republicans 
like John Selden, John Milton, and James Har-
rington cited rabbinic as well as Biblical texts in 
opposition to monarchy. Against the concept 
of Biblical monarchy, the republicans coun-
terposed the Biblical idea of covenant among 
individuals whose spiritual sovereignty arose 
from their personal experience of revelation—
in the case of the radical Protestants, through 
Scripture. McDougall quotes Thomas Paine’s 
gloss on I Samuel—God “hath here entered 
his protest against monarchical government” 
and named it “the most prosperous invention 
the Devil ever set on foot for the promotion 
of idolatry”—without mentioning that Paine 
here paraphrased Milton. McDougall never 
cites the considerable body of recent scholar-
ship on the English Hebraists. 

Even more radical was the founders’ de-
cision to eschew a state religion, something 
no republic of the past had so much as con-
templated. The Dutch Republic, the nearest 
precedent to America’s form of government, 
established Calvinism as a de facto state reli-
gion. No other nation had entrusted religion 
to individual citizens rather than to a state 
church. Americans emerged from the begin-
ning as a covenantal people. 

America’s religion when de tocque-
ville described it was not the monar-
chical Anglicanism of country Whigs, 

but a Calvinist exceptionalism that saw Amer-
icans as a brand plucked out of Europe’s fire. 
Through most of the 19th century, Americans 
had no ambition to export their exceptional 
system. “In the era of Classical ACR citizens 
liked to pretend that their enemy number one 
was monarchy,” McDougall observes. “More-
over, the United States maintained correct 
relations with all the European monarchies, 
including the Holy Alliance powers.”

If Americans were tempted to worship their 
state, he continues, “Lincoln never abandoned 
his civil religious faith in America, but he lived 
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in the knowledge that his was merely ‘an al-
most chosen people,’ and he died acknowledg-
ing the people’s obeisance. America, too, was 
under judgment.” This point has been made by 
other writers, for example Mark Noll in Amer-
ica’s God (2002), but McDougall states it well.

How then did America leap from Lincoln’s 
Calvinism to the Progressive conceit that the 
world was under human control, not under 
divine judgment? This is McDougall’s weak-
est moment. The leap from “classic” to “pro-
gressive” ACR is the fulcrum of his thesis, but 
The Tragedy of U.S. Foreign Policy has no par-
ticular explanation for it. He cites one trend 
and another, but finding that none quite ac-
counts for the shift, suggests that all of them 
together “were more than sufficient to unleash 
American power into the Caribbean, then the 
Pacific, then the whole world.”

[A]ll those century-old checks against 
foreign crusades—relative weakness, 
continental priorities, constitutional 
constraints, and theological humility—
that had previously buttressed self-con-
tainment had eroded to the point where 
devolved Protestant fanaticism burst its 
chains…. [George] Washington’s World 
metamorphosed into Wilson’s World.

More persuasive explanations 
are available. In The Metaphysical 
Club (2001), Louis Menand con-

tends that the New England elite marched 
to a religious crusade in 1861, and returned 
as disillusioned pragmatists, convinced that 
no principle was worth horrors like those of 
the Civil War. Americans no longer wanted 
to be judged by the demanding God of Lin-
coln’s Second Inaugural. After nearly three 
quarters of a million dead—almost 3% of the 
country’s population in 1860, or the equiva-
lent of 9 million deaths today—they wanted 
to control their own destinies and solve their 
problems on earth.

McDougall ignores Menand, along with 
most of the other explanations advanced by 
historians. One source of foreign policy inter-
ventionism was the slave interest’s ambitions 
for an empire including large parts of Latin 
America. McDougall rejects this out of hand: 
“No evidence has emerged to revive the old ca-
nard that the Mexican War was a slaveholders’ 
plot,” he writes. What he calls a “canard” was 
the view of Ulysses S. Grant, who wrote in his 
memoirs:

The occupation, separation, and an-
nexation [of Texas] were, from the 
inception of the movement to its final 
consummation, a conspiracy to ac-

quire territory out of which slave states 
might be formed for the American 
Union…. Nations, like individuals, are 
punished for their transgressions. We 
got our punishment in the most san-
guinary and expensive war of modern 
times.

By the time President James Polk declared 
war on Mexico, McDougall counters, Texas 
had already been admitted to the Union. 
Moreover, “the southwestern deserts were 
unlikely terrain for slavery, and some of 
Polk’s sharpest opponents were Southern-
ers…. Polk’s otherwise measured calibration 
of U.S. national interest included two prov-
inces he failed to acquire: the densely popu-
lated Yucatán peninsula and Spain’s Cuban 
colony.”

That account doesn’t square with the facts. 
The South wanted to acquire those territories 
and more. Robert E. May argued persuasively 
in The Southern Dream of a Caribbean Em-

Karp’s description of “what might fairly 
be called a foreign policy of slavery” may be 
exaggerated, but he and May show convinc-
ingly that American slaveholders’ ambitions 
in the Western Hemisphere required a for-
eign policy approach radically different from 
that of the founders, closer in spirit to that of 
the European imperial powers. Perhaps it is 
no accident that Woodrow Wilson’s father 
was a Southern Presbyterian minister who 
defended slavery: the Civil War’s losers did 
not like the idea that their humiliation was a 
divine judgment. 

Instead of a world redeemed by God, the 
Progressives envisioned one made whole by 
human cleverness. “The Progressive response 
to all the problems posed by trusts, strikes, 
immigrants, corruption, education, public 
health, and more was scientific management 
through governance informed by credentialed 
experts,” McDougall observes. “A modern 
society needed a modern state to fulfill the 
promise of rapid and permanent progress.”

So did a modern world. Walter Rauschen-
busch called the prospect created by the 
Spanish-American War “momentous” and 

“epoch-making.” McDougall adds that 
Rauschenbusch “claimed that God had not 
raised the United States to great power and 
wealth merely to be an example to other na-
tions…but rather to act strenuously on behalf 
of righteousness in the world.”

Mcdougall draws a bright line 
between what he calls “classical 
ACR” and Rauschenbusch’s Social 

Gospel, but cannot explain why Americans 
traded one version of ACR for the other. His 
effort to work out of this problem produces 
some of his least convincing argumentation. 

“Historians of religion have long understood 
that American Protestantism always dis-
played a decidedly Hebraic streak,” McDou-
gall contends in the book’s worst moment. 

“The Social Gospel certainly did insofar as it 
socialized the Christian virtues of faith, hope, 
and charity into an ethic resembling the Jew-
ish tikkun olam, the responsibility to repair 
the world from inside out.” In effect, the Pu-
ritans were Reform Jews, two centuries before 
the movement was founded in Frankfurt. 
Since the Reform Jewish interpretation of 
tikkun olam did not appear in the progressive 
Jewish world until the 1950s, this is grotesque 
anachronism.

McDougall’s strange, self-indulgent chap-
ter on World War II consists mainly of a con-
spiracy theory about Franklin Roosevelt lur-
ing both Japan and Germany into a war the 
American public wanted to avoid. It’s fun to 
read, but isn’t history. President Eisenhower 

pire: 1854–1861 (1973) that the slaveholding 
South hoped to acquire vast territories in Lat-
in America. On the eve of secession Jefferson 
Davis offered to keep the South in the Union 
if Lincoln only would annex Cuba. The notion 
of nation-building outside America’s borders 
first arose as a justification for the annexation 
of slave territories.

Princeton historian matthew 
Karp expands on May’s argument in 
This Vast Southern Empire (2016). One 

of the pro-slavery negotiators, Kentucky Sen-
ator John Crittenden, proposed in December 
1860 to extend the Missouri Compromise 
line all the way to the Pacific. “Lands ‘here-
after acquired,’ so long as they were south of 
the 36"30' boundary, would not be subject to 
any restrictions; Cuba, Mexico, and all Latin 
America thus remained theoretically open to 
slaveholding acquisition.” Karp argues that 

“proslavery leaders warmly embraced the glob-
al dimensions of their struggle.” 

How did America
leap from Lincoln’s
Calvinism to the

Progressive conceit that
the world was under
human control, not

under divine judgment?



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2017
Page 67

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

is “clumsy” and “indecisive,” and ultimately re-
sponsible for getting the United States stuck 

“to the tar baby called South Vietnam.” Ken-
nedy was worse. He dragged the U.S. into “ro-
mantic binges” like Vietnam.

Somewhere in all this McDougall discov-
ers another new version of American Civil Re-
ligion, namely “Cold War ACR.” Its goal “was 
to hold the fort until the triumph of a Mil-
lennial ACR, which would double as the first 
global civil religion.” That would be a John 
Lennon-esque “world without walls, shorn of 
ignorance, hatred, and poverty; united in de-
mocracy, peace, and human rights; enjoying 
free movement of people, goods, capital, and 
ideas. That was the Camelot dreamed of in 
the sixties.”

And then comes ronald reagan, 
who does not fit into any of McDou-
gall’s iterations of ACR. Reagan’s 

“transcendent vision was a mix of optimism, 
nostalgia, and common sense raised to the lev-
el of civil theology.” Ultimately, “seen through 
the lens of civil religion,” Reagan was not a 
Burkean conservative but a utopian in the 
mold of Tom Paine.

That hardly seems adequate. Reagan, af-
ter all, restored John Winthrop’s vision of 
America as a City on a Hill to American con-
sciousness. Even more important, he did so 
amidst one of the great religious migrations 
in modern history: the growth of evangelical 
and other traditionalist denominations at the 
expense of the Progressive mainline Protes-
tant churches. 

McDougall calls the Social Gospel’s 
emergence a Third Great Awakening, but 
has nothing to say about America’s religious 
revival during and after the Reagan years. It 
does not fit his thesis, so he simply ignores it. 
Far from deifying the state, the new Chris-
tian conservatism sought to limit the state’s 

influence over individuals’ lives. One cannot 
credibly complain about a civil religion that 
idolatrizes the State while ignoring evangeli-
cal Christianity during the last third of the 
20th century. 

McDougall’s pronouncement on George 
W. Bush is apocalyptic: “The deformation 
of American Civil Religion has ended by 
devouring America itself.” At the end of the 
day, though, America drew world-improvers, 
democracy-exporters, and nation-builders to 
the presidential election of 2016. It then re-
jected all of them in favor of an outsider who 
pledged to keep American boots off foreign 
ground. 

The Tragedy of U.S. Foreign Policy fails to 
sustain its leading idea, the concept of “Amer-
ican civil religion” itself. No people in histo-
ry is more prone to side with the individual 
against the collective, to regard the exercise 
of governmental power with suspicion. In es-
chewing monarchy and established religion, 
we instead chose a political model founded on 
personal piety. We may depart from, and even 
dishonor, our national sense of the sacred, but 
something in our national character leads us 
back to our better nature. 

It’s a shame that mcdougall did not 
wait a few months before submitting his 
manuscript. How might he have viewed 

Donald Trump through “the lens of civil reli-
gion”? White evangelical Christians support-
ed Trump by a margin of 81% to 16%, a bigger 
advantage for the Republican nominee than in 
any of the four previous presidential elections. 
It’s easy but wrong to dismiss evangelical sup-
port for Trump as evidence of materialism, or 
even jingoism. More than any candidate since 
Reagan, though, Trump embodied the Puri-
tan fathers’ antinomian individualism, stand-
ing up to authority as popular culture heroes 
have done from Huckleberry Finn to Jefferson 

Smith. That he is a sinner is beside the point. 
The Calvinist founders of America thought 
all men depraved and damned but for God’s 
grace, and regarded the struggle for salvation 
as an individual pilgrimage to a goal beyond 
the earthly horizon. 

America sanctifies the people, not the state, 
making our unique form of government possi-
ble in the first place. In 2010 the Jewish theo-
logian Michael Wyschogrod observed that

constitutional restrictions on popular 
sovereignty imply reliance on an au-
thority that is greater than human. In 
a republic the people are sovereign, yet 
the purpose of a constitution is precisely 
to restrict the power of any future ma-
jority. If popular sovereignty is absolute, 
what right has a constitution to frus-
trate a future majority by, for example, 
imposing some form of supermajority?

He concluded, “A purely secular republic 
would self-destruct because it could not protect 
its constitution from constant amendment.” 

The greater-than-human power that un-
derpins the American state stands outside it, 
residing in the people, in our religion and cul-
ture. It’s not a “civil” religion at all, but one that 
assigns sanctity to the individual against the 
state. Disorganized and evanescent, it asserts 
itself in flashes of enthusiasm and recedes into 
spiritual torpor for prolonged periods, only to 
revive when we most need and least expect it. 
Seen through the lens of America’s religion, 
last year’s presidential election was a spiritual 
event of enormous consequence.

David P. Goldman is a columnist for Asia 
Times and PJ Media, and is the author of How 
Civilizations Die (And Why Islam Is Dying 
Too) (Regnery Publishing). He is a senior fellow 
at the London Center for Policy Research.
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Book Review by Angelo M. Codevilla

The Tipping Point
Douglas MacArthur: American Warrior, by Arthur Herman.

Random House, 960 pages, $40 (cloth), $22 (paper)

The General vs. the President: MacArthur and Truman at the Brink of Nuclear War,
by H.W. Brands. Doubleday, 448 pages, $30

Progressivism’s perversion of our 
ruling class’s ideas about war and peace 
began at the turn of the 20th century. It 

prevailed in the winter of 1950-51 when this 
class, having committed the armed forces to 
war in Korea, decided to order them not to 
defeat an enemy that had already killed some 
15,000 of their number, but rather to kill and 
die to “avoid a wider war,” and to foster an in-
ternational environment pleasing to itself and 
allied governments. Since then, the U.S. gov-
ernment has won no wars. More important, it 
has not sought to win wars. Instead, our foreign 
policy establishment has spent some 100,000 
American lives and trillions of dollars in Korea, 
Vietnam, Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere in 
pursuit of world order, multilateralism, or col-
lective security. It has cited as a badge of su-

perior wisdom its trashing of Aristotle’s notion 
that victory is war’s natural objective. 

Two new books by popular historians Ar-
thur Herman and H.W. Brands show that 
the clash between President Harry Truman 
and General Douglas MacArthur over the 
Korean war’s course was the tipping point 
between two eras of American statecraft. 
The clash is one episode in Herman’s biog-
raphy; it is Brands’ focus. Herman, a senior 
fellow at the Hudson Institute, is generally 
favorable to MacArthur, while Brands, a 
professor of history and government at the 
University of Texas at Austin, is clearly on 
Truman’s side. Both, however, give us a sense 
of how different were the human beings who 
had won America’s wars from those who re-
placed them.

The shape of u.s. foreign policy for 
most of the 20th century and into our 
own time was set by Progressive Re-

publican statesmen, Elihu Root and Henry L. 
Stimson. They believed that military action 
should be pursued, if at all, for international 
peace and order, not to advance specifically 
American interests. Their colleagues—An-
drew Carnegie, Nicholas Murray Butler, 
and David Starr Jordan (Herbert Hoover’s 
mentor)—were outright pacifists. Demo-
crats Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, 
Cordell Hull (FDR’s secretary of state for al-
most 12 years, longer than any American has 
ever served in that office), and their successors, 
Dean Acheson and Harry Truman, turned 
the idea of international order into realities: 
the League of Nations, United Nations, and 
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subsequent permanent alliances embodying 
“collective security.” That ruling Progressive 
consensus has determined America’s mili-
tary objectives ever since, and largely deprived 
America of peace.

By 1950, polite society—which excluded 
the American people’s vast majority—was 
well-nigh unanimous that victory and peace, 
as well as the very notion of an overriding, 
peculiarly American national interest, were 
concepts that belonged to the age of the dino-
saurs. Military officers however were mostly 
dinosaurs, the most prominent of whom was 
General of the Army Douglas MacArthur. 
His conquest of the western Pacific in World 
War II, followed by the 1950 masterstroke 
that reversed military defeat in Korea, had 
captivated American opinion. By firing Mac-
Arthur in April 1951, President Truman be-
gan to enforce polite society’s wisdom on the 
military. By the end of the Vietnam war some 
20 years later, that wisdom about war and 
peace conquered the Democratic Party wholly, 
spread to much of the Republican Party, and 
to the senior U.S. officer corps, too. Hence, 
since 1951, America’s renowned generals—
Matthew Ridgway, William Westmoreland, 
Colin Powell, and David Petraeus—have 
brought only stalemate, defeat, waste, and 
more war, while drawing down the nation’s 
reservoir of respect.

Herman’s biography of macar-
thur describes a character who 
typified what once were America’s 

ideals and military ethos, as well as its fas-
cination with East Asia and the exercise of 
military power there. It begins with an ac-
count of Douglas MacArthur’s father, Arthur 
MacArthur, who rose through battlefield pro-
motions to command a regiment during the 
Civil War while still a teenager, married a 
Southern belle and raised his children most-
ly in the Indian frontier’s outposts, and cul-
minated his career by defeating the Philip-
pine insurgency in 1900. In 1882, following 
a suggestion from former President Ulysses 
S. Grant, Arthur wrote a comprehensive 
memorandum on the Far East’s geopoliti-
cal importance to America, advocating the 
creation of the position of military attaché 
to China…and his own appointment to it. 
The War Department refused. Not until 
1905 was Arthur, by now a national hero 
and major general, appointed military at-
taché—but to Tokyo. As he came to know 
Japan, including a meeting with the emperor 
and the young crown prince, Hirohito, the 
newly minted First Lieutenant Douglas Mac-
Arthur was at his father’s side, gaining first-
hand knowledge of the region. 

From Douglas’s earliest youth, he had ab-
sorbed his father’s ideas and affections, espe-
cially for the army and the Orient. Douglas 
studied to beat out other contenders on the 
West Point entrance exam. Once there, he 
compiled a record second only to Robert E. 
Lee’s.

Commissioned, he sought to advance by 
conspicuous gallantry. His first assignment 
had been to the Philippines. Ambition spurs 
greatness. Often, this is a bloody spur. Douglas 
MacArthur endangered his own life promiscu-
ously, while leading others to their deaths in 
pursuit of victory. Earning it does take a cer-
tain disregard for life. Herman’s examples of 
MacArthur’s willingness to expose himself to 
bullets in order to inspire others to kill and die 
take us from Mexico in 1914 to Korea in 1951.

If douglas needed a paradigm, his 
father’s campaign in the Philippines sup-
plied it. Previous American command-

ers had tried to end the rebellion by using a 
mixture of carrots and sticks. Arthur Mac-
Arthur’s approach put the sticks first: enemy 
combatants fighting without uniforms (virtu-
ally all of them) along with any civilians aid-
ing them, were to be executed summarily and 
their property forfeited. Within four months, 
the rebellion was over. Herman suggests that 
the senior MacArthur’s methods were akin to 
our era’s “nation builders.” But MacArthur’s 
mild measures came after he had crushed the 
rebellion—not in the middle of it. Why? Se-
curing the peace you want requires the power 
to impose it. 

While death is the military art’s means, 
peace is its natural end. In 1945, Japan’s del-
egation to the USS Missouri surrender cer-
emony should not have been surprised to hear 
Douglas MacArthur, who had orchestrated 
their country’s devastation, say, “We are gath-
ered here…to conclude a solemn agreement 
whereby peace may be restored.” Far from re-
criminations of the past, he spoke of hope for 

“a better world.” He showed what that meant 
by acting on his own authority to divert the 
U.S. armed forces’ massive stocks of food in 
the Pacific Theater to relieve the Japanese 
people’s near-starvation. Both MacArthurs 
also knew that peace requires mutual respect. 
That is why they advocated independence for 
the Philippines, and why Douglas went out of 
his way to respect Japanese institutions, exer-
cising his military authority behind the scenes 
and returning the substance of rule to the Jap-
anese as fast as possible.

Herman reveals the most about MacAr-
thur’s character, as well as the American way 
of war, in examining the general’s relation-
ship with Franklin D. Roosevelt between 

1935 and 1945, as well as with Harry Tru-
man in 1950-51. MacArthur’s immediate 
preoccupation as the U.S. Army's chief of 
staff from 1930 to 1935 was to save the of-
ficer corps from near extinction by a political 
system consumed by the Great Depression’s 
stringencies. In 1934, after Roosevelt had re-
fused to rescind his cuts in the Army’s budget, 
MacArthur confronted him: when “an Amer-
ican boy, lying in the mud with an enemy 
bayonet through his belly and an enemy foot 
on his dying throat, spat out his last curse, I 
wanted the name not to be MacArthur, but 
Roosevelt.” FDR shot back, “You must not 
talk that way to the President!” Having done 
just that, MacArthur said, “You have my 
resignation” and headed for the door. Sens-
ing the political if not the moral threat, FDR 
stopped him. “Don’t be foolish Douglas; you 
and the budget must get together on this.”

In 1934, neither macarthur nor roo-
sevelt could imagine abandoning soldiers 
whom they had placed in harm’s way. 

(MacArthur anticipated that the harm would 
come from Japan, and that it would do so in 
the Philippines.) Yet that is precisely what 
happened eight years later to the American 
garrison on Bataan and Corregidor. America’s 
political system had placed a garrison on the 
Philippines, then forsworn by treaty giving it 
the capacity to defend itself. More generally, 
it had so reduced the nation’s overall military 
capacity as to render impossible any timely re-
inforcement. After Pearl Harbor, it seems to 
have taken FDR a couple months to realize 
that, in effect, he was abandoning Americans 
in the Philippines to Japan’s tender mercies. 
As for MacArthur, even as he was speeding 
from Corregidor to Australia on FDR’s or-
ders to take command of the South Pacific 
forces against Japan, he still held out hope of 
turning around quickly to rescue his troops 
with a massive force.

That rescue would take almost another 
three years of build-up and battles for count-
less Pacific islands, plus another confronta-
tion with FDR. Herman’s biography dispels 
the illusion that U.S. strategy is formulated 
dispassionately rather than as the result of 
competing conceptions, parochialism, and 
personalities. MacArthur wanted to recon-
quer the Philippines at the earliest possible 
date, not just because he felt an obligation to 
its people and to his own troops, but also be-
cause he knew America had a powerful inter-
est in restoring among Asians its reputation 
for reliability. The Navy, especially Admiral 
Ernest King, had other concerns. Moreover, 
the war in Europe was the U.S. government’s 
overarching priority.
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The Pacific theater’s political-military brass 
met in June 1944 to make their respective cas-
es to the president. After the meeting, Mac-
Arthur asked to see Roosevelt alone, briefly. 
In Herman’s account, MacArthur says,

Mr. President, the country has forgiven 
you for what took place on Bataan…. 
But the nation will never forgive you if 
you approve a plan that leaves 17 mil-
lion Christian American subjects to 
wither in the Philippines under the con-
queror’s heel…. Politically, it would ruin 
you.

The general got what he wanted because he 
knew the president well enough to blackmail 
him politically—as well as to respect him.

Brands portrays harry s. truman 
as an average American possessed of 
common sense and eager to do the 

right thing—hardscrabble childhood, artil-
lery service in the Great War that was cred-
itable if unspectacular, faithful husband and 
father, small-town businessman always on the 
edge, a wheelhorse in the Missouri political 
machine of Boss Tom Pendergast, raised by 
it to the United States Senate. Franklin Roo-
sevelt had insisted that Truman, a conserva-
tive Southerner, be his V.P. in 1944 because 
his administration had already given liberal, 
technocratic Northerners more power in the 
Democratic Party than was good for the party 
or for the country. Choosing Truman would 
help the party in the upcoming election and 
brake its leftward drift. But Truman had 
neither the knowledge nor the intention of 
steering the party or the country in a different 
direction. Conscious of his own inadequacies 
in the face of problems that were bigger than 
he, Truman deferred to the men who had sur-
rounded the great Roosevelt. 

Truman had no trouble becoming the lead-
er of the free world’s resistance to Commu-
nism. The Soviet Union’s belligerent rapac-
ity after World War II had forced Truman’s 
hand, ruining New Dealers’ dreams—and, 
in the case of double agents like Alger Hiss, 
dark schemes—of a Soviet-American condo-
minium of the world. But nothing had forced 
Truman to reconsider the Democrats’ and the 
whole foreign policy establishment’s heavy bet 
on the United Nations. Moreover, on an in-
stinctive partisan basis, Truman defended his 
foreign policy officials against Republicans 
who attacked them for being soft on Com-
munism in Europe and for having facilitated 
Mao’s victory in China. Not least, ever con-
scious of his humble personal standing, Harry 
Truman was sensitive to what he regarded as 

anybody’s slighting of his authority as presi-
dent, and had a chip on his shoulder about 
people with exalted reputations. “Five-star 
MacArthur,” not only eminent but a Repub-
lican, was at the head of that list. 

For his part, macarthur neither 
knew nor respected Truman. More-
over, he did not grasp the changes that 

had taken place in the attitudes of the ruling 
class’s Democratic contingent, by compari-
son with whom Franklin Roosevelt would 
have been counted as a tough-minded tradi-
tionalist. MacArthur ended up surprised by 
Truman’s refusal to prosecute the Korean 
war to victory even more than he had been 
surprised by Roosevelt’s abandonment of the 
Philippine garrison. For him, such passivity 
was against the logic of command, as well as 
being immoral. 

Truman and his advisers clashed with 
MacArthur over Korea, deepening the di-
vide between the ruling class, led by the 
Democratic Party, and the rest of the coun-

for the buck” and end the Korean war by 
preparing to use them.) But Democrats had 
made opposition to the Chinese National-
ists part of their political identity, and were 
in the process of doing the same with oppo-
sition to using nuclear weapons. MacArthur, 
however, could imagine neither fighting a 
war for any purpose other than victory, nor 
refusing to employ whatever weapons would 
bring victory most directly.

Brands’s introduction leads the 
reader to expect the standard estab-
lishment account: MacArthur’s insub-

ordinate recklessness brought China into the 
Korean war. Had it not been for Truman’s 
steady wisdom the haughty general would 
have plunged America and the world into a 
nuclear holocaust. (The 1999 PBS American 
Experience documentary “MacArthur” made 
this case.) But the book’s account of the half-
year process by which Secretary of State Dean 
Acheson and General Omar Bradley, chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, led Truman 
imperceptibly to switch his priority to theirs 
reads like Iago’s turning of Othello. Relent-
less indirection and innuendo, which played 
on personal foibles, preempted fundamental 
choice.

China policy was always the key. Tru-
man’s instinctive priority, “stopping the 
Communists,” rested on the nation’s most 
renowned soldier, MacArthur, who com-
manded U.S. forces in the region. Truman’s 
early, spontaneous, statements to the press 
might as well have been written by the gen-
eral. What would Truman use to stop the 
Commies? Whatever it takes. Even atom 
bombs? Whatever it takes. How about 
Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist troops from 
Taiwan? Possibly. But Acheson and Brad-
ley’s priorities were to safeguard their now 
tattered Far East foreign policy, the U.N., 
and relationships with Clement Attlee and 
Jawaharlal Nehru, prime ministers of Great 
Britain and India, respectively. Because Tru-
man was never clear in his own mind about 
his options in Korea and the consequences 
of each, it became possible for Acheson and 
Bradley to advance their preferred ends and 
means by fueling a feud with MacArthur.

On June 25, 1950, North Korea invaded 
across the 38th parallel with China’s very 
substantial support and Stalin’s encourage-
ment. Within hours, the advisory group that 
Acheson convened concluded that America’s 
first priority was to place the 7th Fleet in the 
Taiwan Strait to prevent Chiang Kai-shek 
from using the opportunity to attack Mao. 
Two days later, Truman made it official, de-
scribing the move, more innocently than in-

try. Herman and Brands agree that the ten-
sion between Truman and MacArthur re-
flected semi-articulated differences among 
Washington elites about America’s objective 
in Korea. The “containment doctrine” called 
for America to make sure that the Commu-
nist side should lose rather than gain from 
any attempt at expansion. Besides, North 
Korea—along with Stalin and Mao—had 
started a war that was killing Americans. 
MacArthur, like nearly all Americans, be-
lieved there was every reason to win that war 
by liberating all of Korea.

But some, especially in the Democratic 
Party, argued that America’s interest in 
avoiding “a wider war” trumped its interest 
in winning the current one. That argument 
had a partisan as well as an intellectual basis: 
America’s trump cards against China includ-
ed enabling Chinese nationalist forces on 
Taiwan to start a second front against Mao 
Zedong, and the threat to use atomic weap-
ons. (The next president, Dwight Eisenhow-
er, would commend them as a “bigger bang 

Some three fourths
of the Americans

killed in Korea died
after the U.S. government 

stopped trying to
win the war.
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sincerely, as primarily to protect Chiang from 
Mao. Brands writes that Acheson was trying 
to reassure Mao that America had no hostile 
intentions toward his regime. He succeeded 
all too well. 

On july 31, macarthur conferred 
with Chiang on orders from the 
Joint Chiefs. The prestige press, 

“backgrounded” by the foreign policy es-
tablishment, accused MacArthur of having 
planned all manner of joint action with the 
Nationalists against the Communists. The 
general’s own communique had said no such 
thing. Truman, pressed, said that he and 
MacArthur were “in perfect agreement,” but 
denied that anyone was trying to divide him 
from his general.

The seeds were germinating. When the 
Veterans of Foreign Wars invited MacAr-
thur to address their national convention at 
the end of August, the general sent a state-
ment which, inter alia, said that were Taiwan 
to be controlled by an unfriendly power, it 
would be a threat to American security as an 

“unsinkable aircraft carrier and submarine 
tender.” “Nothing could be more fallacious,” 
he wrote, “than the threadbare argument by 
those who advocate appeasement and defeat-
ism in the Pacific that if we defend Formosa 

we alienate continental Asia. Those who 
speak thus do not understand the Orient.” 
According to Brands, Acheson told Tru-
man’s secretary of defense that “the matter 
raised the issue as to who is the President of 
the United States.” More pointedly, though 
Truman agreed with everything MacArthur 
had said, he was “infuriated” that MacAr-
thur “had arrogated to himself the right to 
say it.” Evidently, the latter meant so much 
more to Truman than his agreement with 
the substance of MacArthur’s words that, in 
retrospect, he said, “That’s the day I should 
have fired him.”

But fire him for what? and why did 
he not do it? There was a war going on. 
Americans were dying defending the 

Pusan perimeter on the Korean peninsula’s 
southern tip. MacArthur was two weeks away 
from an operation that would relieve them 
and reverse the war’s tide—an operation that 
Truman had approved against the Washing-
ton establishment’s unanimous advice. The 
president had no objection to what MacAr-
thur was doing in Korea. It was clear enough 
that the Republican general was at odds with 
the Democratic Party’s overall foreign policy. 
But Truman’s political and personal partisan 
sentiments were not strong enough for him 

to eclipse substantive concern for the Korean 
war’s outcome. Not yet.

Thanks to MacArthur’s September land-
ing of a corps of U.S. Army and Marines at 
Inchon in the rear of North Korean forces, 
North Korea’s army practically disintegrated. 
Nothing stood in the way of America’s victory. 
Truman summoned MacArthur to a meeting 
on Wake Island on October 15. MacArthur, 
seeing it as a pre-election photo op, treated 
it, and Truman, with transparent contempt. 
The Washington contingent bristled. The 
conferees discussed the possibility of China’s 
intervention, agreed it was unlikely, and that 
the U.S. had ample forces to deal with what-
ever the Chinese might bring. Herman sums 
up the mutually antagonistic mindset with 
which MacArthur and the Washington insid-
ers left Wake: “Each expected, and was wait-
ing for, the other to make a misstep, and all 
were focused on how they could correct the 
error when it came.”

Once the danger of Americans being 
slaughtered and driven into the sea had 
passed, the unresolved question of war aims 
had become salient. In September a National 
Security Council paper stated, “The political 
objective of the United Nations in Korea is to 
bring about the complete independence and 
unity of Korea.” But it added a caveat:
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If the present United Nations action 
in Korea can accomplish this objective 
without substantial risk of general war 
with the Soviet Union or Communist 
China, it would be in our interest to 
advocate the pressing of the United Na-
tions action to this conclusion. It would 
not be in our national interest…to take 
action in Korea which would involve a 
substantial risk of general war.

Further, “In no circumstances should other 
U.N. forces be used in the northeastern prov-
ince bordering the Soviet Union or in the area 
along the Manchurian border.” Where that 
left the commander of U.S. forces in Korea 
was anyone’s guess.

Truman, following acheson, urged 
MacArthur not to threaten the Soviets 
and Chinese militarily in Korea, while 

keeping before them “the recklessness of ac-
tive intervention on their part.” No one hint-
ed how that might be done without posing a 
threat to them. In fact, on October 8 Tru-
man authorized MacArthur to occupy land 
north of the 38th parallel. Three generations 
of progressives have argued that the Chinese 
army’s massive intrusion into Korea (the first 
encounter occurred on October 21 some 50 
miles south of the Yalu River border) was due 
to MacArthur’s order to his troops on Octo-
ber 24 to secure all of Korea. Why had Mao 
mustered a half million men and their equip-
ment to China’s remotest northeast in the first 
place? How many months had it taken him to 
do it?

In fact, Acheson and his foreign policy es-
tablishment’s view of Mao had been mistaken 
all along. Mao intended for his side to win—
with North Korean troops if possible, with 
Chinese ones if need be. The CIA, estimating 
that China would not invade, got it wrong as 
always. But the New York Times’s high-level 
sources knew whom to blame for the “wider 
war.” Brands writes that columnist James Res-
ton became their voice: MacArthur had per-
suaded Truman against his better judgment 
to let U.S. troops approach China. Truman 
had gone along because crossing MacArthur 
before the congressional elections would have 
been disastrous. Now things would change. 
Truman told everyone, including Clement 
Attlee, that the Chinese had “proved [MacAr-
thur] wrong,” and that from now on the gen-
eral was “on a short leash.”

Herman, not Brands, describes what 
that leash meant in terms of military opera-
tions. MacArthur’s calm in the face of pos-
sible, then actual, Chinese intervention had 
been due to his faith in the overwhelming 

air power at his command. With it, he could 
isolate the battlefield, starving, disarming, 
and decimating his opponents. But restric-
tion on the use of American airpower was 
the first of the jerks on the leash. Pilots or-
dered to bomb bridges on the twisting Yalu, 
were forbidden from crossing Chinese terri-
tory, leaving them unable to reach some of 
the most important bridges at all. The routes 
to others were so predictable that the pilots 
were exposed to massive anti-aircraft attacks. 
Without the air support they had counted 
on, American troops were unable to halt the 
Chinese advance until well south of the 38th 
parallel. What should American troops do 
in such a quandary, also lacking authoriza-
tion to use control of the sea to strike behind 
enemy lines?

Washington’s “responsible offi-
cials,” up to and including Truman, 
refused to take responsibility for or-

dering any course of action whatever. Brands 
gives the fuller account. MacArthur, the op-
tion of victory having been denied, asked, “Is 
the present objective of United States politi-
cal policy to maintain a military position in 
Korea—indefinitely, for a limited time, or to 
minimize losses by evacuation as soon as it 
can be accomplished?” Brands writes, “Dean 
Acheson read MacArthur’s letter with aston-
ishment,” saying afterwards that MacArthur 
was “incurably recalcitrant and basically dis-
loyal to the purposes of his commander in 
chief.” But what were these purposes, and how 
did they translate into how and why Ameri-
can draftees were dying? 

Truman, on advice of his counselors, had 
resisted bipartisan calls for a declaration of 
war. Such a request would have forced his 
administration to define and submit its ob-
jectives to a vote by both Houses of Congress. 
But by creating the fiction that the war was by, 
of, and for the United Nations, Truman et al. 
believed they were gaining flexibility, which is 
of great strategic value—but only to leaders 
who know what they’re doing. But Truman 
and his advisors did not, so their flexibility 
and disunity acted like a sail in the winds of 
events. 

Truman, after convening the National Se-
curity Council, also chose not to answer Mac-
Arthur’s request for orders. “This present 
telegram is not to be taken in any sense as a 
directive. Its purpose is to give you something 
of what is in our minds.” U.S. troops’ success-
ful resistance would demonstrate that aggres-
sion does not pay and would encourage others 
to believe in America’s pledges of assistance. 

“We recognize, of course, that continued re-
sistance might not be militarily possible with 

the limited forces with which you are being 
called upon to meet large Chinese armies…if 
we must withdraw from Korea, it [must] be 
clear to the world that that course is forced 
upon us by military necessity.” Translated 
from bureaucratese, the message was: hold on 
with the forces and restrictions you’ve got, re-
gardless of how many American lives it costs. 

And cost it did. Some three fourths of the 
Americans killed in Korea died after the U.S. 
government stopped trying to win the war. 
Since Truman’s decision taught the world 
that no-win wars were now the American 
ruling class’s modus operandi, the cost of three 
later generations’ wars, including the incalcu-
lable toll of domestic decay resulting from 
Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan, should also 
be added in.

The november 1950 elections had 
repudiated Democratic foreign policy. 
Democrats retained narrow majorities 

on Capitol Hill, but lost 28 seats in the House 
and five in the Senate. On March 20, 1951, 
Douglas MacArthur had answered a private 
letter from Republican Representative Joseph 
Martin, the House minority leader, seeking 
his views on opening a Chinese National-
ist front against China’s effort in Korea. On 
April 5, Martin read MacArthur’s answer 
from the House floor. The Truman Adminis-
tration chose to see this as something akin to 
a military coup, and fired MacArthur in the 
name of civilian supremacy. In fact, however, 
MacArthur had become a clear and present 
danger not to the U.S. Constitution, but to 
the preferences and reputations of the Dem-
ocratic Party’s foreign policy apparatchiks, 
and to Truman’s ego—domestic politics writ 
small. 

MacArthur returned from Korea to a con-
quering hero’s reception: ticker-tape parades 
and a speech to a joint session of Congress. 
The pledge he made and kept to “ just fade 
away” belied the contention that he had tried 
to usurp the Constitution, and bolstered the 
two warnings he left his fellow citizens. First, 

“In war, there is no substitute for victory.” For-
getting something so very basic had been no 
mere mistake, but a symptom of moral de-
cay. Hence his other warning: “History fails 
to record a single precedent in which nations 
subject to moral decay have not passed into 
political and economic decline. There has 
been either a spiritual awakening to overcome 
the moral lapse, or a progressive deterioration 
leading to ultimate national disaster.”

Angelo M. Codevilla is a senior fellow of the Cla-
remont Institute and professor emeritus of Inter-
national Relations at Boston University.
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Book Review by Mackubin Thomas Owens

Faithful and Honorable
William Tecumseh Sherman: In the Service of My Country: A Life, by James Lee McDonough.

W.W. Norton & Company, 832 pages, $39.95

William tecumseh sherman: in 
the Service of My Country is the 
first biography by James Lee Mc-

Donough, a well-regarded Civil War historian 
and professor emeritus at Auburn University 
who has written extensively on the war in the 
West, including Shiloh, Chattanooga, Stones 
River/Murfreesboro, battles in Kentucky, 
and John Bell Hood’s Tennessee campaign. 
Biographies are hard, even for accomplished 
historians, but McDonough provides a bal-
anced portrait of his complex and controver-
sial subject, showing how the man and the na-
tion grew up together.

Born in Ohio in 1820, the son of a success-
ful lawyer who died when Sherman was nine, 
the future general was raised by Charles Ew-
ing, his father’s close friend and a prominent 
Whig. At age 16 he enrolled in West Point, 
and upon graduation saw duty throughout 
the South, including service during the Sec-
ond Seminole War. One of the few Civil War 
generals to miss action in the Mexican War, 

he served instead in an administrative capac-
ity in California.

Sherman married his foster sister, Ellen 
Ewing, in 1850, at a time when his father-in-
law was serving in Zachary Taylor’s cabinet. 
(The president attended the wedding.) Ellen 
spent money beyond her husband’s income, 
one of several reasons the marriage was trou-
bled. She was also a devout Catholic, while he 
had so little use for the Church that he be-
came estranged from a son who entered the 
priesthood. In addition, Ellen often chose to 
stay close to her parents rather than accom-
pany Sherman to his duty stations. Finally 
and most importantly, Ellen and her family 
constantly pressured Sherman to leave the 
army, the one American institution he loved 
unreservedly.

A combination of their entreaties, financial 
difficulties, and the belief that missing ac-
tion in Mexico would make promotions dif-
ficult led Sherman to resign his commission 
in 1853. He first become a banker, and was an 

honest, conscientious businessman who did 
well initially, but later suffered from the eco-
nomic recession of the late 1850s. In 1859 he 
became superintendent of the Louisiana State 
Seminary of Learning and Military Academy, 
which later became Louisiana State Univer-
sity. He was popular in the state, despite the 
abolitionist views of his younger brother, an 
Ohio congressman. (John Sherman went on 
to serve in the U.S. Senate, and two presi-
dent’s cabinets. He is best remembered today 
for authoring the Sherman Antitrust Act of 
1890.)

Though sympathetic to the south-
ern position on slavery, William Sher-
man opposed any attempt to break up 

the Union. (He was, in this respect, typical of 
many Americans of his day, soldiers includ-
ed.) Sherman’s views on slavery were closer to 
Stephen Douglas’s than to Abraham Lincoln’s. 
He didn’t see it as a moral issue, adhering to 
the position of most Democrats, both “Cop-
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perheads” and War Democrats alike—“the 
Union as it was; the Constitution as it is”—
despite his Whig upbringing and sympathies.
Sherman became one of the Civil War’s most 
successful generals, but only after his share of 
setbacks, as McDonough shows. Though one 
of the few Union commanders to distinguish 
himself at the battle of First Manassas early in 
the war, his subsequent command of the De-
partment of the Cumberland was disastrous. 
Responsible for an extended geographical re-
gion for which he had insufficient resources, 
Sherman suffered a breakdown and was sent 
home on leave. The situation was exacerbated 
by press reports that he was “insane.” 

At Shiloh, he was badly surprised by the 
initial Confederate attack, but redeemed 
himself once the battle began, coolly and ef-
fectively leading his division in the face of the 
Rebel onslaught. Later, he questioned Ulysses 
Grant’s unorthodox plan for the Vicksburg 
campaign: crossing the Mississippi south of 
the city, abandoning Union supply lines, and 
investing Vicksburg from the south and east. 
He later admitted to Grant, however, that his 
objections were misplaced. Indeed, the Vicks-
burg campaign remains one of the very best 
examples of operational art in American mili-
tary history.

Sherman’s greatest generalship 
during the war was the masterly 1864 
campaign to capture Atlanta. Succeed-

ing Grant, who had been elevated to command 
of all Union armies in March 1864, Sherman 
commanded an army group comprising the 
armies of the Tennessee, the Cumberland, 
and the Ohio. He skillfully maneuvered Con-
federate general Joseph Johnston out of a suc-
cession of strong positions between Chatta-
nooga and Atlanta with relatively little blood-
shed, save for an ill-advised frontal assault at 
Kennesaw Mountain. McDonough credits 
Sherman’s mastery of logistics—a factor of-
ten overlooked by military historians—for 
much of the campaign’s success. After John 
Bell Hood replaced Johnston as the Confed-
erate commander, Sherman repulsed a se-
ries of Rebel attacks, finally forcing Hood 
to abandon Atlanta. Its fall in September 
1864—“Atlanta is ours and fairly won,” tele-
graphed Sherman to President Lincoln—
contributed greatly to Lincoln’s reelection.

The great controversy about Sherman re-
mains his expulsion of Atlanta’s residents af-
ter its capture, and his subsequent “march to 
the sea,” all designed to break the Southern 
population’s will. Although he adequately 
describes these events, McDonough doesn’t 
judge them, a shocking omission given their 
centrality to Sherman’s reputation. The 

author never asks what we should make of 
them. 

Others have. In The Hard Hand of War 
(1995), Mark Grimsley traced Union policy 
toward Southerners, which evolved from 

“reconciliation” to “pragmatism” and finally 
to “hard war.” Sherman’s actions at Atlanta 
and after represented the final stage, in which 
Southerners were identified as either Union-
ist, neutral, or secessionist—and treated ac-
cordingly. The last group was the target of 
what Grimsley calls “directed severity,” a mix-
ture of ferocity and restraint, characterized by 
greater destruction of public property than 
private property, and a general unwillingness 
to harm civilians physically.

Sherman sought to “make Georgia howl” 
in his march from Atlanta to Savannah. “We 
are not only fighting hostile armies, but a hos-
tile people,” he reasoned, “and we must make 
old and young, rich and poor, feel the hard 
hand of war.” Why? “We cannot change the 
hearts and minds of those people of the South, 
but we can make war so terrible…[and] make 
them so sick of war that generations would 
pass away before they would again appeal 

In The Soul of Battle (1999), Victor Davis 
Hanson argued the opposite: the march to 
the sea’s justifiable psychological purpose 
was to demonstrate to Southern civilians 
that “they could be hurt” and “the Confed-
erate government was powerless to protect 
them.” According to Hanson, Sherman’s 
army exhibited the “soul of battle,” which 
occurs when a just cause combines with the 
right commanding general, who then creates 
an instrument of retribution, imbues it with 
moral fervor, and turns “the horror of kill-
ing to a higher purpose of saving lives and 
freeing the enslaved.” Sherman’s Army of the 
West changed the psychological and mate-
rial course of the Civil War by freeing black 
slaves and discrediting the planter aristoc-
racy, which had pushed for secession, by re-
vealing that they could protect neither their 
own homes and families nor anyone else’s.

Mcdonough’s portrait of sher-
man transcends the Civil War, al-
though that cataclysmic event is 

central to his image. In illuminating Sher-
man’s life, McDonough simultaneously 
paints a portrait of his America, especially 
the relationship between American society 
and its army. Sherman frequently expressed 
contempt for politicians, despite his brother 
John’s prominent career. His initial impres-
sion of Lincoln was negative, although that 
soon changed. He was especially disdainful 
of political generals, such as Lincoln’s friend, 
the Illinois politician John McClernand. Both 
during the war and his tenure afterwards as 
commanding general of the army, from 1869 
to 1883, he resented civilian secretaries of war 
who intervened in military affairs. 

He created problems for himself by re-
sisting Secretary of War Edwin Stanton’s 
efforts to enlist black soldiers in the Union 
army. While the War Department was ac-
tively recruiting black soldiers by 1864, the 
only African-American troops in Sherman’s 
forces were members of “pioneer” units, i.e., 
laborers. This disagreement probably con-
tributed to the crisis concerning the terms of 
surrender that Sherman offered to Johnston 
in North Carolina. There is no question that 
Sherman, believing he was operating accord-
ing to the conciliatory spirit of Lincoln, ex-
ceeded his authority by discussing political 
issues. But Stanton’s venomous reaction, go-
ing so far as to accuse him of disloyalty and 
treasonous behavior, was excessive. Although 
the crisis passed, Sherman never forgave 
Stanton, ostentatiously refusing to shake the 
latter’s hand during the final review of the 
Grand Army of the Republic. The conflict 
with Stanton colored Commanding General 

to it.” Sherman contended that the United 
States and its representatives had the right 
to “remove and destroy every obstacle—if 
need be, take every life, every acre of land, 
every particle of property, everything that to 
us seems proper…. [A]ll who do not aid are 
enemies, and we will not account to them for 
our acts.”

Mcdonough claims that sher-
man was familiar with Carl von 
Clausewitz’s On War. There is no 

real evidence to support this claim, but the 
march to the sea does reflect Clausewitz’s 
maxim that war “cannot be considered to have 
ended so long as the enemy’s will has not been 
broken.”

Many have criticized Sherman for his ac-
tions. “Had a triumphant Confederacy held 
war crimes trials, William Tecumseh Sher-
man would have been the first man indicted,” 
an earlier biographer, Lee Kennett, wrote. “If 
nothing else, his habitual verbal violence, his 
talk of making Georgia ‘howl,’ of inciting 
‘fear and dread,’ and the like, would have con-
demned him.”

Sherman sought to
“make Georgia howl”

in his march 
to Savannah.
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Sherman’s subsequent relations with the vari-
ous secretaries of war. 

The Civil War also illuminated a civil-
military divide that can be traced to the very 
beginnings of the Republic: regular soldiers 
versus citizen soldiers. As a West Point grad-
uate, Sherman preferred regular officers and 
never trusted “talented amateurs,” such as 
John Logan. A competent general respected 
by his troops, Logan assumed temporary 
command of the Army of the Tennessee after 
James McPherson’s death during one of the 
many battles around Atlanta. But after the 
fighting Sherman assigned permanent com-
mand of the army to O.O. Howard, a West 
Pointer. Sherman’s decision angered Logan, 
feeding his resentment toward West Point 
and regular officers in general. Returning to 
Congress after the war, Logan became chair-
man of the House Military Affairs Commit-
tee during Sherman’s tenure as commanding 
general, and got his revenge by introducing a 
bill that reduced the size of the army and cut 
Sherman’s salary as well as that of other gen-
erals. He also took aim at West Point. 

Although mcdonough does address 
the Sherman-Logan dispute, his all-
too-brief treatment of Sherman’s ex-

tended postwar tenure constitutes a major 
shortcoming of an otherwise excellent biogra-
phy. Sherman’s main concern in those years 
was Indian policy, but the real story of his 
postwar career is how difficult civil-military 
relations became for a prolonged period.

The genesis of the problem was that the 
army found itself under attack by both sides 
in the Reconstruction fights between Presi-
dent Andrew Johnson and the Congress, 

dominated by Radical Republicans. The 
low point came when Congress sought to 
limit Johnson’s power while Grant was still 
commanding general. The army was sucked 
into a constitutional crisis. Grant, unable 
to avoid taking sides, supported Congress. 
After Sherman made some ill-advised com-
ments, Johnson considered him a possible 
ally and proposed a new military command 
under Sherman for the capital. Sherman 
barely avoided being swept into Johnson’s 
praetorian scheme.

Having narrowly survived this crisis, 
Sherman naturally believed that President 
Grant would support him as commanding 
general against civilian interference. But 
Grant allowed successive secretaries of war 
to marginalize Sherman, causing a rift be-
tween the old comrades. In addition, Sher-
man moved his headquarters to St. Louis, 
where he concentrated on writing his mem-
oirs. Even after his nemesis, Secretary of 
War William Belknap, resigned from office 
over charges of corruption, it took repeated 
pleas from his brother, other generals, and 
Belknap’s successor to get Sherman to re-
turn to the capital. 

The contested election of 1876 placed Sher-
man in the center of another constitutional 
crisis. As both political parties threatened 
to use force to install their candidates, Sher-
man quietly prepared to maintain order in the 
capital in the event of violence. Although the 

“bargain of ’77” prevented bloodshed, it also 
led to an extended political stalemate during 
which the army became a pawn in the struggle 
between Republicans and Democrats. 

The Democrats in particular targeted the 
army, which had been deployed by the federal 

government to prevent the intimidation of 
black voters in the South during Reconstruc-
tion. In order to restrict the use of the army 
for domestic law enforcement, the Democrats 
blocked the 1877 military appropriations bill, 
leaving officers and soldiers without pay dur-
ing a particularly busy time: the pursuit of the 
Nez Perce Indian tribe in the Northwest, and 
maintaining order during the great railroad 
strike.

The crisis of 1877 did provide an op-
portunity for reform in 1878. One re-
sult was a rollback on the use of federal 

troops as a posse comitatus in Reconstruction, 
which pleased Sherman because it removed 
the army from local politics. Another was the 
creation of a commission to examine military 
reform. Sherman’s protégé, the remarkable 
officer Emory Upton, proposed reforms that 
were rejected at the time but adopted later, 
marking a watershed in the professionaliza-
tion of the army. McDonough mentions Up-
ton in passing but does not do justice to his 
role. 

Sherman died in 1891 and was buried with 
other members of his family in St. Louis. A 
plain monument stands nearby, a ten-foot 
shaft inscribed with the words, “Faithful and 
Honorable.” James Lee McDonough has done 
a good job of demonstrating that these words 
truly characterize William Tecumseh Sher-
man’s service to the Republic.

 
Mackubin Thomas Owens is dean of academics 
at the Institute of World Politics in Washington, 
D.C., and editor of Orbis, the quarterly journal 
of the Foreign Policy Research Institute (FPRI) 
in Philadelphia.
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Essay by Allen C. Guelzo

Defending Reconstruction

There are no reconstruction re-
enactors. And who would want to be? 
Reconstruction is the disappointing 

epilogue to the American Civil War, a sort 
of Grimm fairy tale stepchild of the war and 
the ugly duckling of American history. Even 
Abraham Lincoln was uneasy at using the 
word “reconstruction”—he qualified it with 
add-ons like “what is called reconstruction” or 

“a plan of reconstruction (as the phrase goes)”—
and preferred to speak of the “re-inauguration 
of the national authority” or the need to “re-
inaugurate loyal state governments.” Unlike 
the drama of the war years, Reconstruction 
has no official starting or ending date. Al-
though we usually bookend the period with 
the Confederate surrender in 1865 and the 
withdrawal of federal occupation troops in 
1877, people had been talking about “recon-
struction” even before the shooting began in 
1861, and the federal occupation troops who 
were withdrawn in 1877 were by that time lit-
tle more than a corporal’s guard. In some sense, 
Reconstruction ended when Democrats man-
aged to regain control of the House of Repre-
sentatives in 1874; other parts of it spluttered 
on till the appearance of Jim Crow in the 1890s 
and Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. 

Even more difficult than sticking dates on it, 
Reconstruction is difficult to grade. The best 
that has been said for it was that it was “unfin-
ished”; the worst that it was a “mistake.” Yet, 
in its most fundamental sense, Reconstruc-

tion was actually a surprising success. The 
secessionist regimes in the Southern states 
were deposed, new federally-supervised gov-
ernments were put in their place, and one-
by-one the rebel states were restored to the 
Union—which is to say, they sent representa-
tives and senators to Congress, acknowledged 
federal laws passed by Congress, and obeyed 
the federal military and civilian institutions 
which implemented them. Military occupa-
tion, marvelled the North American Review in 
1872, was managed with a mild hand, deploy-
ing “out of the reduced army of thirty thou-
sand men” that remained after postwar demo-
bilization in 1865 “only one-tenth for service at 
the South.” As Walt Whitman wrote, almost 
in self-congratulation, Reconstruction “has 
been paralleled nowhere in the world—in any 
other country on the globe the whole batch of 
the Confederate leaders would have had their 
heads cut off.” (Ironically, most of the violence 
that pockmarked Reconstruction was inflict-
ed on the victors, not the vanquished.) 

Take it a step further: if the point of 
the Civil War was to reestablish a federal 
Union—a genuinely federal Union in which 
neither the states nor the federal government 
claimed exclusive sovereignty, but shared 
it in a federal system—then Reconstruc-
tion should be as much a source of national 
self-admiration as the Civil War long has 
been. The next half-century proved to be the 
Golden Age of constitutional state rights, 

with states taking up the political initiative 
in terms of civic reform, women’s rights, and 
public education long before the federal gov-
ernment ever noticed them.

But that, of course, is not the way Recon-
struction has been taught to most of us. For 
decades, both the hell-no partisans of the Lost 
Cause and turn-of-the-century Southern Pro-
gressives maintained that Reconstruction was 
a nightmare inflicted on them by a psychoti-
cally vengeful coterie of Radical Republicans 
in Congress led by Thaddeus Stevens, Charles 
Sumner, and Ben Wade. This view depicts 
Reconstruction as a kind of Vichy occupa-
tion, partly a draconian direct rule by schem-
ing, unscrupulous Northern interlopers 
called “carpetbaggers,” and partly an unstable 
domination by Southern turncoats known as 

“scalawags.” In the work of the then-reigning 
prince of Reconstruction historians, William 
A. Dunning, Reconstruction was only tempo-
rarily successful, and for all the wrong reasons. 
It demonstrated the excesses of democracy, 
especially in giving the vote to freed slaves, 
and produced what Progressives regarded as 
the mortal sins of unmanaged government—
inefficiency and corruption. 

The Dunning School hit its first major op-
position in the 1930s, beginning with the at-
tacks launched by W.E.B. Du Bois in Black 
Reconstruction in America (1935) and James 
S. Allen (the nom-de-plume of Sol Auerbach) 
in Reconstruction: The Battle for Democ-



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2017
Page 78

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

(1965) started the supplanting, followed by 
John and LaWanda Cox, Richard Current, 
Allen W. Trelease, and finally by Eric Foner’s 
massive Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished 
Revolution, 1863–1877 (1988). 

Competing Economies

Noble as their intentions were, 
the anti-Dunningites had their 
faults, too. Du Bois, Allen, Stampp, 

and Foner were writing from self-consciously 
Marxist frameworks that forbade any other 
understanding of Reconstruction but through 
class and revolution, with race sometimes de-
ployed as a surrogate for class. Reconstruction 
thus became the moment when working-class 
blacks and whites together had an opportuni-
ty to create a new economic and political order 
in the South. They had been encouraged in 
this alliance by the so-called bourgeoisie, who 
saw this rising proletariat as a useful ally in 
their war against the feudal aristocracy. Alas, 
as the Marxists saw it, bourgeois revolutions 
frighten their own architects, since the bour-
geoisie are themselves the owners of prop-
erty—in this case, industrial property—and 
quickly come to see that in empowering peas-
ants and workers, they have created a Fran-
kenstein monster that has no more respect for 

the bourgeoisie than it had for the aristocrats. 
At that moment of self-realization, the bour-
geoisie strain to stuff the revolutionary genie 
back into the lamp from which it was conjured. 

“The bourgeoisie,” wrote Lenin, “strives to put 
an end to the bourgeois revolution halfway 
from its destination, when freedom has been 
only half won, by a deal with the old authori-
ties and the landlords.” But the genie cannot 
be stuffed; it is only stunned, and in time it 
will reawaken with renewed strength as the 
guide and leader of the socialist revolution, 
and finish-off industrial capitalism the way 
the bourgeoisie overthrew the aristocrats. Du 
Bois in particular bears the impress of this no-
tion of Reconstruction as a bourgeois revolu-
tion, for in Du Bois’s telling, Reconstruction’s 

“vision of democracy across racial lines” was 
undone by a “counterrevolution of property.” 

There are, however, two significant hurdles 
to accepting this definition of Reconstruction 
as a conventional “bourgeois revolution.” As 
historians like James Huston, David Mont-
gomery, and Robert Gordon have shown, the 
contest which was waged between 1861 and 
1865 was not between a Southern mint-julep-
sipping aristocracy and a smoke-belching fac-
tory capitalism, but between two versions of 
agrarianism, between the free-labor family 
farm and the slave-labor cotton plantation. 

racy (1937). The Dunning School, Du Bois 
protested, had succeeded in making every 

“child in the street” believe that “the history 
of the United States from 1866 to 1876 is 
something of which the nation ought to be 
ashamed.” Reconstruction might not have 
been a proud achievement, but Reconstruc-
tion actually set an example “to democratic 
government and the labor movement today.” 
Allen agreed: “The destruction of the slave 
power was the basis for real national unity 
and the further development of capitalism, 
which would produce conditions most favor-
able for the growth of the labor movement.” 
The Dunningites thought that radical Re-
construction was something to be deplored, 
and cheered when it failed; the revisionists 
agreed that it failed, but wept. Southern 
blacks, in Du Bois’s phrase, “went free; stood 
a brief moment in the sun; then moved back 
into slavery.” 

Unhappily, neither Du Bois nor Allen pos-
sessed a broad platform on which to rally a 
counter-movement. It would not be until the 
1960s, after the emergence of the civil rights 
movement as a “second Reconstruction,” that 
the idols of the Dunning School really be-
gan to fall. John Hope Franklin’s Reconstruc-
tion After the Civil War (1961) and Kenneth 
Stampp’s The Era of Reconstruction, 1865-77 
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Jordan M. Steiker

“A clear and comprehensive look at 
the 40-year modern history of capital 
punishment in the United States since 
its reinstatement in 1976 . . .  The Steikers 
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Eleanor Cook

“Cook, an eminent literary scholar, 
takes on one of the great 20th-century 
poets and offers a new perspective 
informed by her own poetic sensibility 
and skill at close reading. She 
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Only in Rhode Island did workers in Ameri-
can factories amount to more than 20% of the 
population (although Massachusetts was a 
close second); in the West, the numbers rarely 
topped 1%. Not until the 20th century would 
the United States begin to emerge as a genu-
ine industrial power, and with it, an economy 
which could be clearly demarcated by class 
conflict.

But a greater problem with the Marxist 
construct of a bourgeois revolution is that 
there is no evidence whatsoever that the revo-
lutionaries who essayed to build a bourgeois 
South ever panicked at the prospect of em-
powering blacks or poor whites, or betrayed 
them by establishing a self-protecting alliance 
with the aristocrats. To the contrary, Recon-
struction was a bourgeois revolution that was 
crushed by the resurgent political power of a 
bloodied but unbowed aristocracy, establish-
ing alliances of its own with the emerging in-
dustrial proletariat of the postwar North. 

Free Labor

The goal of abolishing slavery was 
often not, as we are tempted to see it, 
a crusade to right a racial injustice; for 

many Republicans abolishing slavery was not 
much of a racial question at all, but rather an 
economic one. The Union “represents the prin-
ciples of free labor,” declared New York Evening 
Post editor William Cullen Bryant, and only 
when “the victory of the Northern society of 
free labor over the landed monopoly of the 
Southern aristocracy” was complete would the 
war be over. In the most basic sense, free labor 
was simply a shorthand for liberal economic 
democracy. Among free labor’s fundamental 
tenets were the encouragement of small-scale 
manufacturing, especially through govern-
ment-sponsored “internal improvements” in 
the form of canals, highways, and railroads; 
economic mobility, with constant movement 
up the ladder of classes; and the practice of a 
constellation of bourgeois virtues—thrift, pru-
dence, industry, religious faith, temperance, ra-
tionality, nationalism—which would all tend 
together to dignify what the New York Ameri-
can described in 1834 as both “the enterprising 
mechanic, who raises himself by his ingenious 
labors from the dust and turmoil of his work-
shop, to an abode of ease and elegance” and 

“the industrious tradesman, whose patient fru-
gality enables him at last to accumulate enough 
to forego the duties of the counter and indulge 
a well-earned leisure.”

In the eyes of the free-labor middle class, 
the mistake of the South had been to allow the 
thousand-bale planters to turn the Enlighten-
ment clock backwards to medieval serfdom. 

“Who knows,” asked the New-York Daily Tri-
bune, “but we may see revived [in the South] 
the feudal tenures—maiden-right, wardship, 
baronial robberies, the seizure of white chil-
dren for the market, military service, and the 
horrible hardships of villenage which men 
have fondly deemed forever abolished” as the 
logical corollaries of slavery. In the South, the 
ruling class of “monarchists and aristocrats” 
had shunned government-sponsored improve-
ments, cultivated a style based on braggadocio, 
and held poor whites and black slaves in the 
grip of a permanent and oppressive hierarchy. 

“There labor has been degraded, the laborer left 
untaught,” warned the Chicago Tribune in 1864, 

“thus converting half the Union into a charnel 
house of despotism, without a free religion, 
free speech, free press or free schools.” The 
Civil War, however, had swept this “despotism” 
away, and cleared the path for introducing into 
the South what Republican Congressman 
James Campbell called a New England-style 

“high type” of culture: “the cultivated valley, the 
peaceful village, the church, the school-house, 

his spine. He opened a law office and became 
president of a small wood-handle business, the 
Snow Turning Company, whose success left 
him “perfectly thunderstruck at the profits” as 
well as the good wages paid to its largely black 
workforce. John Hay, who had been Lincoln’s 
private secretary, was another example. Hay 
had been sent in 1864 to register Southern-
ers willing to take the oath of allegiance, and 
came away sufficiently intrigued by Florida (“It 
is the only thing that smells of the Original 
Eden on the Continent”) that he bought land 
to grow oranges near St. Augustine. Even Har-
riet Beecher Stowe, the author of Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin, bought orange groves near Jacksonville, 
moved South, and created a free-labor colony 
around the village of Mandarin. “People came 
hither from the North,” wrote a New Orleans 
contributor to DeBow’s Review, “with the idea 
that they were coming to an El Dorado, where 
fortunes were to be gained in a day.” 

Here was a real bourgeois revolution—not 
in the Marxist sense of being a necessary foot-
stool to the “real” proletarian revolution—but 
an Enlightenment counter-revolution against 
what the Northern middle classes feared 
might be the real wave of the future: the Ro-
mantic renascence of oligarchy and monarchy. 

Lost Cause

The principal obstacle to realizing 
this dream was the refusal of the de-
feated Southern planter class to admit 

that it had been defeated, for that class had by 
no means been swept away by the war. They, 
too, had lived by a set of presuppositions, but 
one based on a general suspicion of middle 
class ambitions. “The typical Southerner,” 
feared a contributor to the Atlantic Monthly, 

“possessed a…cast of character which was 
founded mainly on family, distinction, social 
culture, exemption from toil, and command 
over the lives and fortunes of his underlings.” 
Not only the culture of the South, but its 
physical circumstances, too, helped sustain its 
recalcitrant feudalism. The South owned only 
12% of the nation’s mills and factories, and 
employed as laborers in those establishments 
only 7% of its population. Cotton agriculture 
remained after 1865, as it had been before the 
war, the producer of the United States’s single 
most valuable export commodity (some 32% 
of all exports as late as 1889). And no wonder: 
while commodity prices for wheat, corn, and 
coal had operated (except for the war years) 
within fairly narrow ranges, cotton was selling 
above all its pre-war highs; in Georgia, Ala-
bama, Mississippi, and Arkansas cotton acre-
age and production expanded, employing a 
black labor force indistinguishable from that 

and thronging cities.” The South “under the 
old system” was adverse to “manufacturing and 
commercial enterprises.”

But now, the “tide of free labor” which would 
rush into the conquered Confederacy “will be 
incalculable.” The South’s “worn-out planta-
tions will become thriving farms,” rejoiced the 
Continental Monthly in 1862, “its mines and 
inexhaustible water-powers will call into play 
the incessant demand and supply of vigorous 
industry and active capital.” Reconstruction of-
fered a means of refashioning the entire labor 
system of the South, provided, wrote Union 
veteran Albion Tourgée, that the South was 

“desouthernized and thoroughly nationalized.” 
Tourgée was an example of how eager North-
erners were to help this process along. Born 
in Ohio and educated in New York, he had 
served in the 105th Ohio, endured the suffer-
ings of Libby Prison as a prisoner-of-war, and 
settled in Greensboro, North Carolina, at 
the end of the war in order to find relief in a 
warmer climate for a wound that had damaged 

Reconstruction
was a bourgeois

revolution that was
crushed by the resurgent 

political power of a
bloodied but unbowed 

aristocracy.
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under slavery. Great Britain in the decade 
after the Civil War still bought 58% of the 
cotton it imported for textile manufacturing 
from the United States, and that would con-
tinue to rise through 1876. 

Despite the economic impoverishment im-
posed on the South by the war and the legal ab-
olition of slavery, the patterns of economic pro-
duction remained remarkably unchanged. In 
western Alabama’s “black belt,” 236 landown-
ers possessed at least $10,000 in real estate in 
1860 (with the median landholding amounting 
to 1600 acres); 101 of those landowners were 
still in possession in 1870—which was about 
the same rate of persistence over time which 
had prevailed before the war. And it was notice-
able that, outside the principal cities, the great 
marker of a free economy—the use of cash as 
a medium of exchange—entered only fitfully 
into Southern calculations. The New York 
Cash Store in Greenville, Alabama, advertised 
(despite its name) that “we will take in exchange 
for goods, country produce, particularly Eggs, 
Chickens, Bees Wax, Dry Hides, Peas, Corn 
Meal, and anything else that we can dispose of.” 

Former slaveholders, thanks in large mea-
sure to President Andrew Johnson’s amnesties 
and the failure to break up or even confiscate 
rebel land-holdings, were thus free to use cot-
ton profits to maintain a version of the planta-
tion system, closing off opportunities for the 
newly freed slaves to acquire land and forcing 
them into peonage. “The relation of master 
and slave no longer exists here,” wrote one 
Mississippi valley planter, “but out of it has 
evolved that of patron and retainer,” which 
was a far cry from “one purely of business” or 

“the ordinary relation of landlord and tenant 
or of employer and employee.” Slavery might 
have been legally dead, but it was only being 
replaced by hutted serfdom.

Northern free-labor apostles grew dis-
couraged at the poor inroads they had made 
on Southern culture, and went home, disil-
lusioned. They were, sighed Charles Gayarré 
in the North American Review in 1877, only 

“merchants, shopkeepers, mechanics, manu-
facturers, speculators, brokers, bankers” and 
not “barons after the fashion of the South.” 
They were subject to harrassment, shunning 
and violence, and stigmatized as “carpetbag-
gers.” Leander Bigger, an Ohioan who moved 
to South Carolina after service in the Union 
army, described the burning of a store he 
owned west of Manning, South Carolina, 
where the chief offense seemed to have been 

his willingness to extend credit to black farm-
ers trying to set up on their own: 

They ransacked the store…. All my dry 
goods—everything that was combus-
tible—they took out into the square, 
and took a keg of powder that I kept 
in a concealed place…piled the goods 
over it, and set the pile on fire. The 
goods, being calicoes, muslins, and de-
lains, burnt slowly. They carried us up 
to the fire, and the speaker (they gave all 
their orders by signals) ordered his men 
to mount. They mounted their horses, 
formed in line, and then the speaker 
came up to me and told me, “You must 
quit business. This is only a warning: 
the next time we will put you on the fire.” 

…He said he was from hell and repre-
sented the devil; that he would take me 
with him if I did not obey orders. 

And no wonder: Southern elites saw little 
in the free-labor ideology they wanted to em-
brace. Northerners remained as “effeminate, 
selfish, most unscrupulously grasping” as ever, 
declared the Southern novelist Augusta Jane 
Evans in 1867; even their children were “piti-
able manikins already chanting praises to the 
Gold Calf.” 

Jim Crow was an anti-free-labor strategy 
as much as it was a strategy of political ex-
clusion. The freedman “is going to be made 
a serf, sure as you live,” prophesied one white 
Alabamian to John Townsend Trowbridge in 
1865. “It won’t need any law for that.” When 
it was pointed out that South Carolina’s “eight 
box law” (requiring a voter to be able to read 
the names of candidates and the respective of-
fices they were running-for in order to place 
the correct ballot in one of eight ballot boxes) 
would disfranchise poor whites as easily as 
blacks, the major-general of the South Caro-
lina militia merely replied, “We care not if it 
does.” South Carolina Republicans protested 
that this had no other purpose than “keeping 
the middle classes and the poor whites, to-
gether with the negroes, from having anything 
to do with the elections,” and they were right. 

Seeing the Future

Reconstruction aspired to restore 
the foundations of freedom to a way-
ward South and it expected to triumph 

as effortlessly as 19th-century liberal notions 

of progress had promised. Instead, the same 
Romantic feudalism that had created the old 
Southern order reasserted its hegemony, and 
postwar Southern aristocrats appealed to a set 
of cultural and racial biases which safely de-
fused the importance of property, and sharply 
restricted access to it. This might have been 
averted had the victorious Union been will-
ing to pour the resources into Reconstruction 
it had devoted to winning the war. But Re-
construction became a symbol of how quickly 
political fatigue afflicts liberal democracies. 
Moreover, understanding Reconstruction as a 
bourgeois revolution which was strangled in its 
cradle by vengeful cotton nabobs offers some 
larger parallels to the optimistic era that pre-
vailed between the fall of the Berlin Wall and 
the rise of Islamic state terrorism. 

In his 1989 essay for the National Interest, 
“The End of History?” political scientist Fran-
cis Fukuyama seized on the ignominious col-
lapse of the Soviet system as proof that “the 
end point of mankind’s ideological evolution” 
was “the universalization of Western liberal 
democracy as the final form of human govern-
ment” and Marxism’s “death as a living ideol-
ogy of world historical significance.” That con-
clusion was, to say the least, premature, not 
only because it reckoned without the rise of 
an Islamist theocracy or the fallout from the 
2008 worldwide recession, which provoked a 
renascence of Marxist advocacy in the writ-
ings of Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, 
Alain Badiou, the Occupy Movement, and 
Thomas Picketty. This pattern is, again, an 
echo of what happened in Reconstruction, 
and it warns those who yet believe that lib-
eral democracy is the most desirable political 
future to be wary of Whiggish assumptions 
about democracy’s inevitability. Human soci-
ety has oscillated between desires for stability, 
security, and reciprocity—which is what feu-
dalism, Marxism, and theocracy promise—
and desires for mobility, liberty, and profit—
which is what the Enlightenment offered on 
a world-historical scale. There is nothing that 
can be declared permanent in a bourgeois rev-
olution, and our own Reconstruction, not to 
mention a good deal of recent history, is the 
unhappy proof.

Allen C. Guelzo is the Henry R. Luce Professor 
of the Civil War Era at Gettysburg College, a 
senior fellow of the Claremont Institute, and the 
author, most recently, of Gettysburg: The Last 
Invasion (Alfred A. Knopf).
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Book Review by Peter McNamara

The Great Enrichment
Bourgeois Equality: How Ideas, Not Capital or Institutions, Enriched the World, by Deirdre N. McCloskey.

University of Chicago Press, 768 pages, $45

Deirdre mccloskey is professor of 
Economics and History and English 
and Communications at the Univer-

sity of Illinois at Chicago. All four disciplines 
play significant roles in her new book, Bour-
geois Equality, just as they did in her trilogy’s 
earlier installments, The Bourgeois Virtues 
(2006) and Bourgeois Dignity (2010). Only 
someone with McCloskey’s unusual back-
ground could conceive of and attempt such a 
project. Together, the three books argue for 
the primacy of ideas in driving the world’s en-
richment over the past 200 years, and provide 
a stinging rebuke to capitalism’s critics.

McCloskey has little time for the kind of 
angst about inequality that made Thomas Pik-
etty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century (2013) 
a bestseller. Both Bourgeois Equality and Capi-
tal in the Twenty-First Century are massive 700-
page books driven by one central unifying con-
cept—but beyond these features they could not 
be more different. Piketty's book is filled with 
tables and charts, with just a sprinkling of pas-
sages from literature illustrating inequality’s 
moral evils. Bourgeois Equality, in contrast, of-
fers few charts and tables but a wealth of liter-

ary analysis. And the books’ arguments are di-
ametrically opposed. The organizing thought 
of Capital in the Twenty-First Century is that r > 
g, where r is the rate of return on capital and g 
is the economic growth rate. Because r almost 
always exceeds g, owners of capital acquire an 
ever greater share of the world’s wealth. Rent-
iers, capitalists, and the inheritors of wealth 
simply have it made. Piketty advocates mas-
sively higher income taxes and a global—and 
therefore non-evadable—wealth tax to reduce 
inequality. The latter proposal is, of course, 
utterly quixotic. McCloskey doubts the ex-
planatory value of r > g and believes Piketty 
wrong on both empirical and ethical grounds 
to obsess about inequality. The real ethical is-
sue, she argues, is poverty; with respect to it, 
there is great cause for optimism and reason to 
celebrate capitalism.

Understanding the “great enrich-
ment” is McCloskey’s overriding con-
cern throughout her trilogy. For most 

of history, humans have survived on roughly 
$3 a day—enough for subsistence living. In 
good times that amount might double or 

triple, but one bad harvest or natural disaster 
could plunge a community back into abject 
poverty. Around 200 years ago things began 
rapidly to change; today the average Ameri-
can lives on about $130 a day. Europe, Can-
ada, Australia, and parts of South America 
and Asia have experienced similar increases. 
What explains this truly staggering develop-
ment? After all, earlier societies engaged in 
commerce-friendly practices like establishing 
markets, pursuing international trade, and se-
curing property rights, too. Yet this extraordi-
nary growth—this Great Enrichment—only 
occurred after 1800.

For McCloskey, the Great Enrichment can-
not be reduced to material causes, but resulted 
from new ideas or, more precisely, a change in 

“rhetoric.” Her earlier Bourgeois Dignity pre-
sented a systematic refutation of competing 
economic—and mostly materialist—theories 
for the Great Enrichment, including capital 
accumulation, the establishment of the kinds 
of institutions that protect property rights 
and make for stable politics, as well as related 
demographic, geographic, and cultural expla-
nations. She also dispatched two competing 
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ideas-based theories, one arguing that nation-
alism decisively shaped Western economies, 
the other that the rise of a new science (and 
scientific elite) was the driving force behind 
the Great Enrichment.

Mccloskey does not deny that 
science, property rights, liberal and 
representative institutions, West-

ern values, and a fragmented geography all 
played some role in the Great Enrichment. 
Her thesis is that none can explain the rapid-
ity of the change. China was technologically 
advanced far beyond Europe in the early 15th 
century, yet Europe surpassed it in the blink 
of an eye and, for a while, became its master. 
Europe could do so only after undergoing a 
cultural shift, reflected in a change in rheto-
ric and a corresponding re-evaluation of val-
ues. For almost all human history almost all 
societies have harbored a prejudice against 
commerce and commercial success. Where 
tolerated, commerce was circumscribed. But 
something began to change in the 17th cen-
tury: first in the Dutch Republic, and later 
in Great Britain, a new attitude emerged 
towards “betterment.” From being despised, 
betterment came to be honored—and then 
became the rage. McCloskey is vague on the 
reasons for this change, or why intellectuals 
initially embraced the shift before quickly 
rejecting it. The Reformation, which gave 
spiritual and ecclesiastical power to individu-
als, played a role. The Dutch Republic’s rise 
also seems crucial. But in McCloskey’s telling 
the lines of causality are unclear. The mod-
ern world is an accident rather than a project 
planned by intellectual or political elites. The 

“Bourgeois Re-evaluation” was simply, some-
how, in the air. 

McCloskey details the new openness to 
the bourgeoisie and its virtues by comment-
ing at length on the literature and (occasion-
ally) the painting and music of the time. Most 
economists might have a hard time accepting 
this “data” as scientific evidence, but the sheer 
volume of materials McCloskey analyzes is 

impressive. Ben Franklin, Jane Austen, Dan-
iel Defoe, Joseph Addison and Richard Steele, 
Adam Smith, Samuel Johnson (“No man but 
a blockhead ever wrote except for money”), 
and many others appear in McCloskey’s com-
mentaries, which are always interesting and 
mostly spot on. She shows that the bourgeois 
virtues go beyond mere financial and personal 
prudence, encompassing the social virtues 
Franklin epitomized. She agrees with Smith, 
David Hume, and Montesquieu that com-
merce cultivates a certain set of virtues, con-
sisting of highly modified Aristotelian virtues 
spliced together with the Christian virtues of 
faith, hope, and love. The “Bourgeois Deal” 
undergirding the Great Enrichment is truly 
an economic and moral winner.

Mccloskey is certain that our 
unparalleled and ongoing enrich-
ment outweighs concerns about 

inequality. Like Smith before her, she be-
lieves she is the true champion of the poor. 
McCloskey is a self-described “bleeding heart 
libertarian” whose quasi-Rawlsian logic toler-
ates inequality so long as the poor are made 
better off. In China and India tens of millions 
of people have, in the past few decades, begun 
to rise economically in a way that previously 
seemed impossible. In contrast, Piketty and 
his fellow members of the intellectual and 
artistic “Clerisy” (a term McCloskey takes 
from Samuel Taylor Coleridge) make the 
same misguided criticisms of capitalism that 
the Clerisy always makes. These criticisms 
lead to bad economic policies—and some-
times even massive human tragedies, like 
Mao’s Great Leap Forward. 

McCloskey has trouble understanding the 
origins of the Clerisy’s animus, and their per-
sistence and even popularity over time. Her 
thoughts are reminiscent of Joseph Schum-
peter’s bracing and ironic Capitalism, Social-
ism, and Democracy (1942). Capitalism sows 
the seeds of its own destruction—but those 
seeds are a disgruntled intellectual class rath-
er than an immiserated proletariat. Similarly, 

she observes that “the cultural superstruc-
ture since 1848 has contradicted the material 
base.” Capitalism regularly produces and sup-
ports its cultural enemies—enemies deserv-
ing of ridicule. “No intellectual since 1890 
has been ashamed to be wholly ignorant about 
the economy or economics,” she notes. Never-
theless, the Clerisy remains dominant. Why 
is this? McCloskey might underestimate the 
depth and seriousness of some opponents of 
capitalism and the modern world. One 18th-
century author she does not discuss is Jonathan 
Swift, who lampooned Britain—and its hopes 
of progress—in the name of an older under-
standing of virtue. Many, including those who 
know something about economics, appreciate 
his humor and harbor some of his reserva-
tions about the modern world.

Politics does not figure promi-
nently in Bourgeois Equality, and when 
it does it is almost always as something 

that has gotten in the Great Enrichment’s way. 
Politics distorts the free and locally informed 
allocation of resources and, as a result, slows 
down economic growth. Deirdre McCloskey’s 
moral and economic outlook is apolitical. Po-
litical passions and concerns get short shrift. 
Her economics reflects her overly optimistic 
cosmopolitanism. There is something admi-
rable in this, embodying as it does the modern 
world’s humanitarian and liberal hopes. But 
it neglects the fact that these hopes have only 
been realized within nation-states. Economic 
inequality in Western democracies has politi-
cal dimensions; it cannot simply be reduced 
to questions of purchasing power relative to 
previous generations. And the primary duty 
of the nation-state is to its own citizens, not 
to the world. Both concerns necessarily com-
plicate our economic calculations.

Peter McNamara is associate professor of politi-
cal science at Utah State University, and the au-
thor of Political Economy and Statesmanship: 
Smith, Hamilton and the Foundation of the 
Commercial Republic (Northern Illinois Press).
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Book Review by Michael Auslin

When the Sun Never Set
High Minds: The Victorians and the Birth of Modern Britain, by Simon Heffer.

Random House, 896 pages, out-of-print

Heyday: The 1850s and the Dawn of the Golden Age, by Ben Wilson.
Basic Books, 496 pages, $32.50

Having been spared the worst 
traumas of the Continent, the Unit-
ed Kingdom may seem immune to 

the unrestrained passions of modernity—
a land of bucolic villages, gracious country 
houses, and refined urban squares. In 1842, 
however, Great Britain seemed to be on the 
verge of a revolution as convulsive as the 
French one 53 years earlier. Economic weak-
ness, food shortages, and worker unrest over 
the past decade had culminated in the Char-
tist movement, which demanded universal 
male suffrage and other sweeping reforms. 
Riots and disruptions plagued the new reign 
of Victoria, who had come to the throne as a 
teenager in 1837. How long could the young 
queen hold on to her throne?

The gathering storm dissipated, howev-
er, with shocking suddenness. So complete 
was the turnaround that the historian G.M. 
Young claimed in his classic Victorian Eng-
land: Portrait of an Age (1936), that the wise 
would choose the 1850s in which to be young. 
Britain’s transformation from a premodern, 
fractious, underdeveloped nation into a co-
lossus that shaped the modern world is a sto-
ry of reform, innovation, and daring. Above 
all, it turned on translating ideas into physi-
cal reality.

Thanks to Charles Dickens and Sher-
lock Holmes, with a dash of Mary Poppins 
thrown in, the Victorian Era (from 1837 to 
the Queen’s death in 1901) remains as fa-
miliar to us as nearly any period of history, 
American or otherwise. It is perhaps sur-
passed in general popularity only by ancient 
Rome. Like its distant forebear, it remains 
a perennial favorite of novels, movies, and 
television shows today, in addition to serious 
works of history. Rome of the Caesars and 
Britain of the Raj and Royal Navy are linked 
in our minds for a simple reason: before the 
towering position of post-1945 America, 
these were the two great world empires, the 
undisputed heavyweights of their epochs. 
Just as fundamentally, each shaped its own 
era so profoundly as to affect political, eco-
nomic, military, and cultural forms around 
the world for centuries afterwards.

In high minds: the victorians and 
the Birth of Modern Britain and Heyday: 
The 1850s and the Dawn of the Global Age, 

Simon Heffer and Ben Wilson, respectively, 
argue that the mid-19th century saw the 
emergence not simply of the most advanced 
nation-state up to that time but of modern 
life itself. (In the U.K. the subtitle of Wil-
son’s book is Britain and the Birth of the 
Modern World.) Whether throughout the 
decades from 1840 to 1880 covered by High 
Minds, or during the pivotal decade exam-
ined in Heyday, the departure from all that 
had come before was epochal, though histo-
rians perhaps draw the contrast more starkly 
than did those who actually navigated the 
changes. 

The period’s central symbolic moment was 
certainly the Great Exhibition of 1851 and 
its transcendent Crystal Palace. For the six 
months the Exhibition ran in Hyde Park, the 
Crystal Palace was a physical manifestation of 
the most advanced combination of design and 
technology. By drawing in the arts and me-
chanics of mankind, Great Britain became the 
cynosure of the world, shaping and deliberate-
ly globalizing the very concept of modernity. 

Heffer, who has written biographies of 
Thomas Carlyle and Conservative M.P. Enoch 
Powell, shows that the Great Exhibition was 
not an isolated event, fondly remembered long 
after the Crystal Palace was dismantled and 
moved. Instead, the rationalizing impulse be-
hind it affected ever broader spheres of British 
life. The most direct consequence was “Alber-
topolis,” the complex of museums and schools 
still standing in South Kensington, anchored 
by the Royal Albert Hall and the bronze statue 
of the prince consort in Kensington Gardens. 
The Exhibition’s celebration of mind represent-
ed the transition from the 18th-century En-
lightenment, dominated by individual experi-
menters and thinkers, to the Victorian indus-
trialization of scientific inquiry and endeavor. 

The bonds that linked science, the arts, 
education, and markets were not solely do-
mestic. What created the modern world was 
precisely the global nature of these endeav-
ors—their replicability, to put it in scientific 

terms. Though Great Britain was the center, 
urban or regional nodes formed a worldwide 
network. Wilson, who has written previously 
on the British Navy and on Georgian Eng-
land, shows that from Melbourne to New-
foundland, a set of shared socioeconomic 
practices emerged long before anyone used 
our century’s ubiquitous term, “globalization.”

What is the “modern,” though? 
For both of these authors, it is the 
rational application of mind to 

matter on an increasingly large scale. Heffer 
tells a story of ideas: a progressive, self-inter-
ested yet altruistic community of educators, 
industrialists, and politicians brought their 
countrymen into the light. Matthew Ar-
nold, John Stuart Mill, William Gladstone, 
Charles Darwin, Florence Nightingale, and 
a host of others were practical idealists, or-
dering their world from their thoughts. Un-
questionably, their efforts made Britain a 
safer, healthier, more humane place. British 
elites’ sense of responsibility during the first 
four decades of Victoria’s reign is not di-
minished by the fact that politics was often 
a sordid affair. The collective though decen-
tralized effort reflected the conviction that 
there were no limits to the improvements in 
the human condition that could be secured 
by rationally analyzing concrete problems. 
This is a modern Whig version of history: 
progress is always possible, no matter how 
difficult or frustrated. 

High Minds, then, sits squarely in the revi-
sionist school of Victorian history, emphasiz-
ing not the Dickensian squalor of the era but 
rather the slow spread of sweetness and light. 
Beginning with Young’s reinterpretation of 
the period, and carried forward by authors 
including the recently-deceased Asa Briggs, 
it has celebrated the “sociology of virtue,” de-
scribed by Gertrude Himmelfarb in The Roads 
to Modernity (2004), her comparative study of 
the British, French, and American Enlighten-
ments. Perfecting society—whether through 
education, better health and sanitation, ex-
pansion of the franchise, basic civil rights for 
women and religious minorities, philanthropy, 
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or architecture—became the raison d’etre of 
two generations of upper-class Britons. 

Perhaps readers should be satisfied 
to understand the stirring transforma-
tion inside the British Isles themselves, 

but Heffer’s restricted domestic focus does 
leave one feeling a bit marooned. The world 
beyond Britain’s shores makes almost no ap-
pearance in his study, nor do we understand 
how London’s adventures abroad may or may 
not have influenced the thinking of those at 
home. (A notable exception is his brief discus-
sion of J.S. Mill’s focus on French education.)

Such a criticism though, cannot detract 
from the power of Heffer’s portraits: the bril-
liant, but reactionary Thomas Carlyle, left 
behind as political reform garnered support 
from liberal and conservative alike; or the oth-
er-worldly John Ruskin, critic extraordinaire 
who also failed to move with the times. Not 
surprisingly, Thomas Arnold and his son Mat-
thew appear as seminal influences on their re-
spective generations, and as pure examples of 
the intellectual life lived to the fullest. Perhaps 
the most affecting sketch is that of Arthur 
Hugh Clough, widely recognized as the most 
brilliant thinker in that extraordinary constel-
lation, who never lived up to his promise and 
died a young, broken man, cursed by living in 
a time when the country’s universities afforded 
religious dissenters little accommodation. 

Great minds may be harder to keep pure in 
the realm of politics, and Heffer’s hatred for 
Benjamin Disraeli is jarring. The Conservative 
prime minister can do no right in Heffer’s eyes, 
though just why his plans to let local or volun-
tary organizations play a large role implement-
ing economic and social reforms set by broader 
national policy were so wicked goes unex-
plained. By contrast, Heffer treats Gladstone, 
Disraeli’s great rival, as the “highest mind” of 
the era, despite his personal demons and mes-
sianic self-regard.

There likely has never been a time where 
the state refrained from imposing its will 
on those subject to its rule, but as Heffer 
notes, it was during the Victorian period 
that it became accepted in Great Britain for 
government to intervene in citizens’ lives 
far more directly. Much of that intervention, 
such as slum clearing and universal educa-
tion, was desperately needed. But 150 years 
on we know all too well the dangers of an 
increasingly rationalized state bureaucracy, 
equipped with ever greater power over and 
detailed knowledge about the people whose 
lives it sets out to improve. Did the Victori-
ans strike a balance that we later lost, or were 
they the beginning of a slippery slope? Heffer 
is agnostic, celebrating the work of volunteers 

and philanthropists as much as bureaucrats, 
yet leaving the impression that a little more 
government is never a bad thing. 

High minds is detailed to a fault. 
Like Sherlock Holmes with a magni-
fying glass, Heffer painstakingly de-

codes minor intellectual exchanges or bureau-
cratic debates. By contrast, in Heyday, Wilson 
gallops across the entire world at an exhausting 
pace, seeking to show how “think global, act lo-
cal” defined the mid-19th century long before 
Madison Avenue figured out how to appeal to 
conscience-stricken, wealthy Americans.

Moreover, whereas High Minds rarely looks 
past Britain’s shores, Heyday is a global history 
of a moment, one that created what the novelist 
Thomas Hardy called a “precipice in time.” In 
the 1850s the concepts of progress and regen-
eration dominated global trends. Much of the 
world was transformed, organized, invaded, or 
reformed by the spread of free trade and ever 
widening, ever accelerating communications, 
from telegraphs to railways. Man’s conquest 
of time and space created the modern world, 
and the modern mind, insatiably demanding 
instant information over the enclosed copper 
wires that now encircled the planet.

There is in Wilson’s world much less think-
ing than in Heffer’s, but almost a surfeit of 
doing. The changes that transform the 1850s 
appear as forces of nature, sprung less from 
the minds of men than from primal sources of 
energy waiting to be unleashed. Though the 
United Kingdom sits at the center of a global 
web of finance, technology, and information, 
it also appears almost passive at times, clearly 
the mover but just as much the moved.

Technology sweeps away old barriers and 
reaches distant realms, but it is the concomi-
tant emergence of a truly global market that 
unites this world. The famous photograph of 
Earth taken by Apollo 8 on Christmas Eve 
1968 could do no more to create a shared 
sense of planetary envelopment than had 
already been accomplished by Paul Julius 
Reuter’s time-demolishing news service or 
the lightning-fast clipper ships. Those living 
through the 1850s knew, according to Wil-
son, that theirs was a time perhaps unique 
in history, after which there could be no re-
turning to old models. The explosion of urban 
nodes in the global trading network, from 
Yokohama to Melbourne, and Nicaragua to 
Nebraska, helped unleash an unprecedented 
movement of peoples around the globe, and 
an equally unprecedented movement of raw 
materials and finished products, raising living 
standards wherever the market took hold. 

Wilson’s is not a simple story of progress, 
however. He shares the modern historian’s 
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both treaties and war on Qing China, and also 
signed Britain’s 1858 treaty with Japan. By 
deftly pairing Japanese radical reformer Yo-
shida Shōin with Italian Giuseppe Garibaldi, 
Wilson shows how the modernizing moment 
in the 1850s led to a global movement for na-
tional regeneration, thereby forever reshaping 
global geopolitics. 

But above all hangs the sense of nature 
unrestrained, of men taking advantage of op-
portunities created in this world of speed. The 
speed endured, however, but the optimism did 
not. Wilson laments the brevity of this period, 
when the opening of the Great Exhibition her-
alded trade, growth, and internationalism. By 
the early 1870s protectionism had returned, 
the 1873 depression shaking the global finan-
cial system. New, more virulent nationalisms 
were gathering strength, culminating in the 
titanic struggle for mastery that commenced 
13 years after Queen Victoria’s death. 

We still live in the shadow of 
the mid-19th century. The global 
market now reaches every nook and 

cranny of the planet, while the nation-states 
forged during those decades, from Japan to 
Italy, Germany to the United States, contin-
ue to play an outsized role, and occasionally 
a dominant one. Perhaps most importantly, 
the rationalizing impulse of the Victorian era, 
carried on from the Enlightenment, survived 
every disruption and geopolitical catastrophe 

that followed the end of the high tide of opti-
mism, itself perhaps most poignantly captured 
in the epochal 11th edition of the Encyclopedia 
Britannica, the subject of Denis Boyles’s Every-
thing Explained That Is Explainable (reviewed 
in the Winter 2016/17 CRB). It appeared just 
three years before the Great War demolished 
so much of the world created by the Victorians.

Both Simon Heffer and Ben Wilson, in 
these fine books, are thus tinged by a sense 
of impeding sadness, as the world that Great 
Britain helped create would soon pass it by. For 
Wilson this is an explicit claim, perhaps one too 
strongly pursued, given London’s dominance of 
the global scene for another half-century after 
the traumatic 1860s. Yet there is no doubt that 
Great Britain midwifed a modern world it was 
destined to bestride, if only for a limited time. 

What is left, though, should not be dis-
counted. London remains perhaps the world’s 
most popular city, British culture is still ex-
traordinarily resonant, and the optimism 
that suffused the high minds of the Victorian 
era still inspires those who seek to order the 
world. As an image of the best that can be 
thought and done, Victorian Britain secured 
its place in the pantheon of great civilizations.

Michael Auslin is a resident scholar at the Amer-
ican Enterprise Institute, and the author of The 
End of the Asian Century: War, Stagnation, 
and the Risks to the World’s Most Dynamic 
Region (Yale University Press).

preoccupation with damages inflicted around 
the world by the West. Globalization’s costs 
feature prominently in Heyday, from the geo-
political fallout of the Crimean War, to the 
Indian Rebellion of 1857, and the unneces-
sary second Opium War (or Arrow War) 
with China in 1858-60. Looming over all was 
the American Civil War, which transformed 
global politics forever by abolishing slavery. 
Decoupling American cotton fields from the 
British market, however, spurred the devel-
opment of cotton production in Egypt, In-
dia, and other regions, thereby sparking even 
more tenant and slave labor. 

Finance, too, became global, for good and 
ill. Wilson shows that much of America’s phe-
nomenal growth was underwritten with Brit-
ish bonds and investment. The 1857 financial 
crisis, bursting out of excess investment in the 
American Midwest, unnerved those who now 
saw their fortunes both made and undone by 
events halfway around the world. Judiciously 
reporting the implications, Wilson is agnos-
tic about the growth of global capital and the 
risks of an ever more interdependent world. 

Though emphasizing abstractions and his-
torical forces, men (and some women) populate 
Heyday. There is the long-forgotten, possibly 
deranged William Walker, the American who 
proclaimed himself president of the Repub-
lic of Lower California in Baja, and took over 
Nicaragua in 1856. James Bruce, the earl of 
Elgin, is the British representative who forced 
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Book Review by Joseph Tartakovsky

Zero Shades of Gray
The Permission Society: How the Ruling Class Turns Our Freedoms into Privileges and What We Can Do About It,

by Timothy Sandefur. Encounter Books, 256 pages, $25.99

The thesis of timothy sandefur’s 
slim new volume is that America is 
slipping into, as the title has it, The 

Permission Society—“a society,” he explains, 
“in which our choices are increasingly subject 
to government pre-approval.” The various 
permits or licenses one must secure before 
building a house, starting a business, driving 
a car, and so on, are a “dangerous trend.” The 

“heart of darkness in all permit systems,” he 
warns, “is that they regard government con-
trol as the norm and freedom as the excep-
tion.” The Vice President of Litigation at the 
Goldwater Institute and an adjunct scholar 
with the Cato Institute, Sandefur wants to 
revive the “nuisance” system, in which, say, 
instead of restaurant inspections to ensure 
cleanliness, we rely on market forces like law-
suits by sick customers. As a libertarian, he 
regards virtually all political forays into the 
economy as errors bound to stifle innovation 
and invite corruption.

Sandefur’s tone is too thoughtful to be fair-
ly labeled a screed, but also too ideological to 
be called an equitable assessment of law and 
policy. Most issues, for him, are cut and dried, 
open and shut. Were it novelized, Ayn Rand-
style, his book might be titled Zero Shades 
of Gray. He also notes that “earlier versions” 
of parts of his book appeared in scholarly 
journals, which may explain the longueurs 
in which he swats down as a foil for his own 
views obscure academic theories at lengths far 
greater than needed.

The Permission Society’s most persuasive 
passages are its real-world examples. For in-
stance, Sandefur describes curious laws in 
Kentucky and Missouri—which he litigat-
ed—that let moving companies block licenses 
for new competitors by convincing regulators 
that the industry was crowded enough. The 
fact that a third of Americans (I’ve seen even 
higher figures) need authorization to pursue 

their careers shows that we have transformed 
a system of consumer protection into a system 
of incumbent protection. Sandefur makes 
powerful cases, too, for deregulating marijua-
na and for giving the terminally ill the right 
to try drugs that are still unapproved by the 
Food and Drug Administration.

The problem is that he sees scarcely 
any limits. His label for most restric-
tions on liberty is “prior restraint,” a 

legal term he uses metaphorically, since the 
phrase actually has only ever referred to 
laws that allow censorship of free speech. 
Yet Sandefur sees “prior restraint” in virtu-
ally every zoning restriction or gun regula-
tion—faulting the late Justice Antonin Sca-
lia for not going far enough to crush such re-
straints—and he compares the campus due-
process parodies inflicted on those accused of 
unwelcome sexual advances to the legalized 
murders of black “rapists” under Jim Crow. 
At one point he summons James Madison 
himself to denounce as “nothing short of cen-
sorship” architectural “design review,” which 
some cities impose on construction in order 
to ensure an orderly civic look.

From this and other instances one learns 
that, for Sandefur, there are two eras of history: 
the founding era, exemplified in the supposed 
libertarianism of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, and the Progressive era, after the fall. 
But invoking the framers seems to me to re-
quire accepting their recognition (made even by 
that original Cliven Bundy, Thomas Jefferson) 
of a distinction between “liberty” and “license,” 
and the balancing this distinction requires, al-
ways, between the rights of the one and the 
rights of the many, which the founders mostly 
left to democracy. Sandefur never defines the 

“ruling class” of his subtitle, but he seems gen-
erally to mean the lesser orders of officialdom. 
Yet these people, last I checked, remain subject 

to popular control, if citizens truly wish to ex-
ert that control. It just seems instead that most 
Americans value, say, the comfort of seeing a 
permit in an elevator establishing that it passed 
a safety test, instead of the real but somehow 
unsatisfying assurance that, if they are crushed, 
their estate can always sue.

Sandefur expresses concern about 
the American character. “[I]n the end,” 
he writes, “the only way to stop Amer-

ica’s descent into a Permission Society is for 
citizens to realize…[that] we must not allow 
politicians to treat our freedoms as gifts they 
bestow upon us out of their magnanimity.” 
That’s well put. But as his own book shows, 
it is judges, usually federal ones, on whom 
Sandefur relies to arrest our descent. He 
makes a living of asking these officials—who, 
in their power, camaraderie, and untouch-
ability, more closely approach a “ruling class” 
than anyone else Sandefur describes—to 
enforce our sacred rights in concrete terms. 
He calls it “sad” when a court upholds a law 
he considers offensive and hails court invali-
dations of such laws as milestones of free-
dom. At bottom, then, this book is a plea for 
more aggressive court intervention. (In this 
it echoes other intelligent libertarian litiga-
tors like Clark Neily in his more tempered 
2013 book, Terms of Engagement: How Our 
Courts Should Enforce the Constitution’s Prom-
ise of Limited Government). Yet the lawyers 
who earn Sandefur’s praise—Justices James 
Wilson, Robert H. Jackson, and Scalia—all 
feared the judicialization of American life as 
an evil that would shrivel our spirit of self-
governance. Sandefur’s cure, to my mind, en-
tails a yet worse ill: a free society that needs 
judges to save it from itself.

Joseph Tartakovsky is a contributing editor of the 
Claremont Review of Books.
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Book Review by James R. Stoner, Jr.

Teach Your Children Well
To Whom Do Children Belong?: Parental Rights, Civic Education, and Children’s Autonomy, by Melissa Moschella.

Cambridge University Press, 212 pages, $126.95

My favorite anecdote answer-
ing the question in the title of 
Melissa Moschella’s new book, To 

Whom Do Children Belong?: Parental Rights, 
Civic Education, and Children’s Autonomy, in-
volves former Senator Phil Gramm of Texas. 
Once on a television show, the story goes, he 
asserted that parents ought to have priority 
over the state in determining the education 
of their offspring because they cared more 
about them than the state ever would. When 
contradicted by his interlocutor, who appar-
ently insisted that she, too, cared about his 
children, Gramm replied: “Oh yeah? What 
are their names?”

This insight—that the parent-child re-
lationship is unique and non-transferable—
is the beginning of Moschella’s carefully 
wrought argument in favor of parents’ au-
thority over their children’s education, and 
against the state’s usurpation of that author-

ity. Parents naturally want to raise their own 
children (consider our dismay when infants 
are switched at birth), and they have a natu-
ral duty to provide nourishment, care, and 
schooling. Moschella knows, of course, that 
some children are adopted and that some 
families fall apart, even that some children are 
neglected or abused by their biological par-
ents, but she takes her bearings by the central 
case, the natural family, insisting quite rightly 
that this ought to guide the law. 

Newly appointed assistant pro-
fessor of medical ethics at Columbia 
University, Moschella argues that 

the anchor of parental authority is the human 
good of integrity—both the moral integrity of 
the parents, for whom raising their children 
well is integral to living well, and the moral 
integrity of the children themselves, which is 
nurtured by consistent direction as they grow. 

Moreover, for many families the upbringing 
of children is guided by their religious beliefs, 
which parents have an independent duty to 
fulfill and which thus provide a further claim 
against state interference.

To be sure, Moschella agrees, society has 
an interest in the civic education of young 
citizens, so that they eventually support 
themselves as productive members of soci-
ety and are alert to do their civic duty, first 
and foremost by obeying the law. But this 
interest ought to override parental author-
ity only in cases of abuse or neglect, she in-
sists. Whether parents choose public schools, 
charter schools, religious schools, private 
schools, or homeschooling, Moschella is 
convinced that at least through the age of 
maturity, any education that provides basic 
academic and moral instruction will prepare 
the young for their civic responsibilities. She 
objects to disciples of liberal philosopher 
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John Rawls who demand that the state in-
culcate respect for rights as they define them 
and tolerance for various ways of life. Rawl-
sian criteria—ostensibly intended to protect 
diversity by restricting people from imposing 
their values on others—would be deployed 
by the liberal state to mandate a curriculum 
that actually reduces diversity, something its 
advocates concede. What’s more, learning 
non-judgmentalism is neither necessary nor 
sufficient to making good citizens. It is pos-
sible to “teach the values of democratic delib-
eration based on Biblical norms” rather than 
Rawlsian reason, Moschella argues, offering 
Mother Teresa as an example.

Nor are state mandates defen-
sible for the sake of promoting chil-
dren’s autonomy. Justice William 

Douglas expressed this concern in Wisconsin 
v. Yoder (1972): children raised with limited 
access to public schools would not be exposed 
to all the opportunities afforded by a liberal 
society and therefore not equipped to choose 
among them. In one of her most persuasive 
passages, Moschella offers “[a]n Aristotelian 
account of the moral prerequisites for auton-
omy,” in which, drawing not only on Aristo-
tle’s Ethics but on modern child development 
literature as well as recent discoveries in ado-
lescent neuroscience, she argues that genuine 
autonomy depends upon cultivating moral 
virtue, the ability to resist impulses and to act 
thoughtfully, weighing the consequences of 
one’s choices. Because moral virtue is formed 
by instruction and habit and is cultivated 
slowly by repeated effort under critical eyes, 
she concludes that “the firm and consistent 
exercise of parental authority is important 
for the well-being of children all the way until 
adulthood.”

By contrast, mandatory “autonomy educa-
tion,” which urges the young to view critically 
the values they have been taught by their par-
ents in order to weigh them against others’—
particularly others who are more indulgent to 
their impulses than their parents are—con-

fuses rather than enlightens most adolescents, 
making them less rather than more likely to 
develop the strong character needed for au-
tonomous choice. To confirm her argument, 
Moschella cites Religious Upbringing and the 
Costs of Freedom: Personal and Philosophi-
cal Essays, edited by Peter Caws and Stefani 
Jones (2010), a book of recollections by liberal 
moral philosophers about their own more au-
thoritarian childhoods, which, far from show-
ing that such upbringing is fatal to autonomy, 
even suggests that, paradoxically, authority 
forms the sort of strong individuals who are 
capable of resisting it.

As the reader must have surmised, 
Moschella’s book is an extended ar-
gument to undergird the right of 

parents to homeschool their children and 
the desirability of a public policy of school 
choice. Although she has good things to say 
about authoritative—if not always authori-
tarian—families, the premises and conclu-
sions of her argument are liberal, in the older 
sense: she begins from the duties of parents 
to their own children and derives from these 
duties parental rights to decide upon their 
offspring’s education. Though she notes ap-
provingly at the outset Thomas Aquinas’s 
denunciation of any attempt to baptize chil-
dren against their parents’ desire, most of 
the argument is more harmonious with John 
Locke than with Aristotle. She endorses the 
Supreme Court’s decision in Wisconsin v. 
Yoder, which allowed Amish parents to give 
their children an alternative practical educa-
tion on the farm during high school; decries 
as a matter of policy the circuit court’s de-
cision in Mozert v. Hawkins (1987), which 
refused to honor evangelical parents’ request 
to exempt their children from readings they 
thought endorsed alternative ways of life; 
and despairs along with the imagined sin-
gle mother in the Bronx whose 12-year-old 
daughter is taught about oral and anal sexual 
practices in the city’s mandatory sex-ed pro-
gram at school.

In this review I have leapt over Moschella’s 
technical discussion of her first premises (in 
the introduction) as over a moat, and I recom-
mend impatient readers do the same, as there 
is much they will find valuable in the subse-
quent theory as it stands. Still, writing as a 
philosopher for philosophers, she is obliged 
to ground her theory, which she does in the 

“new natural law” developed by Oxford’s John 
Finnis and his collaborators and students. 
Although it follows in the Aristotelian and 
Thomistic tradition, the “new natural law” 
nevertheless admits the “naturalistic fallacy” 
in that tradition of jumping from observa-
tions about the way things are to conclusions 
about how human beings ought to act. 

This is not the place to engage the 
new natural law, but To Whom Do 
Children Belong? raises the question of 

its limits, precisely because the relation be-
tween parents and children is surely natural 
as Moschella describes it, and the “oughts” of 
parental care and instruction seem to follow 
from the fact of procreation. But if this is so, 
then her brief for school choice may unravel 
(except insofar as it is prudential), because the 
natural community of the family points be-
yond itself to the naturalness of the political 
community, which might in turn have a duty 
of moral instruction based on its understand-
ing of the human good, insisting on teaching, 
not merely toleration, self-control, and pru-
dence, but courage and justice as well. More-
over, if nature matters, then one cannot avoid, 
as Moschella does throughout, the question 
of whether the education of boys and girls 
should be the same—or the role of mothers 
and fathers in education, for that matter. Af-
ter all, it is fathers’ failure to control their sons 
which Aristotle cites in the concluding pages 
of the Ethics as proof of the need for a Politics.

James R. Stoner, Jr., is Hermann Moyse, Jr., Pro-
fessor and director of the Eric Voegelin Institute 
in the Department of Political Science at Louisi-
ana State University.
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A Long-Form Miracle

A blond baby crawls over a heap of 
infant corpses, his skin rosy against 
their deathly pallor. The camera pans 

across the heap to the figure of a blond man 
crawling out from underneath it. The man is 
Jude Law, dressed in the immaculate white 
vestments of a pope. He ventures forth into 
the Piazza di San Marco in Venice, which 
is empty and dark except for the lights of its 
renaissance arcades. Then he turns and looks 
back at the brilliant façade of the Basilica San 
Marco—obscured by an avalanche of dead 
babies.

This nightmare sequence, which opens the 
HBO limited series The Young Pope, is clearly 
meant as an indictment of abortion. But as-
tonishingly, the majority of reviewers did not 
even mention this sequence. And the few who 
did pretended they were seeing something 
else. For example, Scott Tobias of Vulture 
described the heap as “a pyramid of wriggling 
babies.” Chris Byrd of the Catholic News Ser-
vice described it as “a sea of infant mannequins.”

Not wriggling, not mannequins—these 
babies are clearly dead. And the living child 
crawling over them is clearly Lenny Belardo, 
emerging as a 47-year-old American who has 
just been elected pope, taking the name Pius 
XIII. Do the math, and you will see that Len-
ny was born in 1970, three years before Roe 
v. Wade. Not only that, but his parents were 
hippies who abandoned him to a Catholic or-
phanage when he was seven.

To their credit, the critics did mention the 
hippie parents. Indeed, in a rare consensus 
spanning both sides of our polarized culture, 
the critics agreed that The Young Pope is a 
black comedy about an embittered priest who 
gets elected pope by a clutch of cardinals hop-

ing to control him—then surprises them all 
by morphing into an arch-reactionary seeking 
revenge not only on his hippie parents but on 
the whole post-1960s Church.

This consensus does a disservice to Paolo 
Sorrentino, the Italian director who created 
The Young Pope. But perhaps we should not 
blame the critics. This may be the golden 
age of long-form TV, but most publications 

From One Extreme to the Other 

After his nightmare of dead babies, 
Lenny appears to wake up. Gradually 
he makes his way through the Apos-

tolic Palace—a spooky, surreal place where 
everything moves in slow motion to eerie 
music—until he approaches the balcony of St. 
Peter’s, where an immense, cheering crowd 
waits in a driving rain. Stepping out on the 
balcony, he raises his arms to the dark, roil-
ing storm clouds, which obligingly part. The 
square fills with sunshine, and the new Pope 
Pius XIII delivers a homily that would not 
have been out of place at the 1969 Woodstock 
Festival:

What have we forgotten? …We have 
forgotten you! …I’m here to serve you! 

…What else have we forgotten? We have 
forgotten to masturbate!

Forging ahead, he adds that Catholics have 
also “forgotten” to use contraceptives, obtain 
abortions, enjoy gay sex, encourage gay mar-
riage (including between priests), euthanize 
themselves, divorce their spouses, let nuns 
say Mass, and place their faith in genetic en-
gineering.

In short, my dear, dear children, …we 
have forgotten to be happy. There is only 
one road that leads to happiness. And 
that road is called freedom!

Before you grab the remote, behold the 
crowd’s response. Despite the sunshine and 
the giddy message, the people in the square are 
visibly crestfallen. Some frown or hang their 

The Young Pope,
created by Paolo Sorrentino. 

FremantleMedia

still schedule reviews to coincide with the 
debut of a new series, thereby putting the 
critic in the awkward position of having to 
judge a ten-hour program on the basis of the 
first episode. This timing may work for fluffy 
sitcoms and formulaic dramas, but not for 
works of art. And The Young Pope is noth-
ing less. Instead of the quirky black comedy 
described by the critics, it builds, like a great 
novel or symphony, to a denouement so mag-
nificent, I wonder how it could possibly be 
followed by a second season (although one is 
being planned).

This essay will reveal aspects of the plot, 
but don’t worry about spoilers. Knowing the 
overall trajectory of this remarkable series 
only enhances the experience of watching it. 
Personally, I have watched it twice—once to 
figure out whether or not I could trust it, and 
again to savor its ravishing beauty, sly humor, 
and sagacious blend of reverence and irrever-
ence. I strongly recommend trusting it the 
first time around.



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2017
Page 94

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

“Where do afternoons land?” the voice 
of conscience asked. “They land here,” I 
replied. And the voice responded calmly, 

“Yes, it’s true, but I will continue to pro-
tect the boy.”

At this time, Lenny is being pressured to 
deliver as his first public homily a bland, feel-
good address written by Voiello, which greets 
the faithful and urges them to “look joyfully” 
on one another because “God is love.” Lenny 
has been practicing these words, but they stick 
in his craw. As he confides in Sister Mary,

I can’t see God because I can’t see my 
mother and father…. No one loves me. 
That’s why I’m prepared to see the vile-
ness in everyone.

Cut to a tour bus full of happy Catholics 
traveling to greet the new pope, singing what 
appears to be the Italian equivalent of “Kum-
baya.” Then cut to St. Peter’s Square, where a 
huge, cheering crowd has gathered. Lenny is 
still practicing the feel-good speech, but as he 
approaches the balcony, Bernardo whispers, 

“Let yourself go, Your Holiness.” Lenny whis-
pers back, “What if the saint here were you, 
Gutierrez?”

Then, out on the balcony, Pope Pius XIII 
turns his back to the happy crowd, denying 
them a view of his handsome face, and deliv-
ers a very different homily, one that would not 
have been out of place in a secret meeting of 
17th-century French Jansenists:

What have we forgotten? …We have for-
gotten God! …I want to be very clear with 
you. You have to be closer to God than to 
each other. I am closer to God than I am 
to you. You need to know that I will never 
be close to you. Because everyone is alone 
before God…. And He isn’t interested in 
us until we become interested in Him 

…Exclusively! Twenty-four hours a day! 
Hearts and minds filled only with God! 

…No room for free will, no room for lib-
erty, no room for emancipation. “Free 
yourself from God,” I’ve heard people say 

…But the pain of liberation is unbearable, 
sharp enough to kill. Without God you 
are as good as dead.

Pontifex Maximus

Much as my calvinist ancestors 
would have applauded this hom-
ily, it turns out to be an even big-
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heads; others cry. The promise of personal lib-
eration is not striking a responsive chord.

Then Lenny wakes up, for real this time. And 
the story of his papacy begins—with a tug-of-
war between two main characters: Sister Mary 
(Diane Keaton), the nun who raised Lenny and 
now serves, reluctantly, as his chief counselor; 
and Angelo Voiello (Silvio Orlando), the car-
dinal secretary of state who conspired to elect 
Lenny and now struggles, comically, to control 
him. Another key character is Bernardo Guti-
errez (Javier Cámara), the Spanish priest with 
the sorrowful face of a Byzantine icon. 

Keep an eye on Bernardo—his faith and 
humility are a light in Lenny’s darkness. The 
first hint that this is more than a black com-
edy appears in the second episode, when Ber-
nardo is walking with Lenny in the Vatican 
Museum. Asked how he became a priest, Ber-
nardo confesses:

I heard the call right here, when I was 
sixteen. Right here, where May after-
noons land. That light spoke to me and 
said, “Be calm, Bernardo, be calm. The 
boy has become a man.” My mother, my 
father, they were here with me. They 
looked at me, but they were no lon-
ger themselves. I was no longer myself. 
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ger flop than the Woodstock one in Lenny’s 
dream. The crowd recoils, the media go bal-
listic, church attendance plummets, dona-
tions dwindle, and vocations decline. The 
onus is on Voiello, along with Cardinal Mi-
chael Spencer (James Cromwell), the Ameri-
can bishop who mentored Lenny and now 
burns with envy at his elevation, to reverse 
the damage. So they hatch a plot to bring 
down the new pope by persuading Esther 
(Ludivine Sagnier), the wife of a Vatican 
Swiss guard, to seduce him.

Esther and her husband are desperate to 
conceive a child, and she has already asked 
Lenny to pray for them. She agrees to Voi-
ello’s plot, but reluctantly, insisting that the 
pope “only cares about my soul.” “You don’t 
know him,” says Voiello. But she does. Later, 
in the Vatican garden, she contrives to place 
Lenny’s hand on her breast while Voiello and 
crew, hidden behind a nearby monument, 
snap photos. But Lenny withdraws his hand, 
saying, “It would be wonderful to love you…
but I’m a coward, like all priests.” Seeing this, 
Voiello and his crew put down their cameras. 

Here Lenny surprises not only the cardi-
nals but also the viewers at home, because if 
long-form TV has conditioned us to expect 
anything, it has conditioned us to expect ev-

ery onscreen encounter between a good-look-
ing man and woman to result in fantastic, hot, 
amazing sex. Not this time.

Soon after this incident, Lenny brings the 
cardinals to heel—literally—by convening 
them in the Sistine Chapel for his first for-
mal address. And formal it is. To the wildly 
inappropriate but also weirdly appropriate 
electronic dance hit “Sexy and I Know It,” he 
dons the stiff, bejeweled vestments of previous 
centuries, and the three-tiered, gold-and-silver 
tiara last worn by Paul VI (who abandoned 
it in 1964 as a gesture of solidarity with the 
poor). Then to a very different soundtrack—

“Song for Athene” by the 20th-century Brit-
ish composer John Tavener—Pope Pius XIII 
makes his entrance atop the sedia gestatoria, 
or portable throne carried by 12 footmen and 
flanked by the flabella, or massive ceremonial 
fans made of white ostrich feathers.

My Calvinist ancestors would not have 
applauded this homily, because rather than 
assert God’s absolute sovereignty over man, 
it asserts Pius XIII’s absolute sovereignty 
over his subjects, especially the proud, red-
clad princes seated below. Jude Law’s delivery 
of this speech is stunning, one of the high 
points of an extraordinary performance. 
With greater force than any living authori-

tarian dictator, Pius XIII denounces every-
thing progressive, egalitarian, relativistic, 
therapeutic, and extroverted about the con-
temporary Catholic Church. “From this day 
forth,” he concludes,

the word compromise has been banished 
from the vocabulary. I’ve just deleted 
it. When Jesus willingly mounted the 
cross, he was not making compromises. 
And neither am I. Amen.

With this, the papal foot is extended in 
its red satin slipper. The first to approach is 
Spencer, Lenny’s envious mentor, who be-
grudgingly bends to kiss it. Next is Voiello, 
too stiff-necked to bend until the other papal 
foot presses down on his shoulder. There can 
be no doubt that the others will follow. 

The Dark Wood of Selfie Sticks

What does lenny do with his 
newfound power? All-too-human 
things, such as humiliating the 

cardinals and outfoxing the arrogant Italian 
prime minister. But he also works wonders. In 
the scene following the address in the Sistine 
Chapel, he and Esther meet again in the Vati-
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contexts, it envisions a radically alternative view 
of the city grounded in a decolonizesd concep-
tion of land and sovereignty.”

—Glen Sean Coulthard, author of Red Skin,  
White Masks

Hate Spin
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Cherian George

“In the era of Donald Trump and the rise of 
manufactured outrage, Hate Spin provides 
an important contribution. Cherian George 
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hate speech, and does so through a narrative 
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several continents.”

—Michael Signer, author of Demagogue: 
The Fight to Save Democracy from Its Worst 
Enemies 
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at the governmental level.”

—Kathleen Knight 
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can garden. “I have to confess,” she says. “To 
God alone,” he interrupts. Then he adds, “But 
I forgive you.” Suddenly and miraculously, a 
sunbeam touches a nearby lily, and it blooms. 
In that same moment, Esther understands 
that she is pregnant. And we understand that 
Lenny is responsible, although not in any way 
that his enemies can use against him.

One of the more telling exchanges in 
The Young Pope is between Voiello and Sis-
ter Mary. Early in the second episode Voiello 
asks, sardonically, why she considers Lenny a 
saint. Tartly she replies: “By saint I don’t mean 
a good man. I mean a saint.” It takes a while 
for her meaning to emerge, because in many 
ways, Lenny is exactly what his envious men-
tor Spencer accuses him of being: “a terrible 
pope” whose anger against the Church is noth-
ing more than the rage of “a vindictive little boy” 
against the parents who abandoned him.

It would be a mistake, though, to reduce 
the character of Lenny to a psychological 
wound inflicted in boyhood. Don’t we all bear 
such wounds? And isn’t it a mistake, all too 
typical of our narcissistic culture, to make 
those wounds the defining fact of our human-
ity? In a process too complex to summarize 
here, Lenny seeks redemption through his 
pain—with the help of his surrogate mother, 
Sister Mary, and his surrogate brother, An-

drew Dussolier (Scott Shepherd), a fellow or-
phan also turned priest.

If Lenny is impossible to seduce, Andrew is 
easy. Indeed, his love for his parishioners back 
in Honduras includes an unfortunate pen-
chant for lusty threesomes with a hunky youth 
and the wife of a powerful drug lord. But An-
drew is not a cliché, much less a sexual cliché. 
Transferred to Rome, he makes a thoughtless 
pass at a young Italian boy who has just been 
rejected for the priesthood because of “sexual 
disturbances”—and when the boy commits 
suicide, Andrew finds himself lost, like Dante, 
in a dark wood (“per una selva oscura”).

Like Jep, the aging celebrity in Sorrentino’s 
The Great Beauty, which won the 2014 Oscar for 
Best Foreign Language Film, Andrew is tired 
of hedonism. But unlike Jep, Andrew finds no 
solace in beauty. In this he resembles the more 
decadent citizens of Rome. Invited to a party at 
the mansion of a rich couple, he gets so drunk 
that, when the wife makes an unsavory pass, he 
collapses in laughter. The ugly pathos of the 
scene is captured in a single frame: a tall, elegant 
bookshelf filled with ancient leather-bound vol-
umes and a small, gorgeous painting of the Ma-
donna—and in front of it, a half-dozen raised 
selfie sticks. For Andrew, the dark wood is the 
company of people who care nothing for beauty, 
only for images of themselves. 

Andrew comes to a sad end, but not be-
fore helping Lenny take a step or two further 
toward redemption. I don’t mean this meta-
phorically. The miracle of Esther’s pregnan-
cy is impressive, but as Lenny’s story unfolds, 
we witness others that are even more impres-
sive. One is from Lenny’s youth, a dramatic 
act of healing that he refuses to discuss with 
Andrew, because “I only want to talk about 
things I can understand.” Other miracles 
occur in the present, on the few occasions 
when Lenny’s prayers reach a high level of 
intensity. 

Watching these scenes is a heady experi-
ence, because they are presented without 
apology and with the same dazzling artistry 
as the rest of the series. But that raises a ques-
tion: what does beauty mean to Sorrentino? 
Is it a trick of our senses, a fleeting pattern 
that creates the illusion of transcendence? Or 
is it actual transcendence, a Beatrice for our 
Dante? The Great Beauty begins with an epi-
graph from French novelist Louis-Ferdinand 
Céline: “Our journey is entirely imaginary, 
which is its strength.” Look carefully at the 
stunning final sequence of The Young Pope, 
and you will see a figure in the clouds. Is that 
figure entirely imaginary? Sorrentino doesn’t 
say. But the story ends with a vision so beauti-
ful, it suggests the hand of God. 
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Speaking Freely

The wars about english are fought predominantly on 
the battlefields of grammar, syntax, and general usage. Unlike 
French, as puritan in regard to adoption as are the Japanese in 

regard to immigration, English has always promiscuously embraced 
anything that washes up on its shores. Partly because of its Norse, 
Teutonic, and Latinate roots; the world-spanning embrace of the Brit-
ish Empire; and the ease of incorporating borrowings into a declen-
sion-free structure, English has by far the richest vocabulary of any 
language, by some accounts exceeding a million words.

The democratic impulse that distinguishes the English-speaking 
nations has given English the kind of free-wheeling egalitarianism ab-
sent in countries where vestigial aristocracy survives in academies that 
lock down language. Anglo-American dominance and wealth have 
drawn into the lexicon the vocabularies of science, business, technol-
ogy, art, academics, entertainment, the military, popular culture, etc., 
that many languages lack for want of the opportunity to develop such 
things so richly. And the dynamism of English allows it to discard 
the old as readily as it embraces the new. When was the last time you 
thought about a liripoop (the tail of an academic hood)?

Language wars reflect political, philosophical, and cultural divisions: 
ordered liberty versus careless anarchy, tradition versus progression, 
inquiry into the etymology of words versus disdain for their original 
constitution, and, not to be ignored, the freighted division between the 
idea that the meaning of language is rooted in objective reality and that, 
in the absence of discoverable truth, language means whatever the most 
powerful force at the moment decrees. The advance guard of ideological 
infection is the postmodern theories of MIT linguist Noam Chomsky. 
A grammar based upon the Latin was good enough for Shakespeare. 
Compare his style to Chomsky’s, and the case is closed.

From such deficiencies arises not constructive evolution but disfig-
urement, for language must have an intelligible common currency, and 
like any currency it requires an objective basis, judicious maintenance, 
shared utility, and constancy. Politicized and process-oriented Ameri-
can education has combined with atrocities like Twitter, texting, and 
other truncated, thumb-driven means of expression to do astoundingly 
rapid damage to an otherwise intelligent linguistic progression.

We all make mistakes, and many rules are sometimes beneficially 
broken, but now even professional writers, especially journalists, are 
largely semi-literate. Examples could fill an encyclopedia, but here are 
just a few that point to a lack of knowledge or care.

One reads now of a France based such and such, or even, recently, the 
Turkey prime minister. Next will be the America president. Too many ad-
jectives may hobble a style, but why exterminate them? French-based is an 
adjectival phrase in which an adjective modifies a participle, much like 
the wonderful African-American contribution to the language, crazy-

assed, assed being a participle from the newly minted verb ass, to endow 
with an ass. The crazy-assed Chomskyites might call this a descriptor.

Pure ignorance has substituted reticent, meaning reluc-
tant to speak, for reluctant itself, just as ideology has substituted 
Ms. for Miss and Mrs., all of them abbreviations for Mistress, 

and Miss having served quite well to make ambiguous a woman’s mari-
tal status. The New York Times is more responsible than any other ac-
tor for the rape of prepositions. It would be one thing if it confined 
itself to the phrase “standing on line,” New York usage for sure. But the 
Times will note concern on rather than for, and a study on rather than of. 
Now we have arriving to, advocating for (and worse, against), surrounded 
on two sides, and weather forecasters who think they are meatorologists.

We often hear of survivors of one thing or another. True, one may live 
through many a depredation, as opposed to dying. One may live through 
a Barbra Streisand concert or a Hillary Clinton speech as opposed to dy-
ing, but to have survived is more appropriate to having withstood a threat 
to life. One may correctly survive an assault which was also attempted 
murder. One does not survive a burglary or a micro-aggression. For years 
now, the Baltic Republics and their successors have been called The Bal-
tics. This is a thoughtless analogy to the Balkans, which are mountains, 
plural, and are not a group of countries but a region, like the Rockies or 
the Alps. The Baltic is a sea, singular. One can say the Pacific nations, but 
not the Pacifics, although—after the Baltics—the Atlantics, the Pacifics, the 
Indians, and the Mediterraneans are probably next.

One could go on and on. Such objections are not, as they could 
be, pedantry, but rather mourning for the passage of certain habits of 
thought, care, and education. Attention to language is to civilization 
what broken windows policing is to public order and domestic tranquil-
ity. Unfortunately, those who appreciate it are probably those who al-
ready exercise it, and those who need it probably will not appreciate it.

Undoubtedly I have erred even within this column, but if anyone 
protests that I have he will be making my point. The evolution of lan-
guage is best sharpened and polished by protest and debate showing a 
decent respect to the magnificent instrument of which we are the in-
heritors and custodians. Without such consideration the anarchy that 
will follow may eventually degenerate into snorts, bellows, hisses, and 
grunts (who are, coincidentally, my attorneys).

No one should be taken in by reflexive and fulsome professions of 
allegiance to the idea of unlimited linguistic flexibility, for, just as in 
politics, the revolutionary mind is libertine until it is accorded control, 
after which it enforces the eternal stasis of the grave. The first sign of 
a will to power is the lust for destruction. And the only chance for a 
language to deepen in expression and widen in application is if it can 
thrive in a garden of ordered liberty.
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