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from the editor’s desk

The Health Care Schmozzle

T

by Charles R. Kesler

he best description i’ve heard of the republicans’ ongoing attempt to repeal and replace Obamacare came from my wife.
“It’s a schmozzle,” she said one day.
The word, new to me, is English slang, or maybe Australian, depending on which online dictionary you check, and, though not Yiddish, is
said to have Yiddish roots. Only in America! At any rate, my wife, Sally
Pipes, a health care expert and inveterate critic of Obamacare, knows a
health care schmozzle when she sees one.
The word has two meanings, each relevant. A “schmozzle” is a minor
melee, an ineffectual brawl, like a baseball fight—though in this benchclearer, only one side bothered to leave the dugout. The Obamacare dustup involves Republicans only.
In its second sense, a “schmozzle” is a big disorderly mess, which is
a good description of the GOP’s three competing plans (one from the
House, two from the Senate), all unpopular and none of which can
command a Senate majority (as of press time).
Obamacare consists of five main parts: (1) its wide-ranging mandates dictating almost complete federal control over the market for individually purchased health insurance; (2) taxpayer-funded subsidies
that help cover the artificially high premiums that result; (3) a huge
expansion of Medicaid; (4) a bold but barely acknowledged raiding of
Medicare funds to help defray the Medicaid bills; and (5) tax increases.
The Republican bills take aim at one and a half of the five parts—the
tax increases (though they’ve backed away from repealing all of these)
and Medicaid. So maybe we’re down to one part.
The bills call, essentially, for keeping the Affordable Care Act’s
structure while cutting off some of its revenue streams, and for outyear reforms in Medicaid and reductions in its rate of spending growth.
The GOP bills retain almost all of Obamacare’s mandates, including
that no insurer can charge higher prices to those who wait to buy coverage until they are sick or very sick. This “community rating” mandate is
the main reason why premiums in the individual market have roughly
doubled under Obamacare in just four years. Not the only reason, of
course: the law prescribes an elaborate array of expensive minimum
benefits that make insurance too costly for young people and families,
who pay to subsidize the older and sicker.
Republicans would effectively repeal the individual mandate, as
well as the laxly enforced employer mandate. But without significantly

loosening the “essential benefit plans,” insurance costs would continue
to rise in subsequent years—probably dramatically. Only now, the increases would be blamed on Republicans.

H

ow did the gop get into this mess? when president
Obama pitched the Affordable Care Act, he emphasized that
nothing Americans liked about health care would change.
He had to take that tack, because 17 out of 20 Americans liked their
health coverage. The only change they would notice, he promised, was
a reduction in their premiums ($2,500 per family, remember?). His bill
proposed to expand access to the middle-class world of insurance, and
for the poorest of the poor, to extend a lifeline to Medicaid.
In practice, however, the majority of the people who acquired new
health care coverage got it through Medicaid (about 15 million), not the
insurance policies offered on the exchanges (the 12.7 million Americans enrolled in the exchanges in 2016 soon boiled down to only 9.1,
after subtracting those who didn’t pay the premiums or couldn’t prove
citizenship). Obamacare soon went, in effect, from being an unpopular
insurance reform to being a somewhat popular entitlement program.
Republicans are trying desperately to revive the health insurance
market for individuals, but they are trying to sell a product that the
experience of Obamacare has taught millions of Americans they don’t
want or need. Who needs insurance, after all, if you can get it at the last
minute at the same cost, and if health care itself is a right that cannot
be denied and that someone else will have to pay for?
Together with the deterioration of the Obamacare exchanges in
many states, this development has trapped the GOP into a scramble
to save Obamacare from itself, and to save the idea of a market for
health care (and health insurance) from the entitlement maw. The first
is popular, the second much less so; and the two are at odds.
On cue, the “public option,” ostentatiously sacrificed by Obama and
the Democrats in 2010, threatens to return, only this time not as an
option. Yet Democrats in California recently retired their vaunted plan
for a statewide single-payer system, because they had to admit they had
no idea how to pay for it.
The Democrats are running out of other people’s money, and the
Republicans are running out of votes and time. If that isn’t a schmozzle,
I don’t know what is.
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CORRESPONDENCE
Trump and the
Party of Lincoln

the Trump Administration, the
president has courted individual
black politicians and the Congressional Black Caucus. He has
refrained from attacks on affirmative action.
Trump’s speeches about the
black condition recall those by
Presidents Warren Harding and
Calvin Coolidge, and are a necessary part of his overarching goal
of the “safety and happiness” of
the American people.
Whether this strategy works
remains to be seen. Trump may
have to use the tools of progressivism in order to achieve the destruction of the regnant progressive coalition, which would surely
collapse if it were to lose enough
black votes. That he dares to try
shows the boldness of his administration, its extraordinary opportunities, and the extent of Trump’s
ambition.

To add briefly to Charles Kesler’s insightful essay on pre-New
Deal antecedents of Trumpism
(“The Republican Trump,” Winter 2016/17), I note that Franklin Roosevelt famously compared
the pre-New Deal Republicans
to Nazis toward the end of his
1944 State of the Union Address.
FDR’s party continues in this
demagogic tradition.
One more pre-New Deal element Trump seems set on reviving
is to restore the Republican Party
for black Americans as the party
of Lincoln. There are significant
clues in his campaign speeches.
(See, for example, his Charlotte,
North Carolina, speech on October 26 but also his earlier North
Dakota energy speech on May
26. See as well the opening of his
February 28 speech to Congress,
Ken Masugi
where he noted the significance of
Rockville, MD
Black History Month.)
In Ben Carson President
Trump has a cabinet member
American
and senior who is a hero to many
Civil Religion
African Americans—a figure incomparable to any who served
recent Republican presidents.
To have one’s book reviewed by
(We’d have to go back to Fred- a famous polymath like David P.
erick Douglass for a parallel.) As Goldman (a.k.a. “Spengler”) in a
we have seen in the early days of prestigious journal like the Claremont Review of Books would have
been gratifying if only the review
were not so dyspeptic (“Neither
Please send all
American,
Nor Civil, Nor a Recorrespondence to:
ligion,” Spring 2017). Perplexed
why The Tragedy of U.S. Foreign
Claremont Review of Books
Policy pushed all his buttons, I
Attn.: Letters to the Editor
read Goldman’s How Civiliza1317 W. Foothill Blvd, Suite 120,
tions Die (2011) in search of clues.
Upland, CA 91786.
What I discovered just magnified
Or via e-mail:
my confusion since I completely
crbeditor@claremont.org
agreed with his arguments and
thought them quite compatible
We reserve the right to edit
with my own.
for length and clarity.
For instance, I agree that political science “is uniquely illPlease include your
equipped to make sense of a global
name, address, and
crisis whose ultimate cause is
telephone number.
spiritual,” which is why I myself
examined U.S. diplomatic history

through a spiritual lens. I agree
that “when we worship ourselves,
eventually we become the god
that failed,” which is what I argue
Americans risked once they began
to play God. I agree that lumping
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam
together as the “three Abrahamic
religions” is bogus, because I too
am an adult convert to orthodox
Biblical faith. I agree that postReformation churches made their
peace with “pagan nationalism,”
thus mortally wounding Christianity in Europe. I agree that
American Calvinism gave way after the Civil War to “the avuncular
God of Social Gospel,” whereupon
Progressives undertook “political
tinkering and social engineering”
at home and (I argue) abroad. I
agree that “America’s civic religion
always will remain separate from
the myriad of contending sects.” I
even agree with his foreign policy
prescriptions which he describes
as “Augustinian realism.”
Why then did Goldman despise my book? Perhaps because it
struck him “as a defeatist screed.”
His American glass is half-full.
Mine is half-empty and leaking. Yes, the United States may
still brim with power, wealth, life,
and hope compared to the demographic sinkholes in Europe, the
Islamic world, and East Asia. But
U.S. fertility is at an all-time low,
its culture corrupt and decadent,
its government $20 trillion in debt,
and its military victimized by imperial overstretch—all (I argue)
in the name of what has become a
heresy of the original civil religion.
That is what Goldman appears
not to have understood about my
book. He claims I argue that civil
religion has always been malignant. I do not. I argue that Classical American Civil Religion (think
Washington’s Farewell Address)
inspired benign grand strategy.
He claims I trace ACR back to
the Puritans. I do not. I trace it
to all four “cradle cultures” in the
13 colonies and all four “spirits of
English expansion”—rural capitalism, anti-Catholicism, impe-
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rial ambition, and a right of eminent domain over undeveloped
lands—which the colonists invoked against Crown and Parliament to justify their “holy war” for
independence. He claims I stress
continuity from the American
Founders to George W. Bush. I do
not. I describe serial shifts in U.S.
foreign policy inspired or justified
by theological lurches in the ACR,
especially during the Progressive
Era. He claims: “One might well
regard the Social Gospel as a heretical turn away from the religion
of America’s founding, but McDougall sees a fundamental continuity.” I do not. In fact I explicitly call it a heresy. He claims I am
unable to explain why Americans
“traded one version of ACR for the
other.” In fact, I carefully parse the
causes of shifts from Classical to
Progressive, Neo-Progressive, and
Millennial ACR.
A reviewer is free to rebut or
reject an author’s interpretations,
but he ought at least to notice
them.
Walter A. McDougall
University of Pennsylvania
Philadelphia, PA
David P. Goldman replies:
Professor McDougall is generous to acknowledge my broad
agreement with his perspective on
American foreign policy. In fact, I
applauded his project, writing,
“McDougall has done us a great
service by asking students of political philosophy to wrestle with
questions about the state and the
sacred.” My objections had to do
not with intent but execution, in
particular his failure to address
important recent research in the
field. This, I believe, contributed
to lapses and lacunae that weaken
his account. He raises questions
of the greatest moment for America’s future, and it is important to
get them right.
For example, Eric Nelson’s
well-regarded and widely-reviewed
work on the religious content of

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
the Puritan political philosophers
draws a bright line between the
theorists of the American Founding and what McDougall calls
“Anglo-American exponents of
Whiggish country-party philosophy.” McDougall of course is entitled to his own view, but I was
disappointed that he ignored the
pertinent literature.
Whether
the
American
Founding perpetuated Whig
political culture or represented a
radical break is the critical question. Questions of theology which
to us seem abstruse had existential importance for the founding.
Are Americans truly a different
kind of people? I do not believe
the question can be addressed
adequately without reference
to John Selden or John Milton,
names which nowhere appear in
McDougall’s book. The Puritans’
rejection of monarchy as well as
established religion can be seen
as a radical departure from English precedent and the beginnings
of a radically different concept of
nation and people. That bears on
the practical question of whether
the American system of government can be turned into an export industry.
Without clarity about America’s faith at the founding, it is
hard to explain how the Social
Gospel of progressive Protestantism superseded the Calvinism
of the First and Second Great
Awakenings. McDougall, as I
wrote, is hard put to explain this
metamorphosis, and resorts to
citing a list of possible causes,
none of which quite accounts for
the phenomenon. He ignores
work by Louis Menand (among
others) that offers a more robust
explanation. His narrative sags at
its most important moment.
The break in American
religion is one part of the
story; another is the practical
temptations that led America
to abandon the foreign-policy
forbearance of the Federalists
and John Quincy Adams
for interventionism. Again,
McDougall makes no mention
of relevant scholarship by Robert
May and Matthew Karp arguing

that the expansionism of the
slave interest fostered foreignpolicy interventionism.
Walter McDougall’s undertaking is admirable, and his portrayals frequently are vivid, but his latest book doesn’t fulfill its purpose.

The State
vs. Parents
I am grateful for James Stoner’s generous, thoughtful review
of my book, To Whom Do Children Belong? Parental Rights, Civic
Education, and Children’s Autonomy (“Teach Your Children Well,”
Spring 2017). In his review, Stoner suggests that grounding my account philosophically in the socalled “new natural law”—and in
particular, by accepting the view
that one cannot derive an “ought”
from an “is”—is in tension with
what he characterizes as my claim
that “the ‘oughts’ of parental care
and instruction seem to follow
from the fact of procreation.” Yet
on my view parental duties are
not derived from the mere fact of
procreation, but rather from the
unique and intimate relationship
between parent and child, and
the personal dependence of children on their parents for the ideal
fulfillment of their developmental needs. My account involves no
jump from fact to value; rather,
it establishes that the biological
parent-child relationship is an instance of a fundamental human
value—namely, an intimate personal relationship—and analyzes
the nature of that relationship
to determine the obligations to
which it gives rise.
Further, while Stoner is right to
point out that many of the premises and conclusions of my argument are in line with the classical
liberal tradition—indeed, I draw
on liberal authors past and present throughout the book, including William Galston, John Stuart
Mill, and Alexis de Tocqueville—
my point about the natural obligations of biological parents challenges the fundamental liberal assumption that we can acquire ob-

ligations only by consent. On my
view, the web of relationships in
which one finds oneself is a fundamental determinant of one’s obligations, regardless of whether one
is in those relationships by choice
or—as is the case with many family relationships—by circumstance.
Finally, Stoner wonders
whether my argument may unravel “because the natural community of the family points beyond itself to the naturalness of
the political community, which
may in turn have a duty of moral
instruction.” Here, again, Stoner
is missing my fundamental point
about the fact that parental authority derives from parents’ special, non-transferable obligations
to their children. Another way of
putting this point is to say that
the family is a natural authoritative community with autonomy
over its internal affairs, primary
among which is the procreation
and education of children.
The political community is
natural, too, but it is a community
of communities, and its role is to
foster the common good by creating the conditions within which
the individuals and communities
within it can pursue their own
proper goods. Thus, the state has
a right to impose minimal requirements to ensure that children
receive an education which will
enable them to be law-abiding
and productive citizens. When
it comes to state interventions in
education undertaken not in the
name of the common good but in
the name of the proper good of
children, however, the state should
use only non-coercive measures,
because parents, not the state, are
the ones who have primary responsibility for (and therefore authority
with regard to) the proper good of
children. The only exceptions are
real abuse and neglect, because
in those cases there is a clear and
serious abuse of authority on the
part of parents which justifies the
intervention of authority at a higher level.
Melissa Moschella
Columbia University
New York, NY
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Essay by William Voegeli

Diversity and Its Discontents

I

n june 2015 washington post blogger and UCLA law professor Eugene
Volokh reported that his university had
listed the statement “America is a melting
pot” among examples of “microaggressions.”
The administration defined these offenses
as “slights, snubs, or insults, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate
hostile, derogatory, or negative messages to
target persons based solely upon their marginalized group membership.” The university admonished its faculty and staff that
uttering such words indicates that “a White
person does not want to or need to acknowledge race.” Similar terms of abuse, it advised,
were “America is the land of opportunity”
and “Everyone can succeed in this society, if
they work hard enough.” The examples were
meant to help University of California employees recognize a microaggression when
they were at risk of committing or suffering
one.
By coincidence, news of the U.C.’s expansive understanding of “microaggression” broke
the same week Hillary Clinton launched her
disastrous presidential campaign. The Atlantic’s Peter Beinart recently speculated that
Clinton might have defeated Donald Trump
if only she had: denounced the “absurd” idea
that “melting pot” conveys a hostile, derogatory, or negative message; urged universities to

“celebrate…Americanness” as well as multiculturalism; and acknowledged that mass immigration entails significant challenges. Even
if some leftists “would have howled” at this
big-tent treatment of the immigration issue,
Beinart believes it would have been a shrewd,
possibly decisive maneuver.
Autopsies

S

ending the opposite message—
that no intelligent, decent American
could possibly favor restricting immigration—was not, however, just another
Clinton campaign blunder, like avoiding the
state of Wisconsin for the six months before
Election Day. It is, rather, one more item
for the Democrats’ “It Wasn’t Supposed to
Be Like This” file. Prior to November 2016,
Democrats were confident that immigration
was a political issue that worked in their candidates’ favor. The multicultural “coalition
of the ascendant” would embrace, even demand, immigration policies that were welcoming rather than restrictive. The GOP’s
pale, male, aging, raging coalition of the
descendant would fulminate in front of its
Fox News programs, lose election after election, and eventually die off, leaving behind a
“majority-minority” America governed by a
hegemonic Democratic Party.
Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2017
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Worried Republicans envisioned the same
future. A post-2012 “autopsy” by the Republican National Committee warned that unless
the GOP compromised on immigration in order to reach out to Hispanic voters, “our Party’s appeal will continue to shrink to its core
constituencies only.” Former Florida governor
Jeb Bush expressed this stance lyrically, telling
one audience in 2014 that illegal immigrants
were people who:
crossed the border because they had no
other means to work to be able to provide for their family. Yes, they broke
the law, but it’s not a felony. It’s an act
of love. It’s an act of commitment to
your family. I honestly think that that
is a different kind of crime, that there
should be a price paid, but it shouldn’t
rile people up that people are actually
coming to this country to provide for
their families.
He added that when foreigners overstay
their visas in America, “[a] great country
ought to know where these folks are and politely ask them to leave.” It wasn’t clear how
Bush planned to respond if those folks, politely or otherwise, declined the request.
“When Mexico sends its people, they’re
not sending their best,” said the opponent
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who defeated Bush for the Republican
nomination.
They’re sending people that have lots of
problems, and they’re bringing those
problems with us. They’re bringing
drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re
rapists. And some, I assume, are good
people.
Many Americans, it turned out, were riled
up about people coming here: enough for
Donald Trump to win the GOP primaries
after repudiating the autopsy report’s plea
for more tempered rhetoric on immigration,
and then enough for him to win the general
election.
As a result, it’s the other party conducting autopsies. Pollster Stan Greenberg has
admonished Democrats that every center-left
political party in the developed world is now
burdened by voters’ suspicions that it isn’t serious about enforcing immigration laws. In
the worst cases, that suspicion proves electorally “fatal.”
Moving Way Left

I

t is no mystery that immigration
has become an increasingly consequential
issue, with ever higher political costs for
getting on the wrong side of public sentiment.
The 2010 census found that 40 million people
living in America had been born elsewhere,
12.9% of the entire population. This was the
highest percentage since 1920, and 2¾ higher
than the proportion in 1970.
Two political scientists, Jeff Colgan and
Robert Keohane, argued in Foreign Affairs
this year that immigration’s benefits to the
U.S. exceed its costs, and that prejudice accounts for much of the opposition to it. Even
so, they insisted that there is “some limit
to how rapidly a country can absorb immigrants,” a reality necessitating “tough decisions about how fast people can come in and
how many resources should be devoted to
their integration.” Moreover, a legitimate
concern for “national solidarity” requires acknowledging, “[i]t is not bigotry to calibrate
immigration levels to the ability of immigrants to assimilate and to society’s ability to
adjust.”
That such elementary points need to be
spelled out reflects the fact that the Democratic Party, which has moved left on such
issues as crime and gender politics since Bill
Clinton’s presidency, has moved way left on
immigration. Barack Obama ran for president in 2008 on a platform that declared,
“We cannot continue to allow people to enter

the United States undetected, undocumented,
and unchecked.” Eight years later, the Democratic platform’s extensive discussion of immigration concentrated entirely on reforms
that would make it easier to come to the U.S.
or, once in it, stay. Unlike in 2008, the 2016
platform never even alluded to violations of
our immigration laws, saying only that 11
million people are here “without proper documentation,” which makes it sound like they’re
victims of a bureaucratic snafu or regrettable
happenstance.
Even admitting that there are costs as
well as benefits to immigration has become
difficult and, as a result, rare. Liberal politicians, scholars, and writers all “face pressures to support immigration,” in Beinart’s
words. Democratic presidential candidate
Bernie Sanders, for example, spoke against
“bringing in significant numbers of unskilled
workers to compete with [unemployed] kids.”
The ThinkProgress website immediately rebuked him, asserting that “the idea that immigrants coming to the U.S. are taking jobs
and hurting the economy…has been proven
incorrect.”
The reality is less tidy. Empirical and anecdotal data support the idea that the presence here of large numbers of immigrants
with few skills has benefits but also costs,
which fall most heavily on Americans with
no more than a high school education, the
group already hit hardest by automation and
globalization. One claim adduced to argue
that immigration has few bad effects and
many good ones is that immigrants with
limited education and skills—the ones described by Jeb Bush—flock to the arduous,
dirty, dangerous jobs “Americans won’t do.”
One test of this contention came in 2006, after Immigration and Customs Enforcement
agents raided six Swift & Co. meatpacking
plants, arresting some 1,300 illegal immigrants. Swift responded by raising wages, offering bonuses, and recruiting more aggressively in the U.S. to staff its plants. The (now
defunct) Rocky Mountain News reported the
week after the raids that there was a line of
applicants “out the door” at Swift’s Greeley,
Colorado, plant, all hoping for a chance to do
one of the jobs Americans supposedly won’t
do. In any case, supply-and-demand remains
operative beyond our borders. The Washington Post reported earlier this year that the
prospect of millions of Mexicans being repatriated, voluntarily or involuntarily, because
of President Trump’s policies “means lower
wages for everybody in [Mexico’s] blue-collar
industries such as construction and automobile manufacturing, where competition for
jobs is likely to increase.”
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Apart from political and economic miscalculations, the Democrats’ equivocal position on immigration became fanatical due to
something more fundamental: the unfolding
of progressive liberalism’s inner logic. Taking Beinart to task for even suggesting that
Democrats had suffered from mishandling
the immigration issue, Dylan Matthews of
Vox.com wrote that “any center-left party
worth its salt has to be deeply committed
to egalitarianism, not just for people born
in the U.S. but for everyone.” The egalitarianism that has come to insist on transgender rights, single-payer health insurance, and ending mass incarceration also
requires “treating people born outside the
U.S. as equals,” which necessitates “a strong
presumption in favor of open immigration.”
Honoring this “basic obligation of justice”
means that immigrants from such countries
as Cambodia, India, Mexico, and Nigeria often earn several times as much in the U.S. as
they would have in their native countries, a
development Matthews wants every liberal
to support unreservedly. And if it turns out
that the open immigration inherent in international egalitarianism does adversely affect
some native-born American workers, intranational egalitarianism will solve the problem through “more domestic redistribution
to address poverty and hardship.”
Is Nationhood Obsolete?

F

ifty years ago, when liberal writers were either more circumspect or
less self-aware, political scientist Joseph
Cropsey had already discerned that liberalism
culminates in globalism. Liberals, he wrote,
regard “the dividedness of men grouped according to their nations” as “an arbitrary division.” As a result, they reject patriotism as
“unavoidably discriminatory,” a form of “preferring one’s own as such and, in the vulgar
extreme, degenerating into the simple dislike
or hatred of foreigners.”
This implication of the liberal project was
subsequently made explicit by prominent intellectuals and academics. The “holiday from
history” between the fall of the Berlin Wall
and the 9/11 terror attacks was especially
conducive to hailing a new anti-, post-, transnationalist epoch. In 1992, before he served
in the Clinton State Department and later
became president of the Brookings Institution, journalist Strobe Talbott predicted that
the 21st century would see “nationhood as we
know it [become] obsolete.” The emergence
of a “single global authority” would mean that
mankind had finally transcended all nations’
anthropological basis: “a prehistoric band
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clustered around a fire,” united by virtue of
sharing “a language, a set of supernatural beliefs and a repertoire of legends about their
ancestors.”
Similarly, the “challenge and the promise
of American society,” social scientist Richard Sennett wrote in 1994, is to act together
“without invoking the evil of a shared national identity.” Two years later, philosopher
Martha Nussbaum held that “patriotic pride”
was “morally dangerous.” We should aspire,
instead, to be citizens of the world, allegiant
to the “worldwide community of human beings.” Political scientist Amy Gutmann, later
president of the University of Pennsylvania,
agreed: Americans should be loyal to “democratic humanism,” rather than to “the United States or some other politically sovereign
community.”
Working from such premises, a strong
presumption in favor of open immigration is
inevitable. If slights and snubs to members
of marginalized groups are unacceptable microaggressions, then forcibly excluding or
evicting such people from a particular country is an unconscionable macro-aggression.
Few margins, after all, are more consequential than a national border, which means few
groups are more marginalized than those outside the border denied entry and inclusion by
the group inside it.
Calling the Shots

T

he “nation of immigrants” rhetoric about huddled masses yearning
to breathe free has, accordingly, gone
from sentiment to theory. Political philosopher Joseph H. Carens, in The Ethics of Immigration (2013) argues that “citizenship in
Western democracies is the modern equivalent of feudal class privilege—an inherited
status that greatly enhances one’s life chances.” To confer “great advantages on the basis
of birth but also entrench these advantages
by legally restricting mobility” is, he contends, “hard to justify.”
Another scholar, Arash Abizadeh of
Montreal’s McGill University, arrives at the
same conclusion by a different path: no exclusion without representation. He rejects
the “unilateral domestic right to control and
close the state’s boundaries.” Such restrictions are justifiable only if they emerge from
“democratic processes giving participatory
standing to foreigners” affected by border
controls. Abizadeh calls for “differentiated
participatory rights,” so that foreigners have
a voice in determining a particular nation’s
immigration policies while its citizens have
more of a say on the question. The extent of

this differentiation, how much more powerful citizens will be, is as hazy as the means
by which the question will be sorted out. Because equality is the fundamental democratic principle, there is no obvious way the logic
of giving foreigners some say about policies
that affect them stops short of giving them
equal say, globalizing the “one man, one vote”
standard.
The world’s most populous nation, China,
contains fewer than 19% of the world’s people, which means any nation’s desire to keep
foreigners out could be overruled in a worldwide quasi-polity if enough foreigners want
to get in. Unchallenged sovereignty regarding secure borders would be one of the few
distinctive advantages enjoyed by nations no
one wants to migrate to, like Somalia. Nor
is there any obvious reason to confine Abizadeh’s argument about participatory standing
to questions of immigration. Exporters, for
example, could use it to claim that an importing nation’s tariffs or health and safety standards are illegitimate if a business subject to
them had no capacity to shape or thwart such

For those who like
the old “us,” constructing
a new one is a
solution in search of
a problem.
policies. Similar arguments could be made regarding copyrights and patents. Government
by consent of the governed is, in this scheme,
rewired to produce something quite different
and much harder to realize: government by
consent of the affected.
Not surprisingly, those who believe there
is very little we can justly do to exclude immigrants think there is also very little we
may demand of them once they’re here. To
call America a melting pot is hostile to marginalized groups because, according to the
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, multiculturalists “reject the ideal of the ‘melting
pot’ in which members of minority groups
are expected to assimilate into the dominant
culture in favor of an ideal in which members of minority groups can maintain their
distinctive collective identities and practices.”
Multiculturalism pervades liberal thinking in our time. As a result, assimilation is
“a concept many on the left currently hate,”
Beinart writes.
To assimilate is to make oneself, or be
made by others, similar to those others, a
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process that necessarily means becoming
dissimilar from the people the immigrant
left behind in his native land. The meltingpot metaphor implies that the assimilated
will modify the culture they are assimilated
to, rendering it as American as pizza pie. But
that isn’t good enough. For the zealous multiculturalist, assimilation demands “that the
marginalized conform to the identities of
their oppressors,” to quote the Stanford Encyclopedia again, which “looks suspiciously like
the erasure of socially subordinate identities
rather than their genuine incorporation into
the polity.”
Note that applying the logic of multiculturalism to the case of immigration requires
positing that immigrants are dominated, oppressed, and subordinated. This assumption
is consistent with the arguments put forward
by Carens and Abizadeh: immigrants have
the right to determine not only whether they
are physically admitted to a new country, but
the terms of their inclusion in a new society.
One might suppose that the host nation, rather than conduct lacerating self-examinations
about the meaning of immigrants’ “genuine
incorporation,” would simply urge them to return to their country of origin if they consider
themselves so grievously subjugated in the
new one they chose.
Near and Far

B

ut telling immigrants who feel
oppressed to go back home would be,
for the multiculturalist, yet another
abusive message to a marginalized group.
Supporting cultures’ multiplicity doesn’t
mean endorsing their equal rights or status.
Multicultural egalitarianism is redistributive, aiming to strengthen subordinated cultures and weaken the dominant one. Accordingly, a crucial feature of leftist thinking in
North America and Europe is “oikophobia,”
philosopher Roger Scruton’s term for a consuming aversion to the near and familiar in
favor of the exotic. It is, in other words, the
exact opposite of xenophobia. Oikophobia
helps explain why European feminist politicians, otherwise insistent on women’s equal
rights and status, dutifully put on hijabs to
meet with Middle Eastern leaders, lest they
be accused of Islamophobia. And it explains
why many Americans spoke matter-of-factly
about traveling to Cuba before an onslaught
of American tourists ruined the decrepit
charm bequeathed by poverty and oppression, replacing it with a vibe as ghastly as
Disney World’s.
Thus, the committed oikophobe believes
there is no such thing as too much immigra-
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tion, or too little assimilation. New arrivals
make the dominant culture less dominant,
providing alternatives that oikophobes celebrate in order to highlight the dominant
culture’s moral and aesthetic deficiencies. Illegal and unnaturalized immigrants may not
be able to vote—though liberal activists are
working diligently to circumvent that nativist impediment—but do alter the balance of
political power in other ways. Immigrants
can demonstrate, speak out, and be profiled
in news stories about the mistreatment and
sufferings of migrants who, as an act of love
for their families, left their homeland to come
to a new nation, only to find it utterly callous
and bigoted. Immigrants advance the liberal
cause by swelling the ranks of the victimized
and aggrieved, adding new contestants for the
Oppression Olympics who will elevate the level of competition, thereby increasing pressure
on the dominant culture’s smug overlords to
repent and redistribute.
A New Us
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olitics is hard, so it is not enough
to settle any question by ascertaining
how Vox.com thinks about it in order
to endorse the opposite approach. In the majority of cases, however, this method will yield
a very good beginning. Repudiating the relevant leftist axioms does indeed lay the foundation for a sound conservative immigration
policy.
In the first place, the nation-state is neither anachronistic nor contemptible but,
rather, the basis for pursuing justice and
progress in the modern world. Government,
Roger Scruton argues, “requires a ‘we,’ a prepolitical loyalty that causes neighbors…to
treat each other as fellow citizens.” Without the “legacy of social trust” derived from
this sense of belonging to a highly specific
subset of mankind, political stability is impossible. In Considerations on Representative
Government (1861), John Stuart Mill defined
a nationality as existing when “[a] portion
of mankind…are united among themselves
by common sympathies which do not exist
between them and any others—which make
them cooperate with each other more willingly than with other people, desire to be
under the same government, and desire that
it should be government by themselves or a
portion of themselves exclusively.” Nationality’s sources may include various combinations of language, religion, geography, and
ancestry, Mill argued, but the strongest one
is “identity of political antecedents; the possession of a national history, and consequent
community of recollections; collective pride
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and humiliation, pleasure and regret, connected with the same incidents in the past.”
The “mystic chords of memory,” in other
words, which Abraham Lincoln invoked that
same year in his First Inaugural.
This tribal, pre-political “we” is not immutable: individuals or groups once considered
“them” can, in every sense that matters, come
to be part of, and ultimately indistinguishable from, “us.” It does not follow, however,
that the process of expanding the group
united by common sympathies, or redefining
what it means to belong to it, will necessarily
occur in every instance just because there are
those who want it to occur. Nor is it inevitable that the process will be fast and easy, or
can be hastened and smoothed in response
to hectoring and sermonizing. To the social scientist Richard Florida the “sobering”
evidence argues that humans “sort ourselves
into communities of similar, like-minded
others,” in a way that “appears to be built
into the very structure of our social lives.”
Political scientist Robert Putnam was similarly chagrined to find that ethnic diversity
and social trust are negatively correlated. Diversity causes us to “hunker down [and] act
like turtles,” he said. “And it’s not just that
we don’t trust people who are not like us. In
diverse communities, we don’t trust people
who do look like us.”
Hundreds of American colleges now have
an Office of Diversity and Inclusion, which
monitors, celebrates, and agitates for both
ideals. If Florida and Putnam are correct,
however, the humble conjunction is wholly
inadequate to resolve the inherent tension
between diversity and inclusion. Nonetheless, Putnam believes that the opposition
between the two can be overcome in a way
conducive to large-scale immigration. He,
too, rejects assimilation. Instead of telling
immigrants they “should be more like us,”
Putnam says, we should “construct a new us.”
This implicitly oikophobic advice will make
perfect sense to all who consider the existing
“us” deficient or even reprehensible. Those
who do not share this assumption, however,
will view Putnam’s new “us” construction
project as a solution in search of a problem.
For those who like the old “us” as it is, who
fear that transforming it is at least as likely
to be damaging as beneficial, and who cannot fathom a moral order where it is impermissible to expect immigrants to be more
like us, the obvious solution to the problem
of maintaining social cohesion despite the
presence of unassimilable immigrants is to
exclude such immigrants in the first place,
and send those who can’t or won’t assimilate
back home.

Caution Ahead

P

eople bound together by common
sympathy are not, however, required
to regard the rest of mankind with antipathy. The plurality of nations—there are
just under 200 in the world today—greatly
reduces the need to pursue or impose one
final, metaphysically correct answer to questions about how we should live. Different
peoples, different nations, can live in different ways. Latitudinarian tolerance between
nations gives rise to fewer frictions necessitating tolerance within nations. Nations that
demand women wear head scarves in public
can do so, and nations that consider such
rules an affront to the equality of the sexes
can follow their preferences. The absence of
a large Muslim population from France, for
example, would obviate debates over whether tolerating the hijab is a requirement of diversity or a violation of that country’s laïcité,
its constitutionally mandated secularism.
Indeed, tolerance itself is regarded differently around the world, to the point of being
prized by some peoples and reviled by others.
Keeping nations and peoples distinct creates
fewer situations that pose the conundrum of
whether, and how extensively, to tolerate intolerance. Caution and humility on this point
push back against the neoconservative aspiration to make the rest of the world more like
America, as in Iraq, and the multicultural one
to make America more like the rest of the
world, as in Berkeley.
Furthermore, if nations as such are necessary and good, and mankind’s post-national
future is neither plausible nor desirable, it
follows that nations have a right to exist.
This means each one’s government has the
right to wield its sovereign powers to protect
the nation’s territory and people. This exercise of sovereignty argues against recognizing any countervailing right of people to be
received as immigrants by countries that, for
whatever reason, do not want them. The admission of prospective immigrants is, rather,
a matter for the people of the host nation to
determine through deliberations that may
incorporate a decent respect to the opinions
of mankind.
But whether to accord that respect, and
how to interpret those opinions, are questions for each nation to determine. None
are obliged to justify, to foreign critics or
rejected migrants, immigration policies that
express the intentions and serve the interests of their own people. Fair and reasonable
citizens will arrive at different answers to
the prudential questions immigration policy
entails: whether or how much weight to give
Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2017
Page 13

Important New Work by
National Humanities Medal
Recipient Lewis E. Lehrman

“Lewis E. Lehrman ... is also an
accomplished scholar and historian. Mr.
Lehrman is exceptionally well-qualified,
and his excellent book is proof of that fact.”
- Prof. Larry Arnn, former deputy editor to
Martin Gilbert of the authorized Churchill biography

“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.”
- Prof. Andrew Roberts, author of Masters and
Commanders: How Churchill, Roosevelt, Marshall and
Alanbrooke Won the War in the West.

“Rich in 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.”
- Prof. Richard Carwardine, Rhodes Professor of
American History at Oxford University

Insights into historic role of:
Anthony Eden

British Secretary of War, Foreign Secretary

Dwight D. Eisenhower

Supreme Commander Allied Expeditionary Force

Harry Hopkins

FDR’s de facto National Security Advisor

George Marshall

Chief of Staff, United States Army

and many more who forged the world
in which we live today.

$18.48 Hardcover | $15.65 Kindle

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
to humanitarian considerations; and which
admissions and exclusions are most conducive to the existing citizenry’s security, prosperity, domestic tranquility, and social cohesion. But sovereignty means little if it does
not mean that a nation is a kind of gated
community, to use political scientist Diana
Schaub’s term. Even those who regret the
metaphor find it hard to dispute: Brandeis
University’s John Burt acknowledged, in an
exchange with Schaub on CRB Digital, that
for anyone other than the existing members
of a community to decide how prospective
new members are vetted, and then admitted
or rejected, “would make a mockery of the
notions of liberty and consent.”
People who agree on all these premises can,
by virtue of assessing immigration’s costs and
benefits differently, arrive at various answers
to the question of how restrictive America’s
immigration policy should be. Every policy
course will affect, to some extent, a nation’s
destiny. But choices about immigration and
assimilation are especially momentous for a
democracy, since they shape the composition
and disposition of the “we” who will go on to
settle every other question.
Given the stakes, the conservative instinct
toward caution applies with extra force to immigration. Cautious governance entails constant awareness that an immigration policy

that turns out to be excessively restrictive can
easily be reversed, but revising an insufficiently
restrictive one will be difficult and undoing
its consequences even more so. Caution also
means treating the successful assimilation of
previous large waves of immigrants to America
as a fact of history, not a law of nature. Past
performance is no guarantee of future results,
as the brokerage firms’ ads say, particularly given that the biggest single source of immigration
today is an adjacent nation, not ones separated
from North America by thousands of miles
and a difficult ocean passage. Nor did the Ellis
Island immigrants come to a nation where the
Americanization of newcomers was stymied by
the fierce opposition of multiculturalists.
Conservatives are cautious not just about
how to proceed but about how the world
works. No matter how secure and admired a
set of arrangements appears, it is always vulnerable to external antagonists and internal
decay. America’s experiment in self-government needs to be conserved because it is reckless to assume it will simply sustain itself.
This vulnerability bears on immigration
policy because the concept of self-government
includes…government. It’s not enough for
the governed to have a say if the government
makes promises in bad faith. Donald Trump
was able to use the immigration issue against
both political parties in 2016 because both
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were complicit in passing and implementing
the Immigration Reform and Control Act of
1986. Democrats and Republicans not only
failed to follow through on its promise of
tough immigration enforcement, but treated
the law as the template when they sought the
next grand bargain on immigration, which
would somehow address the enforcement failures of the previous clueless or cynical grand
bargain.
A high rate of immigration jeopardizes
social cohesion, on which republics are more
dependent than any other regime. This threat
is compounded when a large, influential portion of the intelligentsia dismisses or even
applauds the prospect that immigration will
unravel the social fabric. It is fitting, though
perverse, that this erosion of trust among citizens should be accompanied by the feckless
enforcement of immigration laws, which renders the government unworthy of the citizens’
trust. Because of the way immigration policy
has been debated and implemented, many of
the people most appalled by Donald Trump’s
election victory are among the people most responsible for it.
William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Claremont Review of Books, and contributor to the
American Project at the Pepperdine School of
Public Policy.
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Book Review by Joseph M. Bessette

More Justice, Less Crime
Locked In: The True Causes of Mass Incarceration and How to Achieve Real Reform, by John Pfaff.
Basic Books, 272 pages, $27.99
Prison Break: Why Conservatives Turned Against Mass Incarceration, by David Dagan and Steven Teles.
Oxford University Press, 256 pages, $29.95

I

f amazon is correct, there are currently more than 150 books in print with
the phrase “mass incarceration” in the title
or subtitle. You need no special knowledge of
crime and punishment in the United States
to infer correctly that the term is not one of
praise for our criminal justice system. “Mass
incarceration” means not simply that many
Americans are behind bars, but that too many
Americans are behind bars.
Currently, about 2.2 million individuals
are incarcerated in the nation’s federal prisons
(190,000), state prisons (1.3 million), and local
jails (725,000). These are, admittedly, depressingly high numbers—and much higher, adjusted for population, than in other Western
democracies. Prisons, however, are a response
not to a population problem but to a crime
problem. So the question is not whether the
United States has too many people in prison
for a country of its size, but whether it has too
many people in prison for a country with its
number of crimes and convictions. (Note that
of the local jail inmates, about three fifths are

awaiting trial and most of the rest are serving
short sentences of less than a year.)

S

tart with crime. according to
the FBI, in 2015 law enforcement authorities reported over 15,000 homicides; 124,000 rapes; 327,000 robberies; and
764,000 aggravated assaults (that is, assaults
with a deadly weapon or those causing serious bodily injury). That’s 1.2 million very serious violent crimes known to the police. Authorities also reported 1.6 million burglaries,
of which more than a million were of personal residences. Residential burglary is the
most serious and traumatic of the property
crimes and the one that comes closest to the
personal violation characteristic of violent
crimes. (Victimization surveys show that
the true prevalence of crime in the United
States, including crimes not reported to the
police, is more than twice as high as official
police data.)
All of these crimes are felonies that can
land one in prison. And these numbers do
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not include such serious offenses as kidnapping, indecent liberties with a child, other
sex crimes short of rape, and drug trafficking, for which we have no national incident
data. Of course, not all criminals are arrested. For some of these serious crimes arrest
rates are shockingly low: just 29% for robbery and 13% for burglary. Yet, altogether,
police made over 10 million arrests in 2015,
1.5 million for violent crimes (including misdemeanor assaults).
What, then, of convictions for serious
crimes? The most recent data from the Department of Justice’s Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) show more than 1.1 million
felony convictions in state courts each year
(2006) and 72,000 felony convictions in
federal courts (2014). For the convictions
in state courts, over 200,000 were for a violent crime; 100,000 for burglary; and over
200,000 for drug trafficking. Many will be
surprised to learn that only two fifths of
those convicted of felonies in state courts
are actually sentenced to prison. Of the rest,
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about half receive no incarceration (mainly
probation) and half are sentenced to a short
term in a local jail. Indeed, at any one time
there are more than twice as many convicted
offenders on probation or parole—that is,
not incarcerated—as there are in the nation’s
prisons or jails.
With offenders each year committing well
over a million very serious violent crimes and
another 1.6 million burglaries, with police
each year arresting 1.5 million violent offenders, and with courts each year convicting more
than a million persons for a felony, it is perhaps not so surprising that state and federal
prisons hold one and a half million inmates.
If we have a “mass incarceration” problem it
appears to be because we have a “mass crime”
problem, despite the downward trend of the
past two decades.
Are one and a half million felons in state
and federal prisons too many? Are our prisons filled with low-level offenders, especially
small-time drug users, who could be released
with no harm to the public? And what of the
violent offenders, burglars, and drug traffickers, who together constitute fully three
fourths of all state prisoners? Would the nation be better served if hundreds of thousands
of these offenders were released into our communities or never sent to prison in the first
place?

I

t is a great virtue of john pfaff’s
Locked In: The True Causes of Mass Incarceration and How to Achieve Real Reform that
it thoroughly refutes the myth, which he calls
the “Standard Story,” that the “war on drugs”
was responsible for “mass incarceration”—a
thesis made famous by Michelle Alexander in
her bestseller The New Jim Crow (2010). Reporting data from BJS, Pfaff shows that only
16% of state prisoners are serving time for a
drug offense as their most serious conviction,
and only 3.5% for drug possession. And he
notes that even the relatively few serving time
for simple possession may have committed a
more serious drug offense but were allowed
to plea to the lesser crime. He cites studies
showing that about a quarter of drug offenders in prison had previously been convicted of
a violent crime, that a fifth had used a gun in
a previous crime, and that only about 1% of
all state prisoners were “nonviolent, first- or
second-time drug offenders.” He even titles
one section of his chapter on the war on drugs
“The Myth of the Low-Level, Nonviolent Drug
Offender.”
A professor at Fordham Law School with
a Ph.D. in economics, Pfaff goes on to challenge Alexander’s further claim that the war
on drugs (which Alexander attributes to

anti-black bias) explains the disproportion
of blacks in America’s prisons. He shows to
the contrary that whereas blacks in 2013 were
38% of all state prisoners serving time for a
drug offense, they were 37% of the much larger number of those serving time for non-drug
crimes. Remove all drug offenders from prison and the racial disproportion of state prison
inmates would remain essentially unchanged.
How, then, to achieve the kind of massive
reductions in incarceration that Pfaff believes are necessary to reduce the “hard-toestimate ‘collateral’ costs” of mass incarceration, such as the income inmates lose while
behind bars, the emotional costs on inmates’
families, the reinforcing of racial biases
and inequalities, and the increased future
health costs that former inmates face? No
real progress will be made until we confront,
as he titles his seventh chapter, “The Third
Rail: Violent Offenses.” Most simply, we
must send fewer violent offenders to prison
and shorten the time behind bars of those we
do send. States and counties must “rethink
how they punish people convicted of violent

Only two fifths of those
convicted of felonies in
state courts are actually
sentenced to prison.
crimes, where ‘rethink’ means ‘think about
how to punish less.’”

P

faff frankly acknowledges that
he is talking here about “serious violent crimes.” One quarter of those in
prison for a violent offense, he tells us, are
serving time for murder or manslaughter
(166,000 in 2012); another quarter for robbery (182,000); and 10% for aggravated assault (133,000). Add the 13% serving time
for rape or other sexual assault (165,000),
which he doesn’t mention here, and the total just for these four most serious violent
crimes is 646,000, about half of all state
prison inmates. “If we are serious about
wanting to scale back incarceration, we need
to start cutting back on locking up people for
violent crimes.” To put it simply, we must be
“less punitive.”
So, just how punitive are we now toward
violent and other serious offenders? First,
as noted above, most of those convicted of
felonies in state courts are not sentenced to
prison but to probation (supervision in the
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community) or a short sentence in local jail.
Even for serious violent offenders surprising
numbers are not sent to prison: 28% for rape;
29% for robbery; and 57% for aggravated assault. Although Pfaff does not address these
specific figures, his argument requires that
more of those convicted of rape, robbery, and
aggravated assault get either no incarceration
at all or at most a short stint in a local jail.
What about time served? Just how long do
we now keep violent offenders behind bars?
Pfaff calculates that time served in prison for
all those convicted of murder, rape, robbery,
and aggravated assault averages 3.2 years—
“likely less,” he says with some understatement, “than one would expect for index violent crimes.” (The FBI tracks incidents of
four violent crimes and four property crimes
as an “index” of the overall crime problem.)
Including non-violent crimes, the overall
average is just 1.7 years. More detailed data
from BJS (which Pfaff does not cite) show
that time served for all major violent crimes
increased from 1986 to 2009 (the last year
with published data). For murder (excluding all forms of manslaughter), the average
number of years behind bars before release
rose from 6.8 to 14.6; for rape, from 3.8 to
7.8; for robbery, from 3 to 4.8; and for aggravated assault, from 1.9 to 2.7. And keep
in mind that most of those in prison have
a prior criminal conviction, about half have
been to prison before, and about a third have
been convicted of a crime at least three times
in the past.

M

any would consider these increases in time served to be real
progress: violent (and often repeat)
offenders getting closer to what they deserve
for murdering, raping, robbing, and assaulting. But for Pfaff, what our worst offenders deserve has nothing to do with it. His is
a purely utilitarian approach; for he tells us
that there are really only two reasons to send
someone to prison: deterrence and incapacitation. Yet deterrence, he argues, is not increased by sentence length, only by swift and
certain punishment; and incapacitation has
diminishing returns because offenders “age
out of violence”: “They are not violent people;
they are simply going through a violent phase.”
But if you look at our best recidivism data (a
BJS study that tracked for five years 400,000
offenders released from prisons in 30 states in
2005), you discover that fully 69% of those at
least 40 years old at the time of release were
rearrested for a felony or serious misdemeanor within five years—not much lower than the
77% for all offenders. The aging effect, apparently, does not turn most hardened criminals
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into law-abiding citizens, though it may slow
them down a bit. (BJS does not show what
percentage of those 40 and older were rearrested specifically for a violent crime. For all
those released, it was 29%.)
Pfaff admits that there are “moral arguments for severity, but I won’t address those
here.” Although some people believe that prisons serve “moralistic, ‘retributive’ goals,” “retribution…isn’t really focused on what prison
accomplishes.” This seems an odd way to put
the point. For the retributivist, prison accomplishes something quite important indeed:
retribution. And retribution, in turn, educates the offender in his moral responsibility,
assures victims (and the loved ones of murder
victims) that they live in a just society, announces and upholds society’s moral norms,
and promotes respect for the legal order. A
rapist may not be deterred by the knowledge
that some other rapists go to prison, and you
may well be able to incapacitate the convicted
rapist through chemical means; but something
good is accomplished when rapists receive
their just deserts quite apart from measurable utilitarian effects. Alexis de Tocqueville
captured the point in Democracy in America
when he contrasted the punishment for rape
in the United States and France in the 1830s.
A capital crime in the United States, rape in
France was “visited with far milder penalties,”
if one could get a conviction at all. In this the
French showed both “contempt of decency”
and “contempt of women.” But for Americans
“no crime is visited with more inexorable severity by public opinion.” Our criminal punishments both reflect and reinforce our moral
judgments. Yet for Pfaff the whole issue of
desert can be effectively ignored in a 300-page,
heavily documented, data-filled book that
would show us how to achieve the goal of “real
decarceration.”
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f course, today’s average american, like those in Tocqueville’s time,
still thinks in terms of desert. Ask
him or her to approve a plan to send fewer
murderers, rapists, or robbers to prison or
to reduce time served to less than 14 years
for murder or 7.8 years for rape, and you are
not likely to get very far. Pfaff understands
that open and public debates about reducing punishment for violent offenders will not
give him the results he wants, at least not
until he and others can effect “a significant
cultural change” in attitudes about violent
offenders. But that will take some time. In
the meantime steps must be taken to “better insulate the criminal justice system from
political passions.” “Political accountability,”
it turns out, is bad for criminal justice policy.
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As a “check on criminal justice actors” it is
“systematically flawed.”
So what can be done to counter “toughon-crime voices” in the electorate pending the
future cultural transformation? First, he proposes to remove popular control over county
prosecutors by replacing elections with appointment. And, second, by all means remove
“(some) direct criminal justice policymaking
from the hands of legislators, who are immediately accountable to voters and thus prone
to overact” by establishing within the states at
least quasi-independent sentencing commissions to set the key punishment policies. The
goal in all this is to give “experts a bigger voice
in policymaking,” thus severing punishment
policies and practices from public moral judgments and deeper matters of justice. Once all
this is accomplished, we will need a new name
for the policy area; for what we used to call
“criminal justice” will have ceased to be about
substantive justice at all.

P

rison break: why conservatives
Turned Against Mass Incarceration by
Ph.D. candidate David Dagan and
political scientist Steven Teles, both of Johns
Hopkins University, is a very different kind of
book. It tells the story of how some prominent
conservatives shifted over time from advocating tough punishment for criminals to opposing mass incarceration. The authors document in some detail the influence of such key
players as Newt Gingrich, Grover Norquist,
Pat Nolan of California, and Charles Colson’s Prison Fellowship; of alliances between
conservatives and center-left and even far-left
think tanks; of criminal justice changes in the
“deep red” states of Texas and Georgia; and
of efforts to change federal law. “Conservatives,” they write, “are changing their minds
on criminal justice. They are not doing so because new information has suddenly emerged.
In fact, compelling evidence on cost, recidivism, and the racial disparities of mass incarceration has been available for well over two
decades, but only recently have conservatives
paid attention to it.”
It turns out that the conservative case for
combatting the crime epidemic of the 1960s,
’70s, and ’80s had little to do with facts, reason, and argument, and everything to do
with politics. “[R]apidly spiking crime gave
Republicans plenty of kindling with which
to enflame the passions of conservative white
voters”; “[c]rime rhetoric was thus loaded
with racial appeals”; “frenzied rhetoric generated even greater public fear”; “[d]emagoguery” in Texas “combined with the state’s deep
conservatism…[had] produce[d] an overheating machinery of punishment without
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an ‘off ’ switch”; and Georgia conservatives
used “blustery rhetoric” and “fiery rhetoric”
to defend the imprisonment of violent offenders. All this “frenzied,” “blustery,” “fiery,” racialized, and demagogic rhetoric was
marvelously effective in getting Republicans
into office, which, of course, was the whole
purpose.

L

est the reader miss the point, here
is the authors’ summary statement in
their conclusion:

In the punitive era policymakers were
encouraged to continue piling up longer
sentences because they learned that it
paid serious political returns. Like the
mouse who gets rewarded with a piece
of cheese each time he presses on the
right lever, policymakers who pulled
the incarceration lever continually received pleasing benefits from voters and
supportive interest groups. So they kept
pulling, ignoring the negative consequences of doing so.
All those mayors, county prosecutors,
state legislators, governors, and congressmen who sought to reverse the major drop
in punishment in the 1960s and early ’70s
while crime was skyrocketing; who worked
to establish “truth in sentencing” by reducing massive “good-time” allotments to imprisoned violent offenders; who fought to see
to it that murderers served more than six to
seven years and rapists more than three to
four; who pushed laws to escalate punishments for those who repeatedly victimized
others; and who combatted the devastation
to inner-city communities by the spread of
crack cocaine and other drugs—all these,
just mindless mice, pulling levers.
Though you would hardly know it from
the account here, these public officials actually succeeded in turning the corner on the

crime problem: large reductions in both violent and property crime between the early
1990s and a year or two ago. Had they not
moved aggressively against violent criminals, our communities today, and especially
minority communities in our major cities,
would be much more dangerous places in
which to live and work. We owe these public officials not our disdain but our gratitude.
(Full disclosure: I worked for one—Richard M. Daley, the elected state’s attorney of
Cook County, Illinois—from 1981 to 1984.)
One of the frustrations that Dagan and
Teles share with Pfaff is the tendency of “reformers” to push for leniency for drug and
property offenders in order to ensure sufficient prison space for violent offenders. As
an important lawmaker in Georgia told the
authors, “these potentially non-violent addicts…were taking up bed space that should
be occupied by violent criminals.” Over and
over, conservative opponents of “mass incarceration” make the same point. But like
Pfaff, Dagan and Teles well know that they
will never achieve the prison reductions
they seek without reducing punishment for
violent offenders. After spending a chapter
praising reforms in Georgia, they concede
that the changes of the type enacted there
would “make only modest dents in a huge
problem of over-incarceration,” for the leaders of justice reform in Georgia “largely shied
away from tackling one of the key drivers of
prison growth: unnecessarily long sentences
for violent criminals.”
So how long do violent criminals now serve
in Georgia? We are not told. How long should
they serve? We are not told. Are Georgia murderers serving “unnecessarily long sentences”?
What about rapists, robbers, and those who
seriously injure their victims? The reader is in
no position to judge because the authors simply assume that with so many people behind
bars, even serious violent offenders must be
serving too long.
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f we learned anything from the past
half century, it is that punishment works.
Reduce the likelihood that criminals will
go to prison or spend much time there, and
you will get more crime. Increase the costs
that criminals will pay for their deviant behavior, and crime will go down. Some of this
is deterrence; some is incapacitation; and
some results from the ways in which criminal
laws reinforce moral norms. Of course, recognizing the value of prisons and punishment is
not inconsistent with doing everything we can
to keep young people from launching criminal careers in the first place, or with providing
adequate funding within our prisons and jails
for educational, vocational, mental health,
and substance abuse programs.
One has to admire the clear-eyed approach
of the authors of these two new books: we
have too many people in prison; most inmates
are violent offenders; therefore no serious decarceration will be achieved without reducing
punishment for violent crime. Though the “experts” will continue to push in this direction,
sober public opinion will resist, and rightly so.
The crime drop of the past two decades happened for a reason, and the recent increase in
violent crime throughout the United States
reminds us of the stakes. Americans expect
their government to protect them from those
who murder, rape, rob, and assault. It is, after
all, why we have government. Sending fewer
serious violent offenders to prison or reducing
their sentences breaks faith with the American people and puts us all at greater risk of a
tragic encounter with the lawless.
Joseph M. Bessette is the Alice Tweed Tuohy Professor of Government and Ethics at Claremont
McKenna College, and co-author (with Edward
Feser) of By Man Shall His Blood Be Shed: A
Catholic Defense of Capital Punishment (Ignatius Press). From 1985 to 1990 he served as deputy director and acting director of the Bureau of
Justice Statistics in the U.S. Department of Justice.
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Book Review by Michael M. Uhlmann

The Left’s Dirty Little Secret
Illiberal Reformers: Race, Eugenics, and American Economics in the Progressive Era, by Thomas C. Leonard.
Princeton University Press, 264 pages, $35 (cloth), $19.95 (paper)

I

n the half-century or so preceding the Great Depression, the chattering classes of America were unusually
animated by their enthusiasm for eugenics.
Until fairly recently, their attachment to that
baleful project has received sparse attention in historical treatments of the Gilded
Age and the Progressive era, certainly nothing commensurate with the importance bestowed upon the subject by the most influential intellectuals and political figures of the
period.
The reasons for this neglect are not hard
to divine. Eugenics later came to be inextricably intertwined with Nazism and the Holocaust. After World War II, the stench of
that association proved too much to bear. A
second, related reason warrants more than
passing notice: the most outspoken and influential eugenics enthusiasts were, virtually to a
person, Progressives, many of whom praised,
and were praised by, German authorities in
the 1930s for their views on the imperative
of improving the genetic endowment of the
human population. This is, to say no more,
embarrassing to mainstream academic opinion today, which remains deeply wedded to a
distinctively benign view of progressivism and
its works.

With conspicuous exceptions, most textbook histories that deal with the late 19th
and early 20th centuries treat Progressives as
apostles of compassionate enlightenment in
politics, government, and matters intellectual, which is to say, as public-spirited devotees
of (among other things) democratic political
reform, redistribution of income, national
healthcare, labor and consumer protection,
and activist government generally. Their opponents, on the whole, tend to be painted as
avatars of acquisitiveness, defenders of misanthropic racial and class distinctions, and
proponents of laissez-faire in economics and
politics—in brief, as champions of what progressive historians pejoratively came to call
Social Darwinism. This account not only
leaves much out, it fundamentally distorts the
truth. In fact, the most potent forms of Social Darwinism arose from within the ranks
of Progressives themselves, and left a mark
on the political culture far greater than the
dreams of their social and political opponents.

I

n his book illiberal reformers
Thomas Leonard shows not only that the
most thoroughgoing social Darwinists
were Progressives, but that eugenics lay at
the very center of the Progressive program
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for the betterment of the human condition.
Eugenics was not the only arrow in their reformist quiver, to be sure, but it powerfully
brought together three interlocking propositions that agitated the minds and hearts of
most Progressive thinkers: a dogmatic faith
in science and the scientific method, a comparable belief in the malleability of human
nature and how it might be directed toward
socially and economically beneficent goals,
and, finally, supreme confidence in the power
of government, when controlled by experts
like themselves, to achieve those goals. Although diverse aspects of these themes have
been articulated previously in other places,
Leonard, a research scholar and lecturer at
Princeton, weaves them artfully into a masterly account of the intellectual currents that
came to dominate American politics in the
first half of the 20th century and, in many
respects, dominate it still. He does so, moreover, in an eminently fair-minded way that
gives the devil his due before the guilty verdict is announced.

L

eonard divides his book into two
main parts. “The Progressive Ascendancy” (Chapters 1-4) recounts the
intellectual origins of the Progressive intel-
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lectual establishment, including its fascination, not to say preoccupation, with Darwinian concepts, the influence of German
historicism, and the wholesale embrace of
social science expertise as a cure for political ills. Among the more original features of
Leonard’s research is his discussion of how
and why the American economics profession
came into being. Contrary to commonly accepted accounts, the major expositors of the
dismal science in the late 19th century were
anything but apostles of Adam Smith or
laissez-faire. Truth be told, they distrusted
the capacity of markets to remedy the social
and economic consequences of large-scale
industrialization. Markets needed not freedom, they believed, but expert management,
and who better to provide that than men exquisitely trained in the newly reinvigorated
academic science devoted to getting and
spending?
Worthy of special note here is the author’s emphasis on Progressive economists’
embrace of themes associated with the Social Gospel movement. He points out, for
example, that of the 55 charter members
of the American Economics Association
(AEA) founded in 1885, 23 were clergymen.
A goodly number of the rest had either studied for, or seriously contemplated, a religious
career. Virtually to a man, all would have
agreed with the observation of Richard T.
Ely, the AEA’s first secretary, future president, and, inter alia, the young Woodrow
Wilson’s tutor at Johns Hopkins, that “God
works through the State.” It was no accident that delegates to the Progressive Party
convention of 1912 concluded the event by
singing and marching to “Onward Christian
Soldiers.”

T

he second part of illiberal reformers, “The Progressive Paradox”
(Chapters 5-10), explores what Leonard calls the “unstable amalgam of compassion and contempt” that characterizes Progressive policies regarding employment, race,
and eugenics. The picture he paints is not a
pretty one, dominated as it is by the crude
Darwinian suppositions that guided most
economic and social reformers. In their efforts to remediate the defects of markets
through social engineering, these reformers
devoted enormous energy to questions of
race and class. Believing that nature in its
wisdom had contrived to place northern Europeans at the top of the evolutionary scale,
leading economic thinkers sought to eliminate the social dysfunction and inefficiency
that resulted when lesser human types saturated labor markets.

Eugenic logic inspired the first minimum
wage laws—the idea being that employers
would invariably prefer the genetically superior to the lumpenproletariat. Being well
compensated, the former would have an added incentive to breed, while the latter would
presumably end up in some dismal social
swamp—abandoned, forgotten, and, more
likely than not, childless. Leonard’s account
of the origins of minimum wage laws should
bury forever the opinion that Progressive
social reform was principally motivated by a
desire to better the lives of the poor. Similar
notions informed immigration restrictions
enacted by Congress in 1924. The new law
severely restricted entrance to the United
States by all except select persons of northern European extraction, who would in the
fullness of time give birth to and rear the
best and brightest.

M

inimum wage and immigration
policies were but two expressions
of a eugenics mindset that imagined a universe in which “the fit” (all those
sturdy northern European types like the
Progressive intelligentsia) would be encouraged to breed, while “the unfit” would be discouraged. Without putting too fine a point
on it, the short history of eugenics thereafter
is essentially the story of how the definition
of “unfit” expanded while the methods to
discourage their multiplication became increasingly coercive.
These intersecting lines of thought culminated in the enactment of involuntary
sterilization laws, beginning with Indiana
and eventually imitated by 32 other states.
No goose-stepping, brown-shirted thugs
here, just ordinary folk inspired by Progressive propaganda to enact laws that would
improve mankind by adjusting the contents
of its gene pool through compulsory sterilization. To paraphrase a commercial jingle
once deployed by a leading American chemical company, “Better things for better living
through surgery,” and never mind whether
the patient consented or not. Beginning in
1907 and over the next five decades, nearly
70,000 people would be involuntarily sterilized. As Leonard suggests, what is striking
about the development of American eugenics is the ease with which its barbarism was
masked under the rubric of good intentions
and social approval, justified at every turn
by what passed for respectable scientific research. So respectable indeed that the Supreme Court bestowed an 8-1 benediction
on involuntary sterilization in the infamous
case of Buck v. Bell (1927). Although many
people today would shudder at the thought,
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been learned from past excesses; on the
other, he is wary about the enduring appeal
of building a more perfect humanity. As he
points out in his Epilogue, the early Progressives did not pause in their utopian quest as
they traduced civil liberties across a wide
front. Are their intellectual heirs in our day
similarly inclined? It seems unlikely that
compulsory sterilization laws will soon reacquire the popularity they once enjoyed, for
example.
But the disposition that led to their enactment appears to be alive and well, as witness
judicial orders and proposed legislation in a
number of states that would mandate contraception as a condition for welfare benefits.
Indeed, notwithstanding the instructive
cautionary lessons of Leonard’s book, the
utopian dream of eugenic disposition would
appear to be stronger than ever. The crudely
coercive techniques justified in the past in
the name of improving mankind’s lot must
surely be viewed as quaint or barbaric by
practitioners of modern biotechnology who
ome might say that the dark days spend their days manipulating embryos in
of American eugenics, with their co- Petri dishes.
Assisted Reproductive Technology (ART)
ercive and racialist overtones, are behind us. Perhaps. Leonard ends his book on is here to stay, as is its close cousin, Preima somewhat pessimistic note. On the one plantation Genetic Diagnosis (PGD). One of
hand, it is clear that valuable lessons have the results of legalized abortion has been the

few recoiled in horror when Justice Oliver
Wendell Holmes, citing compulsory vaccination laws as precedent, upheld Carrie Buck’s
coerced sterilization, saying “Three generations of imbeciles are enough.”
The case and public reaction to it perfectly
illustrate a theme that can be found on almost
every page of Leonard’s book: how ostensibly
decent, intelligent people can convince themselves and others in fairly short order that
odious forms of governmental coercion are essentially beneficent. Indeed, the American eugenics movement cannot be understood apart
from its advancement under socially impeccable auspices. The Rockefellers, Carnegies, and
Harrimans generously supported its development both here and abroad; it received the approval of leading newspapers and general circulation magazines as well as journals of elite
opinion; and with comparable ease, many of
its more obnoxious methods were enthusiastically embraced by the most prominent social
reformers and political leaders.

S

From Warm Center to
Ragged Edge
The Erosion of Midwestern Literary and
Historical Regionalism, 1920–1965

commodification of pre-born human life and
the concomitant expectation among many
prospective parents that they are entitled to
a perfectly healthy child. Gene-editing techniques such as CRISPR, though still in their
early stages of development, offer the prospect
that parents will not only be able to eliminate
specific diseases and defects, but to enhance
embryonic capacity for traits deemed to be
desirable, such as intelligence, looks, or athletic ability.
Among other things, CRISPR and even
newer gene-altering techniques open the door
to modification of the human germline. So
far, ART and PGD are still largely unregulated fields of endeavor. But to imagine that the
power they unleash will remain in the realm
of private decision-making is, to say no more,
naïve. Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World
presented one option for where genetic technology was likely to take us. Are we doomed
to translate his fiction into reality? Thomas
Leonard had no occasion to address modern
genetics, but the evidence presented by Illiberal Reformers offers little to support an optimistic answer to the question.
Michael M. Uhlmann is a senior fellow of the
Claremont Institute, and professor of government at Claremont Graduate University.
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Book Review by Angelo M. Codevilla

War Without End
The Big Stick: The Limits of Soft Power and the Necessity of Military Force, by Eliot A. Cohen.
Basic Books, 304 pages, $27.99

B

ooks representing the u.s. foreign
policy establishment’s right wing, such
as Bret Stephens’s America in Retreat
(2014), and left wing, such as Barry Posen’s
Restraint (2014), argue for strategic alternatives to recent U.S. foreign policy. Eliot Cohen’s The Big Stick, representing the center
of that establishment, rejects the very notion
of grand strategy. The director of Strategic
Studies at Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, author of influential books, including Supreme Command
(2002) and Conquered into Liberty (2011),
and a former counselor in George W. Bush’s
State Department, Cohen takes the conduct
of U.S. policy since 2001 as the definition, by
and large, of the only reasonable way in which
it can be and should be conducted. The job
of American foreign policy is to use military
power as the “guarantor of world order.” That
means a bigger military to be used “chronically” to fight every kind of war, even more
committed than recently to bolstering alliances and governing the ungovernable. But,
because this book tells us that the distinction
between war and peace is illusory, there is one

thing that we must never ever think of doing
with this “big stick”—namely, win wars and
live in peace.

T

his book is full of straw men. in
defense of the past quarter century’s
foreign policy, Cohen writes that despite the rise of “neo-isolationism,” most
Americans “care about America’s place in the
world” and want our policy to be “tougher.” In
fact, the American people’s patriotism and
desire to be tough on enemies does not lessen
their disdain for wars ill-conceived and incompetently waged. Pinning an invidious label on the American people’s rejection of current policy avoids coming to terms with the
reasons for that rejection. Against objections
to foreign policy in pursuit of world order—
from failures “in every major war ever since
at least Vietnam if not Korea” to disasters
wrought by mucking ignorantly in foreign
cultures—Cohen answers that “it is difficult
to find other nations that have garnered more
success in the world in their uses of force.”
Besides, according to Cohen, we’ve had
great successes. “The 1991 Gulf War reversed
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an invasion that nearly overthrew the order
of the Persian Gulf.” Calling that operation a
success, as Cohen did in a 1992 debate with
me in the pages of Commentary magazine, ignores the reality that waging war on Saddam
Hussein had made an enemy where there
hadn’t been one, and, above all that, doing so
inconclusively. Far from firming up any order,
it had destroyed respect for America while
energizing jihad. The Gulf War succeeded in
carrying out U.S. government policy all right.
But it was dumb. The idiocy of its authors—
George H.W. Bush, Dick Cheney, and Colin
Powell—became less deniable as the years
rolled by and the complications snowballed.
Nevertheless, Cohen treats as canonical the
notion that victory consists of success in implementing policy, regardless of how dumb.
“Even the Vietnam war achieved important
objectives in Southeast Asia.” As evidence,
he cites Singapore founder Lee Kuan Yew’s
approval of the Vietnam War. Cohen wants
more such successes. Americans do not.
Moreover, according to Cohen, we have
no choice but to spread “democratic values” because we cannot “hope to flourish in
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a world increasingly hostile to those values.”
Never mind that America’s founding generation and the four that followed thought
and acted on the premise that America was
and would remain unique in its dedication
to “the laws of nature and of nature’s God.”
Alas, fewer adherents to the Declaration of
Independence’s premises may be found in
the world today (America included) than in
1776. George Washington counseled peace,
friendship, and reciprocity toward all nations without becoming embroiled in the
affairs of those nations, much less making
them resemble the U.S. But Cohen writes
that because foreign conflict and corruption
will—must—infect us, we must do our best
to wipe it out. This, he says, is the realistic
idealism shared by Woodrow Wilson and
even by John Quincy Adams. And if you believe that, chances are you have never read
either.

C

hapter 2, “fifteen years of war,”
argues that, although America’s foreign policy class could have managed
the War on Terror better (his only suggestion
is that more men should have been sent to reform Iraq sooner and should still be on the job),
there was really no alternative to doing more

or less what was done, in the name of world order. Nor, he writes, has there ever been. Ronald Reagan had also tried “to restore the global
military balance with the Soviet Union.” (He
doesn’t mention Reagan’s own view of the matter: “we win, they lose.”) Cohen then goes out
on a limb to prophesy that the present war,
which will last indefinitely, will have profound
effects on America. What these may be, how
to conduct the war to our benefit, or how to
end it, he does not hint.
For Cohen, everybody is, has always been,
and will always be in Necessity’s grip. George
W. Bush’s administration had come to office
“dismissive of peacekeeping and nation-building, found themselves committed to not one
but two vast projects of nation-building in Afghanistan and Iraq.” Found themselves? Nonsense. They decided. Why? Cohen’s explanation for the Occupation of Iraq excludes the
highly charged internal lobbying by State and
CIA as well as the equally intense campaign
by Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states to save
their Sunni clients in Iraq. He limits himself to “they also saw an opportunity to open
what had traditionally been one of the Arab
world’s most advanced and secular societies to
a different and more liberal future.” But “seeing” something this non-existent is proof of

incompetence, while abandoning the basis on
which one is elected in order to pursue such a
prospect is hardly democratic.
Necessity is responsible as well for the occupation of Afghanistan: “Having defeated
the Taliban, it is difficult to imagine how the
United States could then have withdrawn
from a chaotic Afghanistan, repeating what
was generally conceded to be a mistake in the
wake of the anti-Soviet insurgency there in
the 1980s.” Fact: there never was a U.S. presence in Afghanistan during or after the antiSoviet insurgency. The United States had supported the Mujahedeen through Pakistani intelligence in Islamabad, to which one CIA liaison officer (plus a half-time equivalent) was
attached. That Cohen and friends couldn’t
imagine the U.S. not occupying Afghanistan
hardly negates the fact that lots of other observers were pointing out that America had
done well in Afghanistan by minding its own
interests, and warned that getting into the
details of Afghan life is a historic recipe for
disaster.

T

he book’s core is chapter 3, “the
American Hand,” which is meant to
show the big stick’s dimensions and
uses. Because of America’s “large and com-

BAYLOR UNIVERSIT Y PRESS

“This is a groundbreaking book in Baptist studies,
bringing new perspectives as the author sets Baptist
life in the wider context of dissent, both past and
present. The book itself, like its subject matter, has
the character of a prophetic word.”

Books for Good | baylorpress.com

Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2017
Page 24

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
petent” armed forces—and her economy, demographics, institutions, and alliances—“no
other country, or collection of countries, has
a better hand to play in international politics.”
Cohen sidesteps the fact that, the armed forces’ competence in battle notwithstanding, our
foreign policy establishment has an unbroken
record of incompetence in war. The problem
is not with the size or sturdiness of the stick,
but the purposes to which it is put.
The chapter stresses macro-figures such
as levels of population, GDP, and military
spending. Top-line U.S. military spending has
hovered above one third of the entire world’s
since before the end of the Cold War. “What
has the American defense budget purchased?”
asks Cohen. He answers—with little more
than catalogs of weapons, starting with nuclear forces—“more than enough…to obliterate any opponent.” That’s just plain ignorant.
Obliterate what, why, to what end? Today’s
U.S. nuclear arsenal can’t put a dent in a billion Chinese, nor in Chinese missile forces—
because the missiles are mobile or in tunnels;
we don’t know where they are. The same can
be said concerning Russia’s or North Korea’s
missiles. The U.S. government does not address the question of what our nuclear forces
should be able to destroy in order to safeguard
America—nor does Eliot Cohen.

T

he same goes for defending
against nukes. He writes: “The greatest strategic change in the last thirty
years has been a bipartisan acceptance of active defense—the ability to shoot down incoming missiles—as a necessary component
of the force structure.” But after mentioning
that “technology, thinking, and most important geopolitics” have discredited mutual assured destruction,” that missile defense “has
been proven to work,” and that it involves
Aegis-class cruisers and destroyers as well
as land-based interceptors chiefly in Alaska,
he adds that “the United States has insisted
that it is not attempting to defend against the
large Russian and Chinese nuclear arsenals
that could swamp these defenses in any case.”
All true. But why so? Cohen punts, concluding, “a redesigned and modernized nuclear arsenal and the strategic concepts to accompany
it are therefore one requirement of the new
nuclear era.” What might these new strategic
concepts be? How come the U.S. government
is acting so self-contradictorily? Why doesn’t
Cohen argue that the U.S. should defend the
American people against the main nuclear
threats by ceasing to limit our defenses to a
handful of interceptors and by abandoning
the treaty-based distinction between national
and theater defenses?

Cohen’s discussions of conventional weapons are just as unsatisfying. He makes a persuasive case that our weapons are old and
outdated, largely because the process of innovation has ground to an expensive crawl. But
he tells us nothing about what this obsolescence means in practice or how to overcome
it. Yes, the M-1 Abrams tank was designed
in the 1970s, and employs the electronics of
an old F-16 fighter plane. But that does not
explain why the new Russian Armata T-14
tank outclasses it. That is largely because of
the Russian “reactive armor,” which senses incoming projectiles and sends out explosives to
meet them. Why don’t U.S. tanks have this?
Our government has rejected reactive armor
because using it in urban warfare would increase collateral civilian casualties. And since
the U.S. government’s promotion of “world
order” prioritizes limiting civilian casualties
in urban warfare, it’s better…to get our tankers killed.
Cohen’s description of technological advances also blinds him to some of warfare’s
most important, enduring truths. Yes, be-

Wars are now endless,
and meant to be
managed by
experts.
cause precision weapons have reduced the importance of sheer mass on the battlefield, even
guerrillas can now enjoy the benefits of GPS,
sure-shot missiles, and surveillance by satellites and even drones. As a result, “the U.S.
military’s routine assumption of secure rear
areas no longer holds.” What does that mean
in practice? For Cohen it seems to mean the
danger of infiltration by guerrillas. But there’s
a lot more to it than that. For one thing, artillery preparation for attacks, enhanced by
precise targeting, is more important than
ever. As artilleryman and father of Russian
strategic forces Nikolai Ogarkov pointed out,
ballistic missiles used for precursor strikes on
rear areas in the opening phase of operations
prejudice their outcomes.

C

ohen is correct, however, in
warning that “the technological superiority that Americans take for granted should not be,” and that we should not
delude ourselves by imagining that we could
reproduce the industrial miracles by which
the U.S. out-produced the rest of the world
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combined during World War II. This is not
just because technological tools have spread
to the rest of the world, but because fewer
Americans study technical subjects or build
businesses anymore. Instead, as in the Third
World, more and more attend college for credentials to make careers in bureaucracies.
He is correct again when he declares that
“the quality of high command” is an “issue.”
But his remark that “senior leaders have risen
to the top through a rigorous winnowing” obscures that “issue,” namely that officers’ rise
through “efficiency reports,” which process
tends to degenerate into climbing through
brown-nosing. He delves into the “quality of
leadership” only with reference to the structure of military bureaucracy, including the
war colleges. There, he correctly notes, students are processed for higher rank mostly
via an introduction to how Washington, D.C.,
sees international affairs. That is a problem
because, Washington, Cohen included, is not
interested in victory. In fact the Department
of Defense’s dictionary of military terms has
no entry for “victory.”

C

hapters 4 on china; 5 on terrorism; 6 on Russia, Iran, and North Korea; and 7 on “Ungoverned Space and
the Commons,” containing as they do nothing
but the run of the op-ed mills, are not worth
the reader’s time.
A final chapter addresses “how the United
States and its government should think about
the actual use of hard power.” After bows to
the difficulties inherent in managing, simultaneously, a strategic nuclear force, a conventional one, and unconventional or “special”
forces, Cohen gets to his point: the problem
is that Americans have yet to shed the illusion
that wars are temporary conditions meant to
be ended victoriously—or to accept the necessary conclusion that wars are now endless,
and meant to be managed by experts. As he
puts it,
Containment, end state, and exit strategy are a kind of strategic pixie dust,
the sprinkling of which over the complex problems of contemporary policy
problems may seem to make them
manageable. In fact they do not manage them. They oversimplify them,
and because their intended results
are often unattainable, these concepts
paralyze decision makers…. Understanding strategy in the years to come
will require walking away from these
concepts and devising new ones in line
with the political and strategic realities
of our times.
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Because human conflicts are inherently
intractable, because “accident, contingency,
and randomness…pervade human affairs,”
any kind of “architectonic concept of ends
and means,” any kind of “integrated thinking about what a country wants to do in the
world” and how it wants to do it is impossible
and illusory. America’s leaders should disabuse the American people of such illusions
and teach them to live in permanent uncertainty. “Grand strategy,” he concludes, “is an
idea whose time will never come, because the
human condition will not permit it.”
What leads Cohen to express so forthrightly such radical, disturbing propositions?
“[I]n retrospect,” he writes,

That is what he implies because, he writes,
“winning” is inherently meaningless.
Weinberger had prescribed formulating
“clearly defined political and military objectives” and understanding “how our forces
can accomplish” them. But for our author,
this “flies in the face of military history” because “no use of force is ever completely predictable.” By this truism, Cohen justifies the
separation of ends from means. This nullification of the very notion of strategy well describes how our foreign policy establishment
has handled U.S. military affairs for several
decades. He writes that, contrary to Weinberger, “warfare is…never a last resort.” True
for the U.S. nowadays. But is that a good
thing? As for Weinberger’s notion that the
the failure to conduct effective military
American people should be asked in advance
governance and counterinsurgency in
for their support for war in pursuit of clearly
the early years in Iraq stemmed from
defined objectives, Cohen tends to regard
the armed forces’ excessively narrow
it as unnecessary or impossible; the people
concept of war before it…. [I]t was genwill consent once they taste the result. And
erally believed that the proper use of
if they don’t?
American power was overwhelmingly
Although Weinberger’s principles had “a
the defeat of a conventional opponent.
real purchase with the American military,
The follow up would be someone else’s
he lost the argument,” writes Cohen. How
task.
did he lose it? The national security establishment acted otherwise. For Cohen, that is
It may be news to Cohen, but defeat of the epistemology.
enemy is the one and only thing that military
forces do well. Again and again, most recently
he big stick concludes with coin Iraq, our policies have validated Napoleon’s
hen’s own rules. First, “Understand
quip that one can do anything with bayonets
your war for what it is.” He refers apexcept sit on them. For Cohen to presume provingly to how policymakers were surprised
that the choice of George W. Bush’s national at every stage of the Iraqi conflict between
security team, of which he was part, to occupy 1990 and 2009, but bowed to inescapable realIraq was no choice at all but a necessary re- ity. From this he concludes that “military leadsponse to reality—and a model for mankind ers launching a war” must purge their minds
to boot—is a stunning combination of igno- “of analogies, parallels, and metaphors,” which
rance and arrogance.
means any sense of how history may inform
strategy.
he bulk of the chapter tries to
The other rules follow this logic. Second,
take apart Secretary of Defense Cas- “Planning is important, but being able to adapt
par Weinberger’s 1984 guidelines for is more important.” His explanation begs the
the use of military power (written by the question adapt to achieve what? because it asgreat Fred Iklé, under secretary of defense for sumes that the original purposes and plans
policy). The first, that force should be limited were not so important, and that modern wars
to occasions “vital to our national interest or are or soon become ends in themselves. Hence
that of our allies,” Cohen pronounces “[s]elf- the third rule: “You will prefer to go short, but
evidently untrue.” How come? Because the U.S. prepare to go long.” After all, he writes, the
has often done otherwise. This is the logic he U.S. government, insofar as it has ended reapplies to the other guidelines as well: what is cent conflicts, has done so by “protracted ocright is whatever we do.
cupation.” Peace? Fuggedaboudit!
Weinberger had written that when the milThe fourth rule—“prepare for tomorrow’s
itary is committed, it should be done “whole- challenge”—is common sense, but tends for
heartedly and with a clear intention of win- Cohen to help erase the distinction between
ning.” Cohen objects with a straw man: “the peace and war. Fifth, “Strategy matters; perUnited States may decide not to use its full severance usually matters more.” But perseforce to obliterate an opponent.” Indeed, it verance is warranted only in the service of
may not. Does that mean it can’t or shouldn’t? sound strategy. Consider Winston Churchill
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and, even more, Charles de Gaulle, both of
whom persevered despite their countries’
military defeats in 1940. But they did so only
in the reasonable expectation that, sooner or
later, America would validate their bet and
join the fight against the Nazis. Cohen’s one
object lesson for perseverance, however, is
Iraq. Earlier in the book, he had written that
George W. Bush had “found himself committed” to war and occupation in Iraq. Here,
he describes Bush’s “surge” of five more brigades as his “finest moment,” which made
him “something of a legend.” But since Bush
had only “found himself ” occupying Iraq,
what strategic ends did the five brigades secure and how did they secure it? Certainly
not the ones which led to the Occupation in
the first place (a “united, democratic Iraq”) or
to fighting the Sunni insurgency. In fact, the
“surge” was mostly a decision to stop fighting
the Sunni insurgents but pay them instead,
and to help rather than hinder the separation of the country’s three main religious and
ethnic groups. What then was the point of
this “perseverance”? Cohen’s advice is when
in a hole, keep digging.

F

inally, cohen’s sixth rule: “a president can launch a war; to win it, he or she
must sustain congressional and popular
support.” In plain English, this too is common
sense. But in contemporary Establishmentese,
it is the opposite. Cohen can barely “forgive”
Weinberger’s lack of realism for insisting on a
president’s constitutional duty to obtain support from the public through Congress before
starting wars. You see, Weinberger and Reagan “lived in a world in which one could plausibly believe the United States would have to
use force rarely, if at all.” But in today’s world,
in which wars last indefinitely, so that one
must above all persevere, presidents are forced
to rally support by explaining wars “repeatedly” and at length. Thus Cohen can laud presidents Bush and Obama in the same breath as
Churchill and Thucydides’ Pericles. But he
ignores that the latter had rallied support by
speaking evident truths, while no amount of
spin will ever be able to convince Americans
to spend blood and treasure for such as Cohen to “play,” without end, at whatever “world
order” they find themselves imagining. The
difference is so apparent, so commonsensical,
that you’d have to be a member of America’s
foreign policy establishment, like Eliot Cohen,
to miss it.

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

Con-fusion
Selfish Libertarians and Socialist Conservatives?: The Foundations of the Libertarian-Conservative Debate,
by Nathan W. Schlueter and Nikolai G. Wenzel. Stanford University Press, 232 pages, $85 (cloth), $24.95 (paper)

T

hat conservatives and libertarians could set aside their profound
philosophical differences to join forces
is a testimony to the seriousness of the Communist threat in the post-War era. That they
remain allied nearly three decades after the
fall of the Soviet Union is a testimony to
Communism’s continuing grip on the conservative imagination—and to the immense
influence that libertarianism has had on
American conservatism.
Indeed, it is only a slight exaggeration to
say that mainstream American conservatism
today looks at politics primarily through
a libertarian lens. There is a pronounced
tendency on the Right to reduce politics to
a zero-sum contest for liberty between the
individual and the state. Conservatives may
still live like Tocquevillians, but they tend to
speak like Randians.
American conservatism has not, however, been wholly subsumed by libertarianism. Marked differences remain on important
questions, from immigration, to foreign policy,
drugs, and marriage. These in turn spring from
more fundamental disagreements about the
nature of man and the political community.

I

n selfish libertarians and socialist Conservatives?, Nathan Schlueter and
Nikolai Wenzel reopen the libertarianconservative debate. Schlueter, who teaches
philosophy and religion at Hillsdale College,
makes the case for conservatism, while Wenzel, a research fellow at the University of Paris
Law School, defends libertarianism. Each
presents his theoretical position, criticizes
the other’s, and then applies it to the issues
of immigration, education, and marriage. The
challenge for each author is not so much to
convince the other that he is right—Schlueter
and Wenzel remain committed to their respective worldviews—but rather to address the particular problems confronting conservatism and
libertarianism.
Schlueter’s challenge is to explain what
conservatism stands for, not just what it opposes. Modern American conservatism is
notoriously difficult to define, encompassing
as it does constitutional conservatives, traditionalists, libertarians, neoconservatives (or
as they call themselves today, reformicons),
social conservatives, and paleo-conservatives
(whom Schlueter incorrectly lumps in with
traditionalists). They are united by a shared

antipathy to Progressivism’s centralizing impulses, but agree on little else. As George
Nash, the leading historian of the American conservative movement, has observed,
“American conservatives have had no such
agreed-upon definition of what it is they are
trying to conserve.”
Wenzel has a different challenge: to show
that libertarianism is an actual political theory capable of preserving the regime—of securing “the blessings of liberty to ourselves and
our posterity” in the words of the Constitution—and not merely a justification for maximizing individual liberty in all realms. Libertarianism must prove that it is not, as Russell
Kirk dismissively claimed, “a simplistic ideology” that is “distasteful to people who think
seriously about politics.”

“W
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hat
is
conservatism?”
Schlueter asks in the book’s
opening chapter. His answer is
a form of fusionism which “integrates the best
insights of traditionalist conservatism, neoconservatism, and libertarianism” by combining and balancing their respective principles:
tradition, reason, and liberty. He calls the re-

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
sulting “equilibrium of liberty” the “underlying principle in everything that I have to say
about conservatism.”
To include tradition in this rather abstract
definition of American conservatism makes
sense, but it does raise questions. Tradition
has little foothold in a modern regime where
commerce and science perpetually unsettle
the old and bring forth wonders. As Alexis
de Tocqueville observed about an America
far less dynamic than the one we inhabit today, Americans “treat tradition only as information.” They deny its authoritative quality
and instead “seek the reason for the things
by themselves and in themselves alone.” For
all his appeals to tradition, Schlueter neither
points to a particular American tradition he
seeks to conserve nor makes tradition a significant part of his deliberations about immigration, education, and marriage.
It is also odd that he omits religion—
Christianity in particular—from his equilibrium of liberty. Tocqueville, after all, called
religion the “first of [our] political institutions” and marveled at how the spirits of religion and freedom had become intertwined
in America. Faith looms much larger in the
American conservative mind than does tradition. And rightly so, given its importance
in sustaining the moral fabric of the regime,
in particular in the wake of mounting secularism and collapsing birth rates among the
non-religious.

A

ccording to schlueter, the conservative “equilibrium of liberty”
finds its expression in the classical
liberalism of the American Founding. That
liberalism, he thinks, can best be explained
not by turning to the writings of the founders or of John Locke but rather to the new
natural law theory of the contemporary Australian moral philosopher John Finnis. He
calls his conservatism “natural law liberalism”
(borrowing the expression from Christopher
Wolfe). His opening chapter would therefore
have been more aptly titled: “How to Think
about Politics according to the New Natural
Law.”
“The primary object of the natural law,” he
explains, “is to identify the ends and means
of human flourishing.” These ends include
“knowledge, friendship, marriage, worship,
play, and the like.” What “the like” covers,
alas, he never says. The primary object of the
natural law thus remains somewhat unclear.
Human flourishing, after all, is a rather broad
idea whose meaning is disputed.
In this scheme, government has “a legitimate but indirect or subsidiary role in fostering and protecting the conditions in which

individuals pursue their own perfection” (emphasis added). Schlueter calls this “soft perfectionism,” which he contrasts with the antiperfectionism of Rawlsian liberalism and, one
might add, the hard perfectionism of theocratic regimes.
Conservatism, according to Schlueter, is
thus anchored in the American Founding,
which in turn is grounded in new natural
law theory, which he equates with classical
liberalism (which for him includes Edmund
Burke), whose roots can be found in Christianity. Whatever the appeal of this grand
fusionism, it requires one to ignore the considerable disagreements between these various schools of thought. Locke’s social contract, for example, cannot be reconciled with
Burke’s intergenerational compact. In fact,
Burke developed the latter in response to the
former.
Schlueter’s account of conservatism, however, is not without merit. He is to be commended for reminding conservatives to eschew their libertarian tendencies and think
about the ends to which liberty is used. He
reminds us that the Declaration of Independence speaks not only of individual rights,
but also of the collective “safety and happiness of the people.” Schlueter is also to be
commended for repeatedly emphasizing the
importance of prudence in determining how
to apply his conservative principles to particular situations. He sees that “the attraction
of libertarianism is its clarity and simplicity” but rightly resists the temptation to reduce conservatism to a set of simplistic axioms applicable to any and all circumstances.
Schlueter’s conservatism grows from a recognition that “Life is messy, and so is political
life.” The founders, no less than Burke, would
surely agree.
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hough they too may well admit
the complexity of politics, libertarians
have a fairly cut-and-dried approach
to it. “Instead of seeking liberty as one of
many ends,” explains Wenzel, “libertarianism
considers liberty the highest political good.”
Strictly speaking, it is in fact the only political good since “individual rights are absolute”
and “a legitimate state will only enforce rights”
(emphasis added).
Beyond its simplicity, the appeal of such an
approach to politics is undeniable. It grants every one of us the absolute liberty to do whatever we so please, so long, of course, as we do not
aggress others. It in effect affirms that the only
limit on our will is the consent of others. And
it absolves us of any binding positive duties to
help others. Other people’s problems are never
our own—unless we choose to make them so.
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The question is whether such a marvelously simple and self-indulgent worldview
constitutes an actual political theory. Can
it justify, explain, and sustain political life?
Can it account for citizens, countries, and
deliberations about the common political
good (which is not a mere summation of all
individual private goods)? Or does it inexorably point to an anarchic utopia along the
lines envisaged by Murray Rothbard and his
followers?
Wenzel rejects Rothbardian anarchocapitalism, though he does not offer any
compelling arguments against it. In fact, he
seems rather drawn to it. He calls anarchocapitalism “deeply inspiring.” He concedes that
his own project of simply limiting government
may prove “to be a chimera” pointing to the necessity of anarchy. One cannot help but wonder
whether Wenzel personally favors anarchocapitalism but has calculated that it is unlikely
to win over many adherents or be actualized
any time soon.
Wenzel settles instead on a government
strictly limited to securing individual rights, or
what libertarians call “minarchism.” Although
he recognizes that “a theory of rights is necessary” to ground his libertarianism, he admits
that as a mere economist he cannot provide
one. He will therefore rely on the authority of
others who claim such rights exist. Wenzel in
effect concedes that he cannot supply the necessary premise for his entire worldview.
Wenzel’s libertarianism springs instead
from the recognition that people “are not
omniscient and cannot be assumed to be
benevolent.” Practically, this translates into
“a prudent and principled rejection of social
engineering, as we simply lack the knowledge to impose better outcomes.” A liber-

tarian government will therefore be “forbidden from doing almost everything” and will
rely on markets to address almost all social
problems. In short, Wenzel wants Robert
Nozick’s night-watchman state, but anchored
in Friedrich Hayek’s epistemic modesty instead of natural rights.

A

country, however, is not just a
market. And politics cannot be reduced to economics, however much
economics may explain some aspects of modern administrative politics. As Schlueter
rightly notes: “Conservatives believe that libertarians ignore the complex conditions required for civil and political liberty and rely
instead on a naïve view that political life can
be understood, and sustained, on economic
grounds alone.”
Wenzel’s libertarianism is clearly not suited to statecraft and in fact undermines the
political community. He casually embraces
open borders and sees no problem with allowing anyone to come to America to live or work.
He wants to privatize marriage but evinces
no interest in thinking through the effect this
will have on the conditions under which future citizens are born and raised. He believes
in perpetual peace. After all, he assures us
that “a libertarian state would not meddle
in the affairs of other countries, thus almost
completely eliminating the prospect of terrorism or aggression by another state.”
Wenzel’s inability to understand politics
ultimately stems from his inability to understand thumos, the spirited attachment to
one’s own. In a revealing passage, he complains that “people tend to value arbitrarily
their compatriots over foreigners.” This bias,
he says, is not grounded “in fact or logic.”
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Thumos may be a constitutive element of
the soul, but because he deems it irrational,
Wenzel would wish it away. For all his accusations that conservatives have a “romantic
vision” of the state, it is Wenzel who flirts
with utopianism.

D

espite their serious disagreements, Wenzel and Schlueter are
at pains to emphasize all that they
agree upon. Both oppose modern liberalism,
consider the administrative state unconstitutional, defend economic freedom, and identify
with some version of classical liberalism.
The question which remains unanswered
for the reader is whether their agreements
ultimately trump their disagreements. Or to
put it in more concrete political terms, does
the conservative-libertarian tactical alliance,
forged under duress during the Cold War,
still make sense today?
The answer to this important question
ultimately hinges on what one thinks is the
most serious threat confronting the country.
If America’s most serious threat is still statism,
then conservatives and libertarians should
remain “uneasy cousins,” as Robert Nisbet
called them. But if R.R. Reno, editor of First
Things magazine, is right to say that we live in
a dissolving age, rather than a collectivist one,
then the atomizing tendencies of libertarianism—its inability to genuinely bind people
together through duty—may exacerbate the
problem. In that case, it may be time for these
former allies to go their separate ways.

David Azerrad is director of the B. Kenneth Simon Center for Principles and Politics and the
AWC Family Foundation Fellow at the Heritage
Foundation.
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Essay by Charles R. Kesler

The Old New Left and the New New Left

T

he “summer of love” turns 50 this
year. The hippies who flocked to San
Francisco with flowers in their hair are
now aging boomers who have long given up
LSD for statins and blood pressure pills. Today’s youth couldn’t tell a hippie from a Yippie,
though they may have heard, vaguely at least,
of the yuppies, a later species from whom they
are more directly descended.
Will the ’60s ever end? Ever since the ’60s
we’ve been debating the ’60s. With the recent bursts of rioting and student activism
at Berkeley, Yale, Middlebury, Claremont
McKenna, and across the country, even today’s millennials and post-millennials (Generation Z, as they’re called, perched on the
very alphabetic cliff) find themselves drafted
into nostalgic comparisons with their grandparents’
generation.
Cuba, Selma, Watts, Vietnam, assassinations, the Beatles, the pill, the moon landing—the ’60s seemed to have it all, including some diversions so bizarre at the time
that they can scarcely be believed now. The
world’s first “Human Be-In,” for example,
was held at Golden Gate Park, San Francisco, in January 1967, a sort of prelude to
the summer’s love-in. Its sponsors predicted
it would initiate a “new epoch” in human history. “In unity we shall shower the country
with waves of ecstasy and purification,” they
told the Berkeley Barb. “Fear will be washed
away; ignorance will be exposed to sunlight;

profits and empire will lie drying on deserted beaches.” Twenty thousand turned out
for what Newsweek, in a lavish photo spread,
called “a love feast, a psychedelic picnic, a
hippie happening.”
Yet already a serpent of discord had crept
into the stoners’ Eden. Among the stars at
the Be-In was Timothy Leary, celebrated for
his experiments with LSD and for spreading
the countercultural gospel of “turn on, tune
in, and drop out,” meaning drop out of high
school, college, graduate school, and the corporate rat race, to follow him in search of your
bliss. Also present was Jerry Rubin, a gadfly
leader of the New Left, fresh out of jail, who
at a press conference proclaimed a rather different message: “Tune-In, Drop-Out, TakeOver.” For better or worse, mostly worse, the
future lay with the take-over artists.
The ’60s

T

he very idea of the ’60s is, of course,
very ’60s. It presupposes a generational
consciousness, defined against hapless
parents and forebears—“Bliss was it in that
dawn to be alive, / But to be young was very
heaven!”—and marked by the enlightened superiority of those “strong in love,” to borrow
again from William Wordsworth. As a concept, the ’60s is, and always was, less about the
decade than the generation that took possession of it.
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So one often reads that the ’60s began in
1963 with John F. Kennedy’s assassination
and ended in the early ’70s with Watergate,
the energy crisis, the fall of Vietnam, and Roe
v. Wade. That certainly captures the ’60s as
a tale of lost innocence or disappointed idealism. But as a storyline it shortchanges the
determined cultivation of all that innocence,
the peculiar roots and character of that generation’s self-proclaimed idealism. To understand those one has to glance back at the
1950s. Elvis, the Beat poets, Brown v. Board
of Education, massive resistance in the South—
many points are relevant; too many—but for
our purposes the startling changes in American higher education demand attention.
Charles Murray and Richard Herrnstein
put their finger on these developments, using Harvard as their leading example, in the
opening pages of The Bell Curve (1994), and
David Brooks gave a classic account of them
in Bobos in Paradise: The New Upper Class
and How They Got There (2000), a work that
has lost none of its charm and bite. At the
beginning of the 1950s, Harvard was a bastion of the WASP aristocracy. “Two-thirds of
all applicants were admitted,” Brooks notes.
“Legacy” applicants, i.e., sons of alumni, had a
90% admission rate. The average verbal SAT
score for freshmen was 583, higher than the
Ivy League average of around 500.
In a single decade the school was transformed. By 1960 the freshman verbal SAT
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had soared to 678. “The average Harvard
freshman in 1952,” observes Brooks, “would
have placed in the bottom 10 percent” of the
freshman class of 1960. Harvard and almost
all of the elite schools around the country became meritocratic hothouses, open to Jews,
Catholics, non-mainline Protestants, women
(eventually), and other “brainy strivers.” In absolute and relative numbers, Americans going
to college rose to unprecedented, by previous
standards perhaps unimaginable, levels.
The story of the boomers triggering a boom
in higher education is familiar. What’s less well
known, however, is the connection with the upheavals to come. Here, Brooks is illuminating:
Imagine now you are a young meritocrat, the child of, say, a pharmacist and
an elementary school teacher, accepted
to a prestigious university in the midsixties. You are part of a huge cohort of
education arrivistes. Your campus still
has some of the aristocratic trappings of
the WASP culture, though it is by now a
little embarrassed by them. And as you
look out into the world, you see the last
generation of the Old Guard...still holding key jobs and social authority. They
are in the positions of power and prestige you hope to occupy. But they are still
living by an ethos you consider obsolete,
stifling, and prejudiced…. Naturally, you
and your many peers, even if you do not
think about it deliberately, are going to
try to finish off the old regime.
The ascent of the “meritocrats,” in Brooks’s
and Murray’s analysis, produced a revolution of
rising expectations that made the culture wars
of the 1960s almost inevitable: as barriers and
inequalities fell, the remaining ones seemed
all the more hateful and intolerable. And because their scores really were higher than the
old elite’s, the ’60s’ kids felt they had earned the
right to be listened to by the world, to dictate to
the world the terms of its remaking.
This was their “bubble,” to use Murray’s
favorite word, a bubble that was self-inflated,
though many adults who ought to have known
better contributed to the students’ premature
self-regard. To begin with, it was the WASP
elites who had embraced the Scholastic Aptitude Test and opened the university’s doors to
the high scorers. While not quite educational
suicide—the WASPS survived as a much
smaller part of the new meritocracy—it came
close enough, as Nicholas Lemann emphasized in his history of the SAT, The Big Test
(1999), to make one wonder at the old elite’s
dutiful willingness to supplant itself for what
it believed was the country’s, and the acade-

my’s, benefit. It got no credit for its devotion
to duty from the student protestors then or
now, to be sure. But the old WASPs (Harvard’s president James Bryant Conant was a
crucial figure) should have known that verbal
and mathematical skills, laudable in themselves, do not guarantee wisdom or the moral
credentials for leadership.
Then there was Lyndon Johnson, no part of
any pre-existing elite, but a poignant example
of feeding the tiger that would soon eat him.
Announcing the Great Society at the University of Michigan commencement in May 1964,
he flattered the graduates in the standard modern mode. “Your imagination, your initiative,
and your indignation will determine whether
we build a society where progress is the servant
of our needs, or a society where old values and
new visions are buried under unbridled growth.”
After the Great Recession and the longest,
flattest recovery in American history, it may
take some imagination to recall the startling
affluence of the 1950s, and the ’60s liberals’
anxieties over the downsides of “unbridled
growth.” It is equally remarkable that President Johnson and the students shared those
fears. He was wrong, of course, to assume that
he and the kids would remain on the same
page. He praised particularly their capacity for “indignation”—not dreaming that it
would soon be turned against him. “For better or worse,” he continued, “your generation
has been appointed by history to deal with
those problems and to lead America toward
a new age. You have the chance never before
afforded to any people in any age.”
The Old New Left

A

lthough the hippies played an
important part in the ’60s, promoting
free sex, drugs, and other groovy alternatives to virtue, they did not lead the way
politically. In the political vanguard stood the
self-described New Left (in uneasy conjunction with the emerging black power movement),
and at its head marched not flower-children or
dropouts but serious student activists.
As the name suggested, the New Left
defined itself against the old Left, meaning
both dogmatic Marxists and mainstream
American liberals. In his 1961 “Letter to the
New (Young) Left,” Tom Hayden, a 21-yearold Michigan graduate, explained, “Marx,
especially Marx the humanist, has much to
tell us but his conceptual tools are outmoded and his final vision implausible.” He rejected Marx’s economic determinism and its
corollary, an inevitable workers’ revolution
that would issue in a stateless society. But
he hinted at appreciating Marx’s early writClaremont Review of Books w Summer 2017
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ings (then much in vogue) and their critique
of religion, private property, and the state as
forms of alienation. For Hayden and many
young radicals, Fidel Castro and especially
Che Guevara would prove more attractive
examples of praxis, of Marxism as a living
revolutionary faith.
Concerning American liberals Hayden
had more to say, scorning the “inhibiting,
dangerous conservative temperament behind
the façade of liberal realism which is so current.” He criticized virtually the whole roster
of 1950s liberal intellectuals:
[Reinhold] Niebuhr in theology; [William] Kornhauser, [Seymour Martin]
Lipset, and [Daniel] Bell in political science and sociology; the neo-Freudians
in psychology; [Richard] Hofstadter in
history; [Arthur] Schlesinger and others of the ADA mind in the Democratic
party. Their themes purport to be different but always the same impressions
emerge: Man is inherently incapable
of building a good society; man’s passionate causes are nothing more than
dangerous psychic sprees (the issues of
this period too complex and sensitive
to be colored by emotionalism or moral conviction); ideals have little place
in politics—we should instead design
effective, responsible programs which
will produce the most that is realistically possible.
Hayden identified himself with the radicals against the liberals. The “false liberals”
had abandoned their “youthful dreams” and
“the great optimistic tradition of liberalism,”
he charged, betraying morality and, more
important, passionate idealism as such. Man
could not thrive, he insisted, without “emotion, dissent, outrage” and the other “wellsprings of life itself.”
After graduation Hayden went to work
for Students for a Democratic Society (SDS),
originally the youth arm of the League for Industrial Democracy, a socialist group on the
old Left. But under new leadership (its founder and first president was Robert “Al” Haber,
a 24-year-old Michigan graduate student) and
with a new name, the SDS was keen to shed
that skin and emerge as the authentic voice of
campus radicals.
In 1962 Hayden put SDS on the map by
writing a manifesto for its annual meeting,
held at a United Auto Workers’ retreat on
Lake Huron. Extensively debated and revised
by the five dozen attendees over five days, the
Port Huron Statement caught on immediately
as the best account of student grievances at the
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beginning of the ‘60s. It sold 60,000 copies in
four years, and put SDS at the forefront of the
radical movement, but not just of the radical
movement. Richard Goodwin, LBJ’s aide and
speechwriter, credited the Statement as part of
his inspiration for the Great Society speech.
“We are people of this generation,” the
Statement began, “bred in at least modest
comfort, housed now in universities, looking
uncomfortably to the world we inherit.” The
traditional Democratic constituencies like
union members, Southerners, and poor people were in no position to lead the way to a
new age. That task fell to students and intellectuals (in, or fleeing, the universities) who,
looking around them, saw a country suffering
from “[t]he decline of utopia and hope.” Only
the student Left knew, or at any rate could
learn, what this diagnosis meant and how to
treat the underlying malady, so as to spare
Americans a life of “apathetic absurdity.”
“Utopia and hope”—it sounded like a road
picture, coming to a screen near you: “Road
to Utopia,” starring Bob Hope, Bing Crosby,
and Dorothy Lamour. But the SDS wasn’t
known for its sense of humor, certainly not
about itself. It was always in deadly earnest.
Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign
could almost have been transcribed from the
youthful imaginings of the Port Huron Statement, except that he had the political sense to
confine himself to hope and change, and leave
utopia for the sequel.
Protest, Then and Now

Y

et there was something ingenuous
and almost admirable about the SDS’s
early manifesto that is lacking in postObama radicalism. Tom Hayden had spent
fall 1961 as a Freedom Rider, getting beaten up
by the KKK in Mississippi and jailed in Georgia. He and his comrades were appalled by
the racial bigotry of the American South (and
North), and they revered, at least in the beginning, the non-violent civil rights movement of
the 1950s and early 1960s. They longed, in a
way, to emulate the heroes of that movement,
who like Martin Luther King drew explicitly
from Christian sources, among others, and
insisted on strenuous “self-purification” as an
essential stage of non-violent consciousness.
Indeed, the Port Huron Statement quoted the
Declaration of Independence and Abraham
Lincoln, even as the civil rights leaders did,
accusing the country of not living up to its
own principles. It assailed American hypocrisy, and the apathy and alienation that went
with it.
No such Americanism, however vestigial,
remains in today’s campus protestors, who

celebrate only victims, not martyrs, and who
have been taught to believe that America, and
the West as a whole, are oppressors and nothing but oppressors, six ways from Sunday—
racists, sexists, imperialists, homophobes, xenophobes, transphobes, etc.
The early SDS wanted to overcome “[t]he
decline of utopia and hope” by showing that
young people, on the New Left as in the civil
rights movement, could make history rather
than wait patiently for progress to find them,
or for the millennium to arrive in God’s
good time. Real hope was not passive but active, indeed transformative. For Marx, “utopian socialism” was a contradiction in terms,
the opposite of his own “scientific socialism.”
For the New Left, socialism without utopianism was the contradiction, because change
came not through an inevitable dialectic but
through hope, that is, hope in man’s own
ability to will a different or more humane
future, where all latent or self-created human potential could be realized. That was
the utopia, the no-where land that had never
been found because it had never been truly
lost. In the words of the Statement, “We re-

What happened
to the New Left's
passionate idealism?
gard men as infinitely precious and possessed
of unfulfilled capacities for reason, freedom,
and love,” where freedom meant “finding a
meaning in life that is personally authentic.” The object was not “to have one’s way so
much as it is to have a way that is one’s own.”
Such individualism rejected the old “egoistic individualism” in favor of an open-ended
“humanism”: making oneself by choosing or
willing one’s own values.
The crucible of the New Left’s individualism, where “do your own thing,” “ justice now,”
and “participatory democracy” were thought
to be reconciled, was in the universities. It was
from there that the SDS vowed to “reinsert
theory and idealism” in politics. The idealism
depended on the theory, as we’ve seen, and
thus on theorists, but the idealism was for everyone, at least in theory. Thus the ’60s New
Left launched sharp critiques of the prevailing theories in the university. The Statement
condemned, in particular, value-free social
science and the conformist premises of the
military-industrial-collegiate complex.
Nonetheless, the SDS still regarded the
university as the essential locus of the new
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politics, because despite its faults it stood
as the “only mainstream institution…open
to participation by individuals of nearly any
viewpoint.” The radicals honored the university as “a community of controversy”—no
safe spaces or trigger warnings for them—
and championed “the personal cultivation
of the mind” as over against the rampant,
neurotic specialization of the bureaucratized
academy.
The old New Left hated being treated
as children by professors and deans who
claimed to stand in loco parentis. Nothing offended Tom Hayden more, as he remarked
in his 1961 Letter, than American universities’ “endless repressions of free speech and
thought, the stifling paternalism that infects
the student’s whole perception of what is real
and possible and enforces a parent-child relationship until the youth is suddenly transplanted into ‘the world.’” When the Free
Speech Movement (FSM) formed at Berkeley in 1964, its analysis of frustrated, alienated students, as Allen J. Matusow writes
in his very fine The Unraveling of America:
A History of Liberalism in the 1960s (1984),
“came straight out of the Port Huron Statement.” “In our free-speech fight,” said one of
FSM’s leaders, Mario Savio, “we have come
up against what may emerge as the greatest
problem of our nation—depersonalized, unresponsive bureaucracy.”
Nowadays, student protestors demand in
effect, and sometimes literally, that colleges
protect them from adulthood, from humanistic debates and political disagreements. “It
is not about creating an intellectual space!”
a Yale student shouted in 2015 at Professor
Nicholas Christakis, then master of Silliman
College, one of Yale’s residential colleges. “It
is not! Do you understand that? It’s about
creating a home here!” She added, not exactly
maturely, “You should not sleep at night. You
are disgusting!” At home, apparently, she is
always a child.
Authentic or strong individualism seems far
from what today’s protestors are seeking. They
raise their voices almost always as members of
groups, whose relevant identity is more collective than personal: students of color, the marginalized, victims of microaggressions, who
seek protection by and from the white power
structure, and compensation to boot.
On their own, apart from the group, they
often seem emotionally fragile. As another
Silliman resident, Jencey Paz, wrote in her
Yale Herald article “Hurt at Home,” “I don’t
want to debate. I want to talk about my pain.”
The journal removed her article from its website after it attracted a lot of unflattering attention—thus confirming Paz’s preferences.
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o one would have called hayden
or Jerry Rubin or the other leaders
of the old radicals “snowflakes.” They
wanted to oppose the macroagressions of a
society that, in their view, had lost its way
amid racism and the existential threats of
the Bomb and the Cold War. They wanted to
change society, not retreat from it. What happened to the New Left’s passionate idealism?
It hasn’t disappeared entirely, but the theory embraced by today’s campus Left is far
different from that of the ’60s New Left. The
Port Huron Statement reflected deep intellectual engagement, if not exactly seriousness.
Its contemporary influences included Herbert Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization (1955)
and C. Wright Mills’s The Power Elite (1956).
Marcuse, a student of Martin Heidegger’s,
had perhaps the primary philosophical influence on the movement, and along with other
writers helped to connect it, however tendentiously, to Freud, Nietzsche, Marx, Hegel,
and Rousseau.
The new New Left has no comparable
philosophical grounding or intellectual
foundation. A widely adopted primer of its
thought (used in the Claremont Colleges, for
instance), Critical Race Theory: An Introduction (2001) by Richard Delgado and Jean
Stefancic, now in its third edition, nods in
the direction of Antonio Gramsci, Michel
Foucault, and Jacques Derrida, but these are
dusty portraits on the wall rather than active
intellectual interests. The book presumes
the truth of an easy-going and politically
convenient postmodernism without ever establishing it, or reflecting on the alternative.
But that’s what’s so handy about postmodernism, isn’t it? It lets you get on with it—skip
past the questions of truth and justice, and
get right to the delicious matter of power.
In the present case, that means cue the
law professors and radical feminists. So far
as I can tell, the ideology of the new campus Left was born from a shotgun marriage
of critical legal studies, a postmodern enthusiasm at elite law schools (particularly Harvard, just when Barack Obama was studying there) in the late 1970s and 1980s, and
radical feminism. What drew them together
was the discovery that formal or legal equality, by then essentially achieved for blacks
and women, did not guarantee equality of
results, and above all did not guarantee the
most essential aspect of equality of results,
the feeling of equal recognition and respect.
They joined together in pursuit of that comprehensive equality, and of the high that only
that feeling could give, and dared any man to

put asunder what Harvard Law School had
brought together.
More particularly, Critical Race Theory
acknowledges the late Derrick Bell, one of
the “Crit” (critical legal studies) professors at
Harvard Law and later New York University
Law School, as the movement’s “intellectual
father figure.” Father figure—so much for
feminism! The book lists many other minor
scholars—usually by race or gender or ethnicity, but including “a number of fellow travelers
and writers who are white”—as having contributed to the intellectual heritage of today’s
radicals. From the Crits they drew the notion
that legal texts have indeterminate meanings,
hence are playthings of the powerful. From
the feminists they learned of “the relationship
between power and the construction of social
roles, as well as the unseen, largely invisible…
patterns and habits that make up patriarchy
and other types of domination.”
It is all quite dreary. Consider the “basic
tenets” of the position. First, in America (and
the theory seems to be purpose-built for this
country) racism is pervasive, inescapable, “ordinary” and “not aberrational,” the “common,
everyday experience of most people of color in
this country.” Only “most”? That equivocation
is one of the many slips in this slipshod argument. But it pales beside the refusal to define
“racism.” Does discriminating against people
on the basis of race mean denying them equal
rights, or objecting to the imposition of equal
results? The second principle is “material determinism” or “interest convergence,” meaning
that whites (but not other races?) are guaranteed to pursue their own economic interests as
a race, thus ensuring and perpetuating “white
supremacy.” Third, the “social construction”
thesis, which holds that race and races are not
“objective, inherent, or fixed” and correspond
to no “biological or genetic reality,” but are
social inventions. But how can there be “material determinism” if races are immaterial?
You begin to see the problem. The fourth
tenet, “differential racialization,” presumes
“that each race has its own origins and everevolving history,” which the powers-that-be
exploit and manipulate. But now races are the
real substratum under the constantly changing interpretations of society, not mere artifacts of those interpretations. Fifth, “intersectionality and antiessentialism.” Identity
politics has to recognize that “no person has
a single, easily stated, unitary identity,” the
authors declare. This notion traces to black
feminism’s big discovery, that you can be black
and a woman (and gay, Democrat, Episcopal)
at the same time, and have to deal with the
potential conflicts lest there be a nasty crash
at the intersection. Notice that the ugly new
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terms contribute nothing to the solution of
the problem of who should yield to whom.
Finally, the “unique voice of color.” “Coexisting in somewhat uneasy tension with antiessentialism,” the authors admit, “the voice-ofcolor thesis holds that because of their different histories and experiences with oppression,”
minorities have “a presumed competence to
speak about race and racism” that whites are
“unlikely” to have. Check your white privilege
at the door, in other words, because whiteness
implies a presumed incompetence in matters of
justice, at least regarding anyone who is nonwhite. This is passed off as a matter of history
and experience, but the (acknowledged) tension arises precisely because, as the name suggests and everyone realizes, the “voice-of-color”
thesis keys off the color of your skin, not the
content of your character or experiences.
It is hard to believe how many contradictions are papered over in this catalogue of
“basic tenets.” To take the most obvious example, for something that calls itself “critical
race theory,” it has no consistent theory of
race and no critical distance from its political
agenda. Is race something real, indelible, and
fundamental, which shapes the soul itself and
commands opinions, passions, and interests
across society? Or is it all in our heads, a social construction that we could do without? It
is as if Marxism proclaimed both that the his-

tory of the world is the history of class struggle, and that it isn’t. Or that the Communist
revolution is inevitable, or maybe not.
The new New Left can live with its contradictions because of its postmodernism. It
finds each part of the contradiction politically
useful, and that is the standard that matters.
Sometimes it is useful to say that whites are
objectively privileged and therefore oppressors, and that blacks, say, cannot be racist because they objectively lack power and are the
oppressed. But other times it is useful to deny
this, and to say that anyone can be a racist because racism is a state of mind. Sometimes it
is useful to claim, as Justice Harry Blackmun
did (adopted as one of the volume’s epigraphs),
“In order to get beyond racism, we must first
take account of race.” At other times it is useful to insist that in America it is never possible
to get beyond racism.
Is it any wonder that liberal idealism, or any
sort of idealism, is in short supply on today’s
campuses? Postmodernism isn’t about justice—
because there is no justice “out there”—it’s
about the will to power. Add that to an invidious racial consciousness that might have made
the antebellum South proud, and you have an
ugly combination. Having run that banner up
their flagpole, it’s clear why young people who
salute it can be vicious and violent in packs on
and off campus, while despondent and fragile
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at heart. Idealism depends on transcending
self-interest, and today’s protestors expect every ethnic, racial, class, and gender group to
follow its interest, and the most powerful to
win. We are a long way from utopia and hope.
From Old to New

M

ost college students have
nothing to do with campus radicals,
of course. They don’t want to transgress the thorny thickets of political correctness, however, and so they let the radicals do
their thing and set much of the campus agenda and climate. In enforcing political correctness, the radical students usually command
immense assistance from the college administration and faculty, where the original New
Left went to die, or rather to rule.
For the contrasts so far between the old
and the new New Left are only part of the
story. The Port Huron Statement caught the
SDS at its most thoughtful and idealistic, in
1962. The rest of the ’60s saw its rapid descent
into violence and anti-American extremism,
and its defeat as a political force. The SDS’s
campaign against the Vietnam War, which
became its focus from 1965 on, did not halt
the war but did help to elect President Richard Nixon, twice. From a too soaring or unnatural idealism, the radicals plunged into a
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deep, cynical hatred of the country they had
once hoped to lead and redeem.
Speaking at an antiwar march in Washington, D.C., in late 1965, SDS president Carl
Oglesby explained that the leaders who had
taken America into Vietnam “are not moral
monsters. They are all honorable men. They
are all liberals.” They had rationalized their
folly with the ideology of “anti-Communism,”
a word that Hayden and the early SDSers had
always loathed as part of the “fascist” political
vocabulary. For Oglesby, such liberals, whether
they knew it or not, stood for “corporate liberalism,” or what his predecessor, Paul Potter,
had called the “system,” unjust and oppressive
in its operations at home and abroad, always
putting “national values before human values.”
Liberals were the enemy, but in a more urgent and comprehensive way than in the Statement. Marcuse’s influence was growing among
the radicals, and his essay “Repressive Tolerance,” published in ’65, pointed them away
from their old free speech idealism and towards
a more ruthless, revolutionary consciousness.
Toleration was once a great progressive cause,
he argued, when liberals adopted it as a weapon against authoritarian societies. But now it
risked becoming silently repressive: toleration
in a liberal society like America was a means of
neutralizing and coopting all opposition to the
power structure or power elite. It was a means

of preventing a liberal society from being replaced by a revolutionary one. Marcuse urged
the students to treat tolerance as a partisan tool,
i.e., to show no tolerance for “affluence,” corporate capitalism, and the war. His argument laid
the groundwork for political correctness.
By late 1966 the SDS had denounced
the war as genocidal. The students’ fight was
therefore for the Vietnamese people as well as
for themselves. Opposing ROTC, the draft,
and black Americans’ conditions of life at
home, the radicals increasingly saw all of their
protests connected by the tyrannical nature of
American society. It was only logical to move
“From Protest to Resistance,” the title of a celebrated piece in New Left Notes in early 1967.
(So student-led were these developments that
Matusow, whose account I follow, switches in
his history at some point from regular years to
academic years.) America’s besetting sin, said
the SDS, was “imperialism,” an old Left (Leninist) indictment now endorsed by the New
Left, which echoed as well the black power
movement’s charge that inner city ghettos
constituted “internal colonies.”
“Once the new left determined that America was the villain,” writes Matusow, “it shifted from an antiwar movement to a movement
favoring victory for the Vietcong.” Hayden
and friends began to meet with Vietnamese
Communists. Bigger, more violent demon-

strations followed, designed, among other
things, to shut down the “war machine” and
in early 1968 to seize Columbia University.
As the New Left came more and more to
resemble the old, cheering Marx and Mao,
it turned its back on the Port Huron Statement’s hope for “participatory democracy”
and adopted Lenin’s principle of democratic
centralism, concentrating control at the top,
finally in 1969 in the so-called “Weatherman”
faction. The Weatherman’s call for “Days of
Rage” in Chicago, designed ultimately to
stop the imperialists’ war by starting a civil
war at home, failed miserably. Afterwards,
keen to sow terror, the Weathermen went
underground to plant bombs, which later
blew up several of their own. From Summer
of Love to Days of Rage had taken a little
more than two years.
Students for a Democratic Society collapsed in 1969, paralyzed by schism and by
its own decadent principles. But its spirit and
many of its leaders moved into the academy.
Though in some ways out of sympathy with
today’s P.C. radicals, the old New Left and its
successors find it difficult to oppose them. It
has always been their fatal weakness that they
could imagine no enemies to their left.
Charles R. Kesler is the editor of the Claremont
Review of Books.
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Book Review by James W. Ceaser

Power to the People
The Populist Explosion: How the Great Recession Transformed American and European Politics, by John B. Judis.
Columbia Global Reports, 184 pages, $12.99

T

he most surprising thing about
The Populist Explosion is that John Judis
wrote it. Judis, a well-known journalist,
co-authored a book in 2002 on electoral behavior entitled The Emerging Democratic Majority. Written with Ruy Teixeira, it argued
that the expanding demographic groups in
America were trending Democratic: Hispanics, African Americans, Asians, professionals, younger college-educated persons, single
women, and non-believers. All Democrats
had to do in the future was avoid cataclysmic
mistakes and they would win elections, at
least at the presidential level. Demography
is destiny, or as President Obama poetically
intoned, the “arc of history” is bending leftward. Democrats embraced this position as
their gospel, with Hillary Clinton in 2016 appealing to the burgeoning voter groups. Many
Republicans were also persuaded. Following
Mitt Romney’s defeat in 2012, the national
Republican Party produced an “autopsy” report calling for immigration reform and outreach to minorities, gays, and women.
Yet Judis never mentions this demographic
analysis in his new book. In a work that cov-

ers European as well as American politics, he
argues that the primary source of voter movement today is the response of large sectors
of the population suffering from stagnant or
deteriorating economic conditions. A powerful political reaction throughout much of the
West against “neoliberalism” (free enterprise)
and globalization has brought a tide of voters
to the forefront: “Populist parties and candidates are on the move in the United States and
Europe.” The people joining these movements
have failed to benefit from neoliberal policies
and now seek restrictions on immigration and
protection from free international trade. In
Britain, this spirit brought Brexit. In France,
Marine Le Pen made it to the final round of
the presidential election. In America, these
voters helped Bernie Sanders in his surprisingly strong challenge to Hillary Clinton, and
they proved pivotal to Donald Trump’s nomination. Trump was scarcely a Republican—
some have him shifting in and out of the party
seven times in his lifetime. But taking advantage of America’s open nominating system,
Trump was able to become the party nominee
running against 16 bona fide Republicans.
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Judis published his book shortly before the
presidential election in America, and along
with most everyone he thought that Trump
would likely be “soundly defeated.” But this
error aside, Judis can be credited with seeing clearly the rise of the “forgotten Americans” and with emphasizing the new kind of
voter that would join the Trump bandwagon.
Whatever Trump’s flaws and shortcomings—
and they were many—he became this group’s
persistent messenger. “I am your champion,”
he noted in September 2016, “and I will always be America First.”

F

or her part, clinton failed to appreciate this new development. Like
the establishment candidate she was,
she simply assumed that enough middleAmerican white voters would stick by her.
Together with the votes of the minorities, this
would assure her election. In fact, it seems
she hardly thought of working-class whites
at all, choosing instead to picture the American electorate in terms of multiple segments
of “minority” voters. In a powerful editorial
that followed the election, Columbia politi-
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cal theorist Mark Lilla criticized this approach, noting that Clinton on the campaign
trail would continually “slip into the rhetoric
of diversity, calling out explicitly to AfricanAmerican, Latino, L.G.B.T. and women voters at every stop.” But, he went on, “if you are
going to mention groups in America, you had
better mention all of them.” For Democrats,
the “people” of America had been replaced by
a set of different identity groups, all growing
in their relative population weight. On a rare
occasion when Clinton paused to recognize
middle-American voters, it was to deposit
them into “a basket of deplorables [consisting
of] the racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic,
Islamophobic—you name it.” Her dismissal
echoed Barack Obama’s nearly fatal analysis
of this diminishing sector during the 2008
primary contest, when he declared that such
voters “get bitter, they cling to guns or religion
or antipathy to people who aren’t like them or
anti-immigrant sentiment or anti-trade sentiment as a way to explain their frustrations.”
At that point, Clinton stepped up in the 2008
race to become the clingers’ leader within the
Democratic Party, a position she seemed subsequently to abandon and even repudiate.
The fact is that forgotten middle Americans, however one defines this category, constitute an immensely large voting bloc. Two
thirds of white voters without college degrees
voted for Donald Trump, as did over 80% of
white evangelicals. In terms of voting patterns in the key states of Pennsylvania and in
the Midwest, a swing to Trump among these
voters proved decisive. In smaller towns and
more rural areas, he gained votes relative to
Mitt Romney, capturing many county majorities for the GOP that they had lost in 2012
and almost always improving the Republican
share of the vote. Trump ended by carrying
Wisconsin, Michigan, Iowa, Indiana, Ohio,
and Pennsylvania, and he fell short in Minnesota by just a point.
This swing to Trump left two questions.
First, would Trump, as many predicted, lose
the votes of the more upscale, suburban, and
urban Republicans, negating what he gained in
the small town and rural areas? In the end, in
the states that he needed, these voters—often
filled with regrets and doubts—stayed with
their party and voted for Trump. Fully 89%
of Republicans supported him. And second,

would the collection of minorities come out
in droves to support Clinton, overcoming
Trump’s surge among the forgotten? On the
two coasts, yes, but not in most of the remaining states, where minority voters refused to
give her the margin that she needed for victory. Trump improved his score over Romney
among Hispanics and blacks.

J

udis is insistent in connecting the
rise of this voting sector to prevailing economic conditions. He notes the failure of
middle-class Americans in many areas, especially since the Great Recession, to keep up
with the rest of the country. These voters either felt they were left out or falling behind,
or knew others who were left out and falling
behind. Their communities as a whole looked
and felt poorer and less dynamic. Yet more
than economic anxiety, it seems, was involved.

A word that forces
Jack Kemp into the
same category as
Marine Le Pen stretches
credulity.

clusively define movements, parties, and people that are called populist—from Russian
Narodniks to Huey Long, and from France’s
Marine Le Pen to the late congressman Jack
Kemp.” And it is undeniable that a word that
forces Jack Kemp into the same category as
Marine Le Pen stretches credulity. Yet if populism does have a core, it is connected to leaders and movements that begin with very little
institutionalized (or “establishment”) support,
and who gain a following by direct appeals to
sectors of the people. The style such leaders
often employ is one of strong and direct action that is less connected than usual to the
niceties of liberal democratic politics and constitutional restraints. What H.L. Mencken
once said of democracy as a whole seems to
fit the populist spirit: it is “the theory that
the common people know what they want,
and deserve to get it good and hard.” None
of this necessarily means that leaders labeled
“populist” would in fact try to govern without
the usual restrictions, or that they would be
capable of doing so; but their rhetoric can be
aggressive and their rallies sometimes more so.

J

udis is nevertheless convinced that
the term “populist,” already widely used,
can help identify something crucial about
modern politics. Rather than dismiss it for
its imprecision, his aim is to deepen and refine the term in its application to Western
nations. He tries to distinguish between leftwing populism, which champions the people
against an elite (e.g., the many against the corporations), and right-wing populism, which
champions the people against an elite protecting a third group (such as illegal immigrants,
or Islamists, or Black Lives militants). By this
standard, Bernie Sanders and Podemos’s Pablo Iglesias are seen as left-wing populists, and
Donald Trump and Marine Le Pen count as
right-wing. None of this fits all cases perfectly,
but with The Populist Explosion John Judis has
succeeded in identifying a mood and beginning a discussion of its characteristics. If these
groups achieve power, however, they are likely
to turn out to be quite distinct and in need of
being treated on their own terms.

For many, it was also the feeling that they
were being talked down to by elites on matters
of religion or concerns about terrorism—and
they were being asked by progressives to use
a euphemistic vocabulary that conflicted with
common sense and experience (e.g., “workplace violence” in place of Islamic terrorism).
It was, in short, opposition to political correctness, as seen on upscale college campuses
and insisted on by President Obama, that
pushed many to Trump.
Judis has sought in this brief volume to fit
most of the political unrest in the West under
the rubric of “populism.” This term includes
Trumpism in America, the Brexit vote in Britain, the right-wing National Front party in
France, the left-wing Syriza party in Greece,
and the left-wing Podemos party in Spain. It James W. Ceaser is professor of politics at the
is, as he admits, a word that lacks scientific University of Virginia and a senior fellow at the
precision: “There is no set of features that ex- Hoover Institution.
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Book Review by Harvey C. Mansfield

Why We Won’t Agree
Polarized: Making Sense of a Divided America, by James E. Campbell.
Princeton University Press, 336 pages, $29.95

W

hat is a political party? james
Campbell explores our politics’
characteristic dividedness in an excellent new book, starkly titled Polarized, that
deserves to be read widely and carefully.
Campbell, who teaches political science
at the University of Buffalo, is not a theorist, at least not overtly, but to see what is
at stake, as well as to appreciate the new (or
rather, old) path he opens up, one may begin from the theoretical viewpoint he challenges. Since the 1950s political scientists
have worked within a distinction between
interests and opinions, and with an emphasis on the former. Interests, they claimed,
are mostly economic, hence narrow, hence
definable as causes of behavior: you vote as
you do because of your interest. By contrast,
opinions are political, hence broad, hence
vague, hence not definable as causes of the
sort that produce effects. Opinions are what
people say, whereas interests are the motives
that prompt them to act, and also to speak,
in order to express or conceal their interests.
Political scientists have by and large thought
that interests are more reliable, because less
deceptive, than opinions. To understand in-

terests one must learn to deprecate, even ignore, opinions, for it is often in your interest
to disguise your interest as a high-minded
opinion. By focusing on interests, political
science as it’s been practiced for the past century has minimized the enthusiasm and zeal
of partisans, failing to make real sense of
their excited excesses. The study of opinions,
however, allows partisans to explain themselves by taking seriously the human desire
to rise above one’s selfish interest—taking
charge of oneself as a free agent instead of
being defined by some outside observer or
partisan opponent.
The sensible course would be to say that
in politics people are sometimes motivated
by principle, sometimes by interest; they are
inconsistent. And if this is so, perhaps the
difference between interest and principle is
not so clear as those who act from either motive believe it to be. Once you start explaining partisan politics with one, it seems arbitrary to shift to the other. My late colleague
Richard Neustadt, a canny student of parties,
once complained in my hearing of an incident
with an exit pollster who questioned him after he had voted. Why had he voted as he did?
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His response was “Because I’m a Democrat.”
The pollster looked at her clipboard for this
category of explanation and did not find it.
Neustadt in his answer was speaking not only
as a professor looking at people’s interests but
also as a voter looking to defend himself and
dignify his opinion.

A

quick look at the political science literature since the 1950s will
help explain the issue. The maestro of
political parties in those days, V.O. Key, used
both interests and opinions to develop his undogmatic insights, in some ways still unsurpassed, in his major work Southern Politics in
State and Nation (1949), contrasting Southern
politics with the rest of the country. A decade
later a collaborative landmark study by Angus
Campbell, Philip Converse, Warren Miller,
and Donald Stokes appeared, The American
Voter (1960), more strictly “behavioral” (poli
sci lingo for more quantifiable, predictable
outcomes) than Key’s work, and more reliant
on the concept of interest. In between, Anthony Downs had published An Economic Theory
of Democracy (1957), which carried that concept back to its origin in economics and, by

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
reducing opinions to interests, attempted to
invest the study of parties with the greater
rigor that attends the dismal science.
Downs’s book is the work of a man who
wanted to lift the homo economicus from the
status of straw man to actual life. It is still
well-known today for its compact analysis of
“the median voter,” which would feature in
The American Voter, but it has more readers
than fans for its insistence on the simplification of politics that results from focusing
on interests. In Downs’s theory the median
voter is the one between the parties who
likes to think himself “independent” and is
in fact probably merely apathetic or ignorant
or both. Since neither party can be sure that
its particular coalition of interests will gain
a majority, it must turn to the center to gain
votes, and the median voter becomes the center of attention for both sides. This logic is
“economic” in character even though it applies
to parties of principle as well as, and actually
more than, those of interest. Downs shows
that even zealous partisans of principle have
an interest in calculating by interest—which
is good because it keeps principled parties
moderate.

U

sing downs’s theory, however,
one would expect black citizens in
America to vote roughly equally for
the Democrats and the Republicans so as to
gain the benefits that accrue to the median
voter who will be courted by both sides. Unfortunately, black voters today are roughly
90% Democratic, quite regardless of Downs.
One can try to resolve this difficulty in the
manner of rational choice theory, which is
generally based on what is rational for one’s
interest but extends one’s interest to one’s
principle, for example, in the case of blacks to
stand together as a community. Perhaps it is
not necessary to decide whether this is their
interest or their principle. But then one loses
the nobility of principle as well as the exactness of interest, each spoiling the other in the
observer’s sensibly moderate mix of motives.
One cannot condemn blacks for their irrationality of opinion, nor praise them for their
calculation of interest.
Today we find political scientists in this
general situation of methodological unease,
unwilling either to look beneath the surface
of political opinion like a cynic or to take it
seriously at face value like (what they think is)
a fool. Nor does the straddle position of foolish cynic or cynical fool seem attractive. If one
looks to the outstanding fact of parties today,
it is certainly polarization. Polarization, it is
generally agreed, means that the pull of interest toward the center, where the median voter

resides, has been replaced by the attraction
of principle to the steamy extremes, where
zeal rather than interest prevails. Most political scientists prefer interest over principle
partly because interest is more moderate and
partly because it is more scientifically predictable—and they do not like polarized parties
(on principle). Those on the Left favor their
principle but not principle as such, and they
tend to blame the reactionary Right for the
polarization that results when the innocent
Left has to defend itself.

T

wo sage authorities now alive and
active remain to be examined before we
come to James Campbell. One is John
Aldrich, author of Why Parties? (1995), the
most prominent text in the field. Aldrich is a
follower of the rational choice “formal theory,”
which develops Downs’s theory of economic
interest so as to determine the path of rational
pursuit of one’s interest, regardless of its content. Formal theory emphasizes choice (easy to
assume) rather than utility (too hard to define);
it liberates the political scientist from rank utilitarianism at the cost of muddying the causal
determination that arises from knowing what
your true interest is. Aldrich takes the moderate, sensible position that some behavior is
determined by interest, some by principle.
But to do this he combines them promiscuously, apparently forgetting that they are
supposed to be opposed: an action done on
principle is not done by, or for, one’s interest,
and vice versa.
To explain the function parties perform,
he studies party history in America because
Americans had to discover that function; it
wasn’t so clearly in their interest as to come
spontaneously. They also had to discover that
two parties were better than one, moving from
Thomas Jefferson’s insistence on a single true
party of republicanism to Martin Van Buren’s
admission that this party was not so true that
it could not tolerate—and the country profit
from—an opposition party. Aldrich’s resort
to party history implies that a pluralist principle had over time to be accepted, as opposed
to merely pursuing one’s interest regardless of
partisan principle.
Yet in the book’s title and beginning chapters he remains faithful to the rational choice
theory according to which collective action
is the focus of attention. The title’s question
mark asks whether or not collective action is
in one’s interest as an individual; for Aldrich,
the individual and his interest are the foundation from which to begin. The kind or character of a party is less important than the very
existence of a party, which poses the prime
question of whether one’s interest as an isoClaremont Review of Books w Summer 2017
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lated individual is to cooperate with others
or take advantage of them. It is noteworthy
that the concept of interest, which is intended
from the first and above all to avoid the partisan disputation of political opinion, cannot
resolve the simplest question of whether political action is in your interest.

W

ith our current polarization
of the parties, however, the focus of
the rational choice school on collective action as such seems quite inapt. Today
we find it all too easy to collectivize as Republicans or Democrats; the problem is rather
that our collective action is too unproblematic.
We care little for interest and rush into principle, preferring purity of principle (or “ideology”) to tolerant harmony, and rejecting both
the egotistical calculation and the urbane
civility required for furthering one’s interest.
Into this fraught situation steps Stanford’s
Morris Fiorina—able, cool, and genial, wearing the maestro’s mantle of V.O. Key, ready to
save the relevance and reputation of political
science to our politics. He points out in recent essays written for the Hoover Institution
that polarization is far from complete: in fact,
more people dwell between the parties than
are to be found at either extreme. In political
science-speak, the median voter is the modal voter, indeed in Fiorina’s view, the model
voter. He characterizes recent party history
as a period of “sorting,” in which the parties
have sorted themselves, liberal Republicans
sent home to the Democrats and conservative
Democrats to the Republicans, together leaving behind mostly non-partisans in the middle. Fiorina rather likes these sensible folks,
whom he calls “normal,” intending a compliment as opposed to the abnormal zealots in
the partisan extremes.
In his view, democracy is, or ought to be,
the rule of the ordinary, normal people who
quite reasonably turn their backs on partisans
and refuse their restless agitations against
our peaceful, productive comity. Call them
“apolitical” if you will, but they and not their
supercilious critics are the salt of the earth.
Their only defect is being unable to defend
themselves against over-political moralism,
yet happily they have Mo Fiorina who has
volunteered to come to their aid at no cost to
them. If he wanted to, he could point out that
zealous divisiveness was the main reason why
political parties were once thought by America’s founders (particularly George Washington in his Farewell Address) to be the bane,
not the salvation, of a free society. It is therefore doubtful and disputable that either interest or principle counsels “collective action” in
the form of political parties.
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T

he form; there’s the rub. rational
choice (so-called “formal theory”!), for
all its preoccupation with collective action, pays no attention to the form it takes, assuming as it does that players in a made-up
game called the “prisoner’s dilemma” (which
maps cooperation between supposed rational
individuals) are analogous to a party system.
But Fiorina has the merit of introducing form
in the everyday notion of “sorting,” which is
how he describes the process of polarization.
Each party has a form of policies and ideas
by which its partisans can be sorted out from
those of the other party, and this is what
Democrats and Republicans have been doing
with a vengeance in recent decades. For an image of sorting one could think of the typical
husband’s job of emptying a dishwasher and
sorting the plates by their shapes. Somehow
human beings have the faculty of recognizing the shapes, kinds, or forms of things. But
when applied to parties, sorting has two extra
qualities: the fact that humans, unlike plates,
are sorting themselves, and the fact that, unlike plates—which don’t care about other
plates—parties are sorts opposed to each other.
It is amazing but true that the political science of parties makes nothing of the obvious
fact that parties are opposed to one another. In
all their thoughts and actions the parties ad-

dress each other; what one likes the other dislikes, what one does the other wants to undo.
They do battle every day in every way. They are
not merely “on the one hand” or “the other,” two
separate composites to be sorted by the political scientist. The usual designation of Left and
Right is inapposite, because normally the two
hands cooperate. Parties do not cooperate, and
ally for a time only when they must. They form
themselves by action that is reaction, the Jeffersonian Republicans against the Federalists, the
Lincoln Republicans against the Democrats.
Aldrich does say that a party “acts and reacts,”
and other political scientists recognize party
conflict, but they do not explain how and why
the parties are formed by reaction and conflict
both in their origin and in their daily practice.
They neglect the animus of party spirit emphasized by three recent authors in political philosophy: Andrew Sabl in Ruling Passions (2001),
Nancy Rosenblum in On the Side of the Angels
(2008), and Russell Muirhead in The Promise
of Party in a Polarized Age (2014). But political
philosophers have a professional interest in the
study of principles (and, which is less known, of
the passions they inspire).

McClosky Difference,” and displaying numerous tables and graphs that give shape
to numbers. But his writing is forceful and
clear, and his book is far from forbidding.
He announces to his “quant” colleagues that
the real story of polarization “has not been
told before now.” He produces the evidence
for polarization, both direct and circumstantial (on which more later), wherever one
can count: in Congress, in elections, and
in surveys of the population. Distinguishing the extent of polarization from change
in polarization he concludes that the parties were already polarized in the 1970s but
have recently become more and more so. In
Congress there is now virtually no overlap
between the parties in the measures of the
(liberal) Americans for Democratic Action and the American Conservative Union,
which take stock of members’ votes: “from
2005 to 2012, every Democrat was to the
political left of every Republican.” As against
the view that George W. Bush was the great
divider, Campbell notes that in approval ratings Barack Obama was no less so.
To explain the change toward greater
polarization Campbell provides a summary
ames campbell lives in the realm of of party history, not from the inception of
statistical quantification, dropping words party like Aldrich but from the last half of
like “bimodal,” using concepts like “the the 20th century. It was the Democrats, he
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says, that began it with a move to the left in
1958. After the Democrats made their move,
which quickly brought African Americans
into their party, the Republicans replied
with the slower absorption of Southern
conservatives that ended in a greater move
to the right. Campbell counts eight steps
from the 1950s to the present—a messy trail
that makes it difficult to conclude that voters act mainly on interest. He insists as well
that this increase in polarization came from
the bottom up, not from the top down. He
agrees with Key that voters generally know
what they are doing.
With this evidence of present attitudes
and party history Campbell asserts, contra Fiorina, that polarization, not refusal
to polarize, is “normal.” He rather prefers
partisans to non-partisans, partisanship to
apathetic inattention, and he notes that, although non-partisans add up to a plurality,
the partisans added together are a majority. The parties are not only cohesive, and
not only different, but also “antagonistic”—
which means antagonistic to each other.
Though Campbell does not explicitly make
the contrast, they are not agencies of different interests, implying the possibility of compromise or even harmony; they are carriers
of principle opposed to the principle of the
other party. Parties define themselves, rather
than being defined by external causes such as
interests, and they define themselves against
the other party or parties.

G

oing beyond campbell, one could
say that parties are antagonistic
in argument. What do politicians
mainly do? In public and in many private
moments, they argue. They debate with
friends and opponents, offering their own
opinions and in the process refuting those of
their opponents. Even when thinking strategically or tactically, they look to promote
their own opinions and look for weakness,
whether in persuasiveness or logic, in those
of their opponents. The practice known as
“spin” is in the realm of argument (rhetoric
being the counterpart of dialectic, as Aristotle said). One can win by use of force or
by winning the election, but the necessity
remains to win the argument by justifying
one’s victory—particularly if, as in elections,
the opponent remains on the field, thinking
darkly of return.
Campbell reckons that because polarization of opinion is normal, the median voter is
no longer the object of attention. Rather than
being the stable decider parties must gain over,
he is pushed around by the extremes, in recent
years toward the right. The median is mobile,

Campbell says. There are more votes to be
had by turnout of the party base than by compromise to persuade the middle, and that is
the strategy parties have pursued. Here is another suggestion to him: besides the ignorant,
apathetic, and pseudo-independents who habitually lean to one side, there is in American
opinion an element of the traditional antiparty feeling mentioned above. Aldrich’s view
of party history alludes to the need to hold
the principle that partisanship is legitimate,
the precondition first set forth in America by
Van Buren. Aldrich doesn’t make much of his
observation, but party can be in one’s interest
only if the principle is adopted that party is
respectable, not contemptible. Party politics in
our day are so divisive as to make many concerned citizens question Van Buren’s pluralism and wish to revert to the founders’ hostility to party government. Political scientists
need to take more seriously the principles
both for and against party, principles that
direct one’s interest rather than having been
dictated by one’s interest. A guiding principle
is a “cause” of party behavior in a different

Leaders can mislead,
in which case they are
not leaders but
misleaders.
sense from a cause that has effects; it does
not precede but accompanies the behavior.
As Campbell carefully says, parties “ join” or
“bind” their members; parties are not factories
that manufacture members.

C

followers. Campbell, with his preference for
the self-reporting evidence of those who declare their partisanship, suggests a return to
the political science of yore that would begin
from the claims contained in opinions and
declarations like Neustadt’s.
By emphasizing the importance of principles and ideas over any imposed explanation
from interests and imputed choice, Campbell
has fashioned a better analysis of our parties’
polarization than any I’ve seen. He has a moderate love of quantification that doesn’t always
serve him well, particularly in attempts to
make numbers out of the differences between
liberals and conservatives, but this may be
strategic rhetoric designed to protect his professional reputation.

T

here are two phrases in his excellent book that reveal the promise of his
thinking. One is that there are “a great
many routes” by which one acquires one’s political perspective. This means that one must start
from the perspective, the opinion. A liberal or
a conservative cannot be understood from one
of the many routes by which one becomes a liberal or conservative, since another could easily
have been chosen. Analysis through interest or
rational choice is arbitrarily selective; it tries to
jam the many routes into just one.
Campbell’s other promising phrase refers to
congressional leaders who “appear to be leading or misleading their parties.” Aha! Leaders
can mislead, in which case they are not leaders
but misleaders. Political science wants to be
neutral, but “leader” is no more neutral a term
than “misleader.” The ascription of the term
“leaders” to misleaders is misleading. Instead
of leading their profession and the public to
understand better, political scientists are misleading them by refusing to follow fact into
value. Their refusal—when it calls misleaders
“leaders”—results in giving value unjustly and
describing fact incorrectly. With this inconspicuous phrase Campbell points forward to a
political science that has abandoned the fact/
value dichotomy. For one cannot simply take
for granted the accuracy of self-reporting, of
partisan political assertions—to this degree
the self-emasculating political scientists who
dismiss opinion are surely right. So political
science needs to go beyond the description of
polarized parties to see whether polarization
is just or necessary, as the partisans claim it
to be. James Campbell introduces American
political scientists toward the path of greater
accuracy and relevance.

ampbell makes a point of distinguishing direct evidence of partisanship from indirect or circumstantial
evidence: direct evidence is one’s own, “selfreported,” as in a survey; circumstantial evidence is ascribed by an observer in an analysis.
He finds direct evidence to be more compelling, as when Neustadt the voter called himself a Democrat. That, and not some external
ascription, was his reason for voting. A reason is a general proposition applying beyond the
particular instance. Perhaps it wasn’t in the interest of a Democrat to give himself a reason,
since the reason could justify the opposite
vote of a Republican. Thus a rational interest
expands into a principle, leaving behind the
arbitrary preference of an isolated individual.
This is how a theory of interest goes beyond Harvey C. Mansfield is professor of government
its apparent selfishness, in a manner often at Harvard University and a senior fellow at the
overlooked by the theorist and his admiring Hoover Institution.
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Essay by Robert R. Reilly

For God and Country

D

o her principles doom america
to moral and cultural decline? The
question is hardly new. More than
two decades ago, Professor John A. Guegan,
participating in a conference reflecting on Jesuit priest John Courtney Murray’s book We
Hold These Truths (1960), condemned the
American Founding for “the philosophical
errors that are embedded in the American
civil religion.” The task for Christians, he
said, should be to destroy the “erroneous philosophy of man and society which underlies
the American Proposition and the currently
reigning gnosis of pragmatism and positivism
which grew out of that philosophy.” In other
words, the American Founding was a poison
pill with a time-release formula. We are its
victims.
This view has been gaining strength
among Christians. Witness the recent New
York Times bestseller The Benedict Option:
A Strategy for Christians in a Post-Christian
Nation by Rod Dreher, who assumes that
the American “purpose of government is to
liberate the autonomous individual.” What
this means, as he states elsewhere, is that
“[t]he summum bonum of our American civil religion is maximizing the opportunities

for individuals to express and satisfy their
desires—a belief that orthodox Christianity
by nature opposes.” A broad range of Christians has endorsed The Benedict Option, from
the Catholic archbishop of Philadelphia,
Charles J. Chaput, to such notable figures in
the Southern Baptist Convention as Russell
Moore.
There is, in other words, a growing faithbased critique of the founding, based on
premises accepted almost offhandedly by
many of its followers, including Dreher. We
would do well to examine these premises by
looking at the critique’s leading theoreticians.
Two thinkers frequently referred to by Dreher
as authorities are Patrick Deneen, an associate professor of constitutional studies at the
University of Notre Dame, who previously
taught for many years at Georgetown, and
Michael Hanby, a scholar at the Vatican’s
Pontifical John Paul II Institute for Studies
on Marriage and Family. Both are major contributors to First Things magazine and prominent members of the conservative Catholic
cadre that holds to the poison-pill thesis. Deneen thinks the founding is based upon a lie
about humanity, a false anthropology. Hanby
believes that the founding is based on an erClaremont Review of Books w Summer 2017
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ror about the nature of reality, a false metaphysics. Their arguments, considered together,
provide the central elements of the poison-pill
case, which is why writers like Dreher invoke
them sympathetically.
Scorning America

M

urray had insisted that the
American Founders

thought…the life of man in society under government is founded on truths,
on a certain body of objective truth,
universal in its import, accessible to the
reason of man, definable, defensible. If
this assertion is denied, the American
Proposition is, I think, eviscerated at
one stroke.

This is exactly the assertion that Deneen
and Hanby do deny, with the consequences
Murray predicted. He would find this development ironic. Murray had expected that if
the growing forces of voluntarism (meaning
law as will rather than reason) further imperiled the founding, the “guardianship of
the original American consensus, based on
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the Western heritage, would have passed to
the Catholic community, within which the
heritage was elaborated long before America
was.” By this, he meant that the natural law
tradition within the Catholic Church, going
back to the Middle Ages, was strong enough
to resist modern corrosives, and a return to it
might be possible, led by American Catholic
intellectuals steeped in that tradition.
This is exactly what should have happened
in light of what Murray called “the evident
coincidence of the principles which inspired
the American Republic with the principles
that are structural to the Western Christian
political tradition.” Thinkers such as George
Weigel and the late Michael Novak did indeed follow this path. These principles did not
align coincidentally, of course, since one set
was born of the other. It apparently did not
occur to Murray, however, that some Catholic
intellectuals would do the opposite—refuse
the guardianship because they disavowed the
paternity.
Why have these Catholics repudiated the
founding? Perhaps the single most significant
reason is their urgent need to explain the increasingly precipitous decline in America’s
cultural and moral life. The policies that
many Christians (and others) find most repugnant and hostile to their religion or basic
sense of decency, such as abortion, pornography, and same-sex “marriage,” are publicly
put forth as essential parts, even requirements,
of the American Proposition. Think only of
Justice Anthony Kennedy’s opinion in Lawrence v. Texas (2003) that “Liberty presumes
an autonomy of self that includes freedom of
thought, belief, expression, and certain intimate conduct,” which he used to advance
sodomy as a constitutional right. Or in his
notorious statement in Planned Parenthood v.
Casey (1992) that “[a]t the heart of liberty is
the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the
mystery of human life.” If Kennedy is right, it
is no wonder, then, that an increasing number
of Christians suspect that the fault is in our
founding principles themselves.
Ironically, Deneen and Hanby are in full
agreement with Justice Kennedy as to what
the founding holds. Kennedy sees radical autonomy there, and so do they. The only difference is that they excoriate it, while Kennedy
celebrates it. They all agree as to its substance
and source. But Kennedy and his judicial colleagues fabricated an “autonomy of self ” out of
the Constitution’s penumbras.
Where do Deneen and Hanby locate the
presence of this radical autonomy in the
American Founding? Their evidence for it is
negligible. Deneen has asserted online that

the founding was based on “a relativistic philosophy.” Otherwise, he asks, “If we are to believe that the American founding represents
the culmination of a long and unbroken tradition that stretches back to Plato, Aristotle,
Cicero, and Aquinas, then how did that tradition disintegrate so quickly?” In fact, it didn’t.
Around the time of Murray’s book, Leo
Strauss pointed out that “unqualified relativism” was characteristic “of Western thought
in general” (emphasis added). Indeed, no
Catholic country has withstood it and most of
them, like Italy and Spain, are in worse shape
than the U.S. Why has America proven more
stalwart? Why was it the principal redoubt
against Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union,
both of which embodied the voluntarism that
Murray decried? And why does America today remain by far the strongest force against
the contemporary expression of voluntarism
in Islam? Though the United States is obviously not incapable of wholesale defection
from the laws of nature, its greatest chance of
recovery lies in returning to its principles, not
in jettisoning them.
But Deneen says that “we have today more
the country that springs from our political
DNA than one that doesn’t.” That DNA is
primarily Lockean, which, according to Deneen, accounts for the perverted “autonomy
of self ” we see. In a recent First Things article,
“Moral Minority” (April 2017), he states that
the practical consequences of the founders’
definition of liberty “were long obscured by
the fact that Americans had a rich and sustaining Christian culture that was older and
deeper than the political structure…. Over
time, our political order would shape our culture, or more accurately, it would eliminate
traditional culture in favor of a liberal anticulture.” Thus, Deneen does not speak of “the
betrayal of our political origins, but the fulfillment of [their] logic.”
This indictment leads Deneen to question
the very basis of American republicanism:
“To have allegiance even to this mixed Constitutional founding is ultimately to declare
allegiance to the trajectory of radical autonomy and individualism.” Can a Christian give
such allegiance? If the American proposition
is not only hostile to Christianity but in fact
the product of its denial, he cannot. Abortionists, pornographers, and same-sex “marriage” proponents can legitimately claim, if
Deneen is correct, that “the founding made
me do it.” On this basis they can require
our approval of their behavior, the legal enforcement of which is now working its way
through the court system.
Therefore, says Deneen, “I increasingly
fear that Americans will have to break with
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America, and seek to re-found the nation on
better truths—ones that have perhaps never
been self-evident, but rather hard-won, and
which are far better than our philosophy and
increasingly better than ourselves.” In his new
book, Conserving America?: Essays on Present Discontents, he states that these better
truths must be “explicitly in departure from
the philosophic principles that animated its
liberal founding…to build a new civilization
worthy of preservation.” Is there not anything
worth saving in the American Founding? Deneen conveys how comprehensively he scorns
America by proffering this parallel: “[Vaclav]
Havel did not appeal to the better version of
the Communist regime in Czechoslovakia or
seek to reform it from within, but to ‘expose
its unstable foundations’ by refusing to pretend that its lies were true.”
Deneen’s views recall William Lloyd
Garrison, the abolitionist who believed
that the U.S. Constitution was a “covenant
with Death, an Agreement with Hell.” For
Garrison, solving the problem of slavery required eliminating the Constitution, copies
of which he publicly burned. To cure today’s
ills, Deneen calls for replacing, not improving the American Founding—though he
never says what exactly should supplant it, a
crippling omission. Both Garrison and Deneen fail to understand that the founding
principles themselves are the strongest case
against such public moral corruptions as
slavery and abortion.
Misquoting Madison

W

here in the founding itself
can Deneen locate the malign principles that render it unworthy of
preservation? Deneen repeatedly cites James
Madison in Federalist No. 10 as evidence that
the American regime is based upon a notion
of radical individual autonomy. Conserving
America? states, “‘The first object of government,’ writes Madison in Federalist 10, ‘is the
protection of the diversity in the faculties of
men.’” Deneen concludes:
The political order exists to permit,
even positively encourage, humans
to differentiate themselves by their
choices with near infinite variety, unfettered by limitations of family circumstance, geographic accident, undesired citizenship, unwanted religious
identity, and increasingly—as we now
see—even gender or any other form of
identity that would suggest some form
of external limitation on our shaping
of selfhood.
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That certainly loads a great deal on
Madison’s shoulders…even transgenderism! What’s more, “only when individuals
are rootless, culture-less, history-less and
context-less—depersonalized and abstracted—do we realize the ends prescribed by
our regime. And yet we don’t realize that we
have been shaped in just this way because we
understand our condition to be that of freedom…while the invisible architecture of the
regime continues to exert its shaping force.”
Shaped by this invisible architecture, “The
citizenry increasingly conforms to the stated
aims of the Constitutional order, its first object being the protection and encouragement
of the ‘diversity of faculties.’”
Deneen relies heavily on his Madison
quotation for a definitive expression of “the
ends prescribed by our regime.” The only
problem is that Madison did not say what
Deneen says he said. Deneen cobbles together parts of two sentences and creates a
new one that supports his own critique, creating a Madisonian strawman to indict the
founding. In Federalist 10, Madison is talking about minimizing the problems of faction, especially majority factions, in order to
preserve the United States. Just after saying
that one insuperable problem leading to fac-

tion is the connection between man’s “reason
and his self-love” he states, “The diversity in
the faculties of men, from which the rights of
property originate, is not less an insuperable
obstacle to a uniformity of interests.” In other words, “diversity,” a simple fact of nature
in men’s diverse talents, is in the first place a
problem, not a solution.
Madison never says diversity is something
government should positively encourage, as
Deneen suggests. A multiplicity of interests
(not of factions) can be useful in helping to
prevent the formation of a tyrannical majority,
Madison emphasizes. But the whole point of
Federalist 10 is to foster consensus out of diversity: e pluribus unum. It is Madison’s next sentence that declares, “The protection of these
faculties is the first object of government.” It
is the protection of the faculties themselves,
not of diversity, that is the government’s object. By this, Madison means that government
protects the free exercise of an individual’s
abilities.
But Deneen might respond that since
people’s faculties are, in fact, diverse, isn’t
Madison in effect calling for the protection
of diversity? This objection would be mistaking essence and accident. For instance, men
have reason by their nature, i.e., it is essential

to them as human beings. But different men
have different capacities to reason. The differences, no matter how great—as between
a child and an adult—are accidental. No one
is less human because of a lesser or impaired
capacity to reason. Madison makes the object
of government the protection of something
essential (man’s faculties), not of something
accidental (the diversity of faculties).
This is the reason Madison never uses the
phrase “the protection of the diversity in the
faculties of men.” Deneen creates this phrase
and then attributes it to Madison so he can
read back into Federalist 10 Justice Kennedy’s
views of radical individual autonomy—thus
implying a straight line from the founding to
today’s LGBT “rights.”
Deneen has used this fabricated sentence
frequently to prove his position. In 2012 he
employed it against the idea that the founding
was in any way a continuation of premodern
natural law thinking. As proof, he promised
“the founders’ explicit statements.” After all,
Deneen wrote:
We need only look at their words, most
obviously the Lockean basis of the Declaration…but so too to the justifications
they offered for the Constitution. In the
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course of Federalist 10, Madison makes
the matter plain: ‘the [protection of the]
diversity in the faculties of men, from
which the rights of property originate…
is the first object of government.’
Here again he mauls what Madison actually
said. It is very hard to “look at their words,” if
you get their words wrong. (As we have seen,
Deneen eventually dropped the brackets, so
there remained not even a hint that he had
elided two sentences to make a new one.)
Misquotations breed misinterpretations,
as when Deneen says, “The pursuit of appetites, in the form of accumulation of property, is understood to be the main activity of
individuals, requiring the protection of the
government—indeed, forming the ‘first object’ of government.” Since Deneen promises
to show “their words,” whose words are these?
Madison does not say that the “pursuit of appetites” forms the first object of government.
Nor does the Declaration of Independence.
In fact, these are Deneen’s words which he
takes in effect from Thomas Hobbes and
places in the mouths of the founders. Unless
the founding was Hobbesian, a subject which
we shall address later, this will not work. Nevertheless, he draws the conclusion that “their
liberal logic, making protection of sovereign
choice and individual appetite the main object
of government, leads with nearly inexorable
certainty to an outcome such as that we now
witness today.”

are what are called revolution principles. They
are the principles of Aristotle and Plato, of
Livy and Cicero, of Sidney, Harrington and
Locke; the principles of nature and eternal
reason.”
John Locke is the only one in these groupings who could be read as undermining natural law teleology, due to the epistemology of
his Essay Concerning Human Understanding.
Since the other thinkers embraced a more
teleological understanding of nature, one can
assume that Jefferson and Adams did not read
Locke in this way. Otherwise, his presence in
their groupings would be completely incongruous. Jefferson could hardly have claimed
that the “harmonizing sentiments of the day”
included them all together, as such a contradiction could not be harmonized.
When one sets aside Locke’s epistemology and focuses on “public right,” the problem goes away. The modern way of reading
Locke, strongly influenced by Leo Strauss’s
Natural Right and History (1950), is to extract
the radical epistemology from the Essay and
then use it to elicit esoteric teachings from
the rest of Locke, including from his earlier

The Declaration’s
signers were not
Hobbesians.

Harmonizing Sentiments

writings on natural law. There is certainly a
modern element in Locke but it is neither the
his conclusion represents the only element nor what principally appealed
opposite of the founders’ logic, since to the founders. They were attracted by those
it follows from a travesty rather than parts of Locke that could be brought into hara fair representation of the founding. In the mony with the thinking of the other sources
absence of “founders’ explicit statements” in of public right. It should be remembered that
support of his argument, Deneen turns to the founders used Locke for their purposes;
“most obviously the Lockean basis of the Dec- Locke did not use them for his.
laration.” But what did the principal author of
Deneen’s misreading of Madison is typical
the Declaration himself say about its basis? In of his overall misunderstanding of the Ameri1825 Jefferson wrote:
can Founding, but most especially of the Declaration. One startling example is his misinNeither aiming at originality of princiterpretation of its last words: “we mutually
ples or sentiments, nor yet copied from
pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes
any particular and previous writing, it
and our sacred honor.” Deneen responds by
was intended to be an expression of
calling this closing “a bit mysterious and inthe American mind…. All its authority
comprehensible.” The “willingness to pledge
rests on the harmonizing sentiments of
their lives for the sake of independence,” he
the day, whether expressed in conversays, “is remarkable especially because the
sation, in letters, printed essays, or the
first part of the document is based extensively
elementary books of public right, as Aron the political philosophy of John Locke.”
istotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney, etc.
More specifically, “Social Contract theory is
based on the premise that we value, above all,
Closer to the actual time of the Revolution, self-preservation—even more than we value
John Adams said something similar: “These our total liberty.”

T
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For Deneen, the pledge of “our sacred
honor” is especially incomprehensible since
he thinks it is precisely “what they are willing to give up.” But the words don’t mean
that they’re willing to lose their sacred honor,
but that they promise not to lose it, as it can
only be lost by acting dishonorably. Honor
guarantees the pledge only if it is not sacrificed. Deneen thinks the signers are putting
their prestige at risk, which they will forfeit
if the British win, as victors are in charge of
reputations.
What is at stake in sacred honor, however, is
the loss of their very souls, their very selves—
something beyond time and space that the
British cannot control. At all costs, they refuse to lie about who man is and how he ought
to live, i.e., in freedom rather than servility.
As Paul Eidelberg explains, “to pledge one’s
sacred honor is to affirm, in a most emphatic
way, allegiance to one’s publicly proclaimed
moral principles.”
Since it is “for the support of this Declaration” that they make their pledge, we may
be sure these principles are those spelled out
in the first part of the Declaration—the part
that Deneen so seriously misreads because
he thinks it is really about the Hobbesian
social contract. He consequently finds the
founders’ willingness to stake their sacred
honor “unfathomable.” It’s unfathomable unless one understands that the Declaration’s
claims are those of moral worth, not mere
“self-preservation.”
It is, however, surprising that Deneen
failed to see the obvious contradiction in
which he was caught. A Hobbesian regime
is based upon fear of a violent death. Why
would a Hobbesian sacrifice his life? The
plain answer is: he wouldn’t, which argues for
the conclusion that the Declaration’s signers
were not Hobbesians. Thus their pledge of sacred honor is easily fathomable.
Not My Philosopher

D

eneen and much of hanby’s argument against the founding can be
reduced to a simple syllogism:

•
•
•

Hobbes and Locke are the same;
the American Founding is Lockean;
ergo, the American Founding is
Hobbesian.

The first part of the syllogism is on ample
display in both Deneen’s and Hanby’s writings. The name of Locke rarely appears there
unless it is paired with Hobbes, repeated over
and over. Because their critique of the founding depends so much on their characterization
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of Locke, it is necessary to address the charge
that Locke is simply Hobbes with a smiley
face. Let us briefly look at the differences:
•

•

There are other such expressions of repugnance. In a letter to his son John Quincy
Adams in 1777, John Adams warned him
that Hobbes’s works contain “a great deal
of mischievous Philosophy”—with the word
•
mischievous meaning something far graver
than it does today. As Paul Downes writes in
Hobbes, Sovereignty and Early American Liter•
ature (2015), “Hobbes, if he was mentioned at
all in polite company in the 1770s and 1780s,
was immediately repudiated as the philoso•
pher of everything the American Revolution
sought to eradicate including monarchism,
•
absolutism, and an epicurean or atheistical
refusal to believe in mankind’s natural propensity for goodness.” In sum, the founders’
detestation of Hobbes and their concomitant embrace of Locke together with Aristotle, Cicero, and Sidney means that, unlike
Most importantly, it was necessary for Deneen and Hanby, they emphatically did
Hobbes’s project that there be no eternal re- not consider Locke a Hobbesian.
wards or punishments, only temporal ones
that the Leviathan state can deliver. By conCogs in the Machine
trast, a transcendent God’s everlasting judgment in sending souls to Heaven or Hell
anby’s articles in communio
according to their just deserts was fundamagazine and First Things share
mentally necessary for the success of Locke’s
Deneen’s view of the founding but
endeavor. From the former you get tyranny. more explicitly spell out the metaphysics
From the latter, you can get constitutional he sees underlying its faulty structure. The
government.
“founders built worse than they intended,” he
It is impossible to interpret Hobbes as the thinks. In fact, he questions “whether the
American Founding’s intellectual source. His founders adequately understood the nature
notion of mutable man dominated by his pas- of their own deed.” What did they not corsions, incapable of ruling himself, requiring an rectly understand? Hanby says, “American
absolute sovereign to hold his desires in har- constitutional democracy codifies for all
ness, is incompatible with the idea of immuta- eternity the metaphysical and anthropologible man under the rule of his reason, capable cal assumptions of eighteenth century politiof ruling himself through constitutional gov- cal thought, assumptions that are premised
ernment. Hobbes’s teaching was as antitheti- upon the seventeenth century conflation of
cal to the founders’ thinking as Locke’s was nature and art which provide the ontologicongenial to it.
cal foundation for the separation of freedom
In an 1816 letter Jefferson wrote that, “the and truth.”
principles of Hobbes” are a “humiliation to
The key to understanding Hanby’s accuhuman nature; that the sense of justice and sation that the founding separated freedom
injustice is not derived from our natural or- from truth is to grasp that the “conflation
ganization, but founded on convention only.” of nature and art” means the removal of forIn his essay The Farmer Refuted, a young Al- mal and final causality from metaphysics—
exander Hamilton also vigorously attacked leaving only material and efficient causality.
Hobbes:
Rightly, he understands this as the onto•

Revelation and
Convergence
Flannery O’Connor and the
Catholic Intellectual Tradition
Now Available $39.95

Hobbes used his transmogrification of natural law theory to defend
absolutism. Locke used natural law
teaching against absolutism and as
the basis for limited, representative
government.
Locke asserted the right, indeed
the duty, to revolt again tyranny.
Hobbes denied any such right.
Hobbes denied the existence of any
law in the state of nature. Locke
said the law of nature obtained in
the state of nature.
Hobbes said man was pre-social in
the state of nature. Locke said he
was social in that condition.
Hobbes said the sovereign was unaccountable. Locke said that he was
accountable to the people.
Locke believed men could be selfgoverning. Hobbes did not.
Locke said the law of nature was
the “eternal, immutable standard of
right.” Hobbes held that the will of
the sovereign was the only standard
of right.

Moral obligation, according to [Hobbes],
is derived from the introduction of civil
society; and there is no virtue, but what
is purely artificial, the mere contrivance
of politicians, for the maintenance of
social intercourse. But the reason he ran
into this absurd and impious doctrine
was, that he disbelieved the existence of
an intelligent, superintending principle,
who is the governor, and will be the final
judge, of the universe.
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logical foundation of modern thought—the
metaphysical premise for accepting as real
only those things man can change through
the instrument of modern science. If the entire view of reality is collapsed to fit within
its limited scope, then there will be perpetual revolution of one kind or another because
nothing in nature could direct anything to
its end or telos. Therefore, the modern enterprise is necessarily unlimited, its goals decided by will rather than reason.
That view, however, has no connection with
what the founders said or did. They based
their claim to freedom upon the Declaration’s
“self-evident” truths, which they considered
transcendent. Does Hanby show that they
were kidding themselves? Like Deneen, he
doesn’t think he needs to. He rests his case
almost solely on the evidence of Locke’s influence on the Declaration. Hanby contends that
17th- and 18th-century philosophy was materialistic, mechanistic, and voluntarist, and so
therefore was the founding. This influence
negates anything that the founders themselves
said about the meaning of the words they
used. The “Declaration’s specification of those
rights, its treatment of the end of government,
and its justification for dissolving political bonds with England are all recognizably
Lockean,” according to Hanby, “irrespective
of the founders’ private predilections about the
nature of liberty, virtue, and self-governance”
(emphasis added).
For Hanby, the founders’ “predilections” do
not matter because the underlying metaphysics had changed—which, in turn, changed
the meaning of everything. For this reason he
goes on about the metaphysics of modernity,
and not the founders. It didn’t really matter
what they said, since their world was imbued
by the new metaphysics whether or not they
realized or admitted that fact.
For their critique to stand, however, Hanby and Deneen would have to prove that the
founders held a non- or anti-teleological view
of nature along the lines of Machiavelli or
Hobbes. But then why did the founders execrate Machiavelli and Hobbes? If the American Founding was inspired by Hobbesian ontology, why did it not look like it? The denial
of formal and final causality defines Hobbes’s
thought and his unlimited Leviathan. If they
shared in a similar metaphysical rejection,
why did the founders not replicate a Leviathan
state? Their government was limited precisely
because they did not dismiss either formal or
final causality, which they acknowledged in
“the laws of nature.”
Deneen claims that the Constitution perversely aims at “liberating humanity from the

constraints of nature.” Why would the founders seek to subvert the constraints of the very
“laws of nature” on which their endeavor depends? They wouldn’t, and didn’t. The contradiction is only in Deneen. He cannot possibly
square his claim with John Adams’s statement: “Our Constitution was made only for a
moral and religious people.”
But, as we have seen, the founders were
simply cogs in the wheels of the new ontology.
Deneen and Hanby remove from them what
Pascal called “the dignity of causality.” Otherwise, they could have seen the disaster coming. Smuggle historicism and relativism back
into the founding, and then wonder why the
founders did not see this “tragic flaw.”
The notion of a new ontology controlling
and transforming everything, however, has
more than a touch of historical determinism
about it, which is how Hanby can assert that
the founders did not adequately understand
“the nature of their own deed.” Therefore, they
must be understood better than they understood themselves. We now know where Deneen’s “invisible architecture of the regime”
came from and who put it there: not the
founders, but the forces of History.
Ironically, the progressive Left dismisses
the founders on the same grounds, as products of History. The Left is just as happy as
Hanby to say that the founders did not know
what they were doing, which is why they “built
worse than they intended.” The difference is
that the Left embraces the new ontology, while
Hanby rejects it. The Left has its hands full as
a result, while Hanby’s are empty.
Hanby ends up as much a product of
History as he claims the founders were. As
Dennis Teti has put it, “Hanby cannot both
believe that freedom and truth are united,
and believe that what the founders said they
were doing is irrelevant because they are
cogs in the machinery of the new ontology.”
The signers of the Declaration appealed to
the “Supreme Judge of the world” for the
rectitude of their intentions, not to History.
Hanby and Deneen, in effect, appeal to History to undermine the founders’ rectitude.
Their argument rests on the determinism
they condemn.
Against Hanby’s and Deneen’s thesis is
the fact that nothing like the Declaration
and American Constitution could have issued
from the irresistible 18th-century worldview
they depict. They make what the founders
said, sacrificed, and did, unintelligible. The
founders would not recognize or comprehend
the choice that Deneen and Hanby see them
as having made: to found a regime on moral
relativism and radical individual autonomy.
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The founders repeatedly described these concepts as repugnant.
Suicidal Blunder

I

n the end, patrick deneen and michael Hanby can do no more than leap to
the conclusion that Hobbesian results must
have come from Hobbesian premises in the
(Lockean) American Founding, most especially since today’s radical individualism is justified
in terms of its principles. There is, however,
no guarantee that an originally sound polity
may not turn against its founding principles,
debauch itself, and then try to rationalize its
debauchery by a different set of principles, all
while retaining the same vocabulary. After all,
Hobbes kept the language of natural law while
eviscerating its content.
As soon as one moves from the rational
“laws of nature and of nature’s God” as the
standard of justice to making human will
that standard, one is headed for Leviathan.
We are now enduring such a transformation
of the United States, where political rule is
becoming increasingly arbitrary. This is happening under the cloak of “natural rights,” understood in the Hobbesian way as validating
one’s “right” to do whatever one desires. But it
is entirely wrong to say that this turning away
is the result of the principles it turns away
from. In other words, the fault is not in our
founding principles, but in ourselves. We have
not remained true to the founding.
Deneen and Hanby confuse the cure for
the disease. To the extent to which it is accepted, their misdiagnosis demoralizes our
youth and disarms us in the face of our enemies, who are further empowered by their
disavowal of the founding. This school of
thought has penetrated higher education.
Courses on American political thought at
Catholic universities are often imbued with it,
causing real, deleterious consequences. Students feel they no longer have a country they
can love and should wish to serve.
It is a suicidal blunder to denigrate the
founding in this way. Those who do so automatically exclude themselves from the public arena by conceding it to their opponents,
thereby accelerating the very decline they decry.
They should heed Gerhart Niemeyer’s warning:
“The critic who forgets that he is a citizen produces not a changed order but sheer disorder.”
As John Courtney Murray might say, the
founding is not the problem; it is the solution.
Robert R. Reilly is the author of the forthcoming
book In Defense of the American Founding
(Ignatius Press).

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
Book Review by John Zvesper

Mission Impossible
France: A Modern History from the Revolution to the War with Terror, by Jonathan Fenby.
St. Martin’s Press, 576 pages, $29.99

The Last Meeting of the Ex-Ministers; after the lithograph by Daumier
published in Le Charivari shortly after the revolution of 1848

“M

y starting point is certainly not that of a Francophobe,”
Jonathan Fenby once professed,
“rather more of a lover who entertains some
fundamental worries about the object of his
affection.” A British journalist and former
newspaper editor who served as correspondent in Paris for Reuters and the Economist,
Fenby has written about France for more than
50 years. His new book—France: A Modern
History from the Revolution to the War with
Terror—includes sections on French literary,
artistic, and scientific achievements, all of
which contribute to the country’s allure. But
the book is primarily about France’s political
history. In its politics, France has been less
alluring.
Fenby’s narrative moves from the “lasting
legacy” of the 1789 Revolution to mid-2016.
Many of his worries about French politics
are bound up with what he sees as the main
theme running through post-Revolutionary

history: France has taken “its revolutionary
and republican legacy as constituting its core
values,” but has never “fully digested that heritage because it has never wanted to shed its
other, more conservative character.”
But there is a problem with this formulation. Quite a bit of the Revolution’s legacy is
rightly seen as indigestible. The recipe was
wrong: too much force and too little reflection and choice; too much Rousseau and not
enough Montesquieu. Fenby has to specify
that it is only “the ‘good’ elements of the
Revolution”—not its totalitarian tendencies
and its culmination in Napoleon’s wars and
dictatorship—that constitute the “republican ideal.”

G

iven the revolution’s questionable character as founding event,
could there be other candidates for
the role? Fenby’s admirably comprehensive
coverage of French politics provides some
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food for this thought. Rather than “harking back” to their First or Second Republics
(which combined lasted fewer than 15 years),
the French could make more of their first durable republic, the Third (which lasted from
1870 until the fall of France in 1940). Fenby
sees plenty of human frailties and political
shortcomings in Third Republic politicians
and policies, like colonialism. Nevertheless,
he sums up the polity as “at heart a moderately conservative regime.” “The path of rational
prudence, which was the regime’s hallmark,
took account of change but was not going to
be swept along by it wherever the pressure
came from.”
Fenby criticizes the Third Republic for the
absence of party discipline among its legislators, who could “form ad hoc coalitions to
block bills and look after the interests of their
voters and their own careers, toppling ministries at no political cost and reducing most
governments to the role of reflecting parlia-
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ment’s will rather than implementing executive leadership.” But this criticism (which also
describes American congressional politics at
times) could be presented positively, as a way
of governing by compromise—an art he elsewhere says is all too rare in French political
culture.
Fenby notes that the Third Republic “airbrushed from the record” episodes of revolutionary violence “such as the [Paris] Commune or the rising of 1848,” because it wanted
“no place in its lineage for popular rebellion
against the state.” He cites Ernest Renan’s justification: “Forgetting, and I would even say
historical error, are an essential factor in the
creation of a nation.” But however useful such
airbrushing might have been in the early years
of republican government (and how effective
was it, anyway?), today’s citizens, as beneficiaries of that experience, are long since capable
of preferring ballots over bullets, even if they
know that that preference was not always held
in the past.

T

he third republic’s lack of presidential leadership was corrected in
the Fifth Republic’s 1958 constitution.
This constitution was tailor-made for Charles
de Gaulle, “the most successful leader France
had in the two hundred years covered by this
book.” Fenby thinks it has worked far less
well without de Gaulle, who resigned in 1969.
Subsequent presidents—especially the most
recently retired ones (Jacques Chirac, Nicolas
Sarkozy, and François Hollande)—produced
what amounts to an “abdication of leadership
at the top.”
Will the new president, Emmanuel
Macron, be any better? Macron’s rise to power
has been impressive, and his government has
the public’s support. However, the French
remain very skeptical about their politicians,
and they will judge Macron by solid results,
without any illusions that he is above
partisanship.
Because Fenby believes a strong state will
always be an essential feature of French political life, he does not consider that there
might be a bright side to the decline in presidential “demeanour,” and in the “authority
and status” of Fifth Republic presidents (accompanied by the reduction of presidential
terms from seven years to five, starting with
the 2002 election). Less “monarchical” presidents could mean more accountable ones,
and in any case could leave more responsibility in the hands of republican citizens and
their elected representatives in the legislature. Even Charles de Gaulle found it useful to descend into the “electoral fray” in the
1965 election, his last.
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enby prepared this american edition of his book during “eighteen
months of terror,” a surge of Islamic terrorist attacks from January 2015 to July 2016.
His new Prologue (“A Republic at War”) describes these attacks, which killed more than
260 people. (Since August 2016, a dozen less
deadly attacks have resulted in the death of a
single policeman, killed on the Champs-Élysées in April.)
President Hollande declared a state of
emergency within hours of the November
2015 attacks (130 deaths). This declaration
facilitated searches, seizures of arms, and arrests, and made it possible to shut down places of worship (along with other places of assembly) where there have been incitements to
terrorism. The state of emergency was meant
to be temporary, but has been renewed several times and will stay in place at least until
November 2017. By then, President Macron
plans (insofar as the Constitutional Council
permits) to replace it with a new security law
that will allow slightly watered-down versions
of the measures now temporarily allowed under the state of emergency.
Fenby observes that it is “hard to see when
the terrorist danger” will “ebb” in France,
partly because “most of the terrorists and
their helpers had been born and brought up
in France or Belgium.” In 2016, police listed
11,700 people in France “as having links to
radical Islamic groups.” Bombing ISIS bases in the Middle East is relatively “simple,”
compared to “dealing with the seedbed for
terrorism” in France’s largely North and
West African immigrant population—in
which many of the young, though citizens
born in France, do not feel French. Mirroring
this fact, a recent national poll (cited in the
book) finds that 54% of respondents thought
France has too many immigrants, and 45%
agreed that “we no longer feel at home in
France.”
In response to the 2015 terrorist attacks,
the government “announced the launch of
civic education courses in schools aiming to
strengthen patriotism, respect for all religions
and the country’s secular tradition.” This
strategy’s success depends on all citizens, old
and new, understanding more fully the meaning of political liberty and equality. If liberal
democratic leaders and teachers are too vague
or imprecise about these things, a confident
educational strategy is unlikely to be established. In any case, it may be too late. As
Fenby warns, with “rising ethnic, cultural and
religious tensions, education [has become] a
battleground far removed from the original
ideal of it being the unifying keystone of the
Republic.”
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I

n 2016 terrorism became the most
dramatic reason for contemporary
French gloominess (morosité), but it was
not the only reason. In fact, terrorist attacks
(at least briefly) make the country more united “around the values of the Republic,” and
decrease political leaders’ unpopularity. A
week after the January 2015 attacks in Paris,
President Hollande’s popularity doubled—
to 40%!
But even if the French Republic were not
at “war with terror,” since the 1990s there has
been a “decline in national self-confidence” in
a nation that always sees itself as “a beacon
to the world.” Fenby explains this decline
partly in terms of the weakening of traditional French ways of life by the intrusion of
modernity (for example, by the proliferation
of fast-food outlets), but mainly in terms of
economic weaknesses: little or no growth,
high unemployment, large government budget deficits, and the political difficulty of establishing labor market reforms that could
make hiring and firing easier. Fenby is open
to reforms to unblock the French economy,
if they were politically possible. He is not
tempted by the contemporary rise (in France
and elsewhere) of economic nationalism and
protectionism.
President Macron’s ideas for economic
policy (labor law reforms, corporation tax
reduction, and a Nordic-style combination of
spending cuts with a stimulus package) are not
particularly original. What will be original is
if Macron overcomes the political opposition
organized to defeat his agenda, as it defeated
comparable measures by previous presidents,
not so much in Parliament as through strikes
and demonstrations.
In addition to the immigration problem
and the economy problem, France has a democracy problem: “the disjunction between
the ruling elite and the mass of the popula-

tion.” The French “political class” is “highly
entrenched and numerous,” and their “perennial nature” (their long careers and many
comebacks) leads to a feeling that France is
“run by a self-enclosed elite impervious to rejection.” Mutual mistrust exists between the
elites and the people. As an instance of elite
mistrust, Fenby quotes former President
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing (now a member of
the Constitutional Council): “if you tell the
French the truth and propose a remedy, you
are sure to be beaten.”
Fenby thinks that politicians’ repeated
failures to deal successfully with the country’s economic weaknesses explain why recent French presidents have seen “their popularity crumble.” He says this “could only
strengthen their underlying belief that the
French people [are], at heart, regicides who
should be pacified for fear that their attachment to the notion that they [have] the right
to overthrow regimes from below would lead
to a rerun of 1789, 1830, 1848 or 1870.” Recent governments have “coddled” the people
to protect them from the reality that the
world has “become a harsher, more competitive place.” But have they really feared revolutionary violence, or have they just been
fearful of losing elections? Fenby exaggerates
the nearness and relevance of long-ago revolutionary violence.

T

he policy failures of french politicians, Fenby thinks, have not only
disillusioned and alienated the public,
but opened it to the temptation of “extremist illusions.” The National Front’s president,
Marine Le Pen, has strengthened her party
by broadening it, getting it to take positions
on several issues beyond “immigration, law
and order, ‘French first’ employment policies
and protectionist fear of Europe.” As Fenby
sees, she has succeeded to some extent in
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“de-diabolizing” the National Front. In 2013
she predicted “that the movement she headed would win power within ten years, taking
over from the Socialists and the mainstream
right whom she labelled as yesterday’s men
and women, incapable of addressing the nation’s core concerns.” Her prediction could
still come true, even though in the 2017 elections the National Front itself began to be
seen as a party of “yesterday’s men and women.” Its future depends partly on Macron’s
performance.
The long-standing political problems in
contemporary France—unsolved economic
weaknesses, terrorist attacks, unassimilated immigration, uncertain moral and civic
education, and mutual distrust between the
elites and the people—won’t disappear overnight. We can but cautiously hope that President Macron’s political shakeup will help the
French take steps towards solving some of
these problems.
Jonathan Fenby finds much to admire in
France and the French, but his view is pretty
bleak. “The French want to see their country
as the bearer of a special mission bequeathed
by their history.” This idea of France as a
model for the rest of the world may not be
very plausible, but it is a handy excuse for
resisting useful changes and foreign influences. The French are determined “to stick
to an image of the French nation [that has]
been outpaced by the changing world.” Thus
they “have become prisoners of the heritage
of their past.” In Fenby’s France, it is those
who remember the past who are condemned
to repeat it.
John Zvesper is a fellow of the Claremont Institute, and the author of Nature and Liberty
(Routledge) and From Bullets to Ballots: The
Election of 1800 and the First Peaceful Transfer of Political Power (The Claremont Institute).
.
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Book Review by Richard Epstein

Lawless Rules
Constitutional Morality and the Rise of Quasi-Law, by Bruce Frohnen and George W. Carey.
Harvard University Press, 304 pages, $45
Law’s Abnegation: From Law’s Empire to the Administrative State, by Adrian Vermeule.
Harvard University Press, 272 pages, $39.95

A

ll too often, modern legal scholarship operates on a high plane of abstraction. In taking this path, too many
legal scholars forfeit their comparative advantage: the study of specific cases and doctrines
helps explain how a legal system does and
should function. Two recent books make this
same error, albeit in very different ways. The
vice is more forgivable in Bruce Frohnen and
George Carey’s Constitutional Morality and the
Rise of Quasi-Law. But there is no excuse for
fleeing to such grand—indeed, useless—levels
of abstraction in Adrian Vermeule’s ominously titled Law’s Abnegation: From Law’s
Empire to the Administrative State, a celebration of the administrative state’s nearly limitless discretion.
Frohnen and Carey make it severely difficult to unpack their book’s mysterious title.
The Latin term “quasi” has a history in legal
circles both honorable and confused, when it
suggests that one thing is sort of like, but not
quite like, another thing to which it is com-

pared. Thus, rather than describing some subclass of contracts, the law of quasi-contract is
a largely discarded title for the law of unjust
enrichment, which is concerned with explaining when and why people have obligations to
pay for benefits in cash, goods, or services that
have been bestowed upon them, outside of
their contractual obligations, but not as gifts.
For Frohnen, a professor of law at Ohio
Northern University, and Carey, a professor of government at Georgetown until his
death in 2013, the term quasi-law carries a
different meaning: “directives with the force
of law that lack crucial characteristics of genuine law.” They stipulate further that they’re
really unhappy about the rules generated
by the excessive delegation of discretionary
power to officers of the administrative state,
who do not promulgate laws “through prescribed means and provision of predictable
rules.” Our authors insist that these unwelcome constitutional shortcuts generate predictable unease about the nature and force
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of law, leading in turn to “confusion, tension,
and animosity among those making and following law.”

F

rohnen and carey blame our new
constitutional ethos on the progressive
thinkers who celebrated the administrative state and worked tirelessly to expand
its powers. The book’s claim that progressives
support a model of political governance that
combines democratic legitimacy and administrative expertise into a single whole—a system that necessarily slights the place of traditional forms of private property—cannot be
doubted. Starting in the New Deal era, this
result was achieved in part by reducing the
protection of economic liberties often associated with the Supreme Court’s 1905 Lochner
v. New York decision, which struck down, as
an interference with the liberty of contract, a
New York State statute that limited bakers’
workdays to a maximum of ten hours. The
Court’s argument assumed that the protec-

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
tion of common law rights provides a buffer
against the state, one that can be breached
only if the government shows some strong reason—most commonly grounded in questions
of safety, health, or monopoly—to justify its
limits on the freedom of ordinary individuals
to lead their lives as they see fit.
Regrettably, rather than press this line
of inquiry, Frohnen and Carey do their best
to demolish its substantive underpinnings.
In their view, any appeal to substantive due
process was “arbitrarily” read into the Constitution, so that Lochner is denounced with
the same enthusiasm as Dred Scott v. Sandford (1857) on the one side, and Roe v. Wade
(1973) on the other. But Lochner is fundamentally dissimilar from these other two.
To deny fundamental citizenship rights to
freed black slaves, Dred Scott spoke explicitly
of racial supremacy. Roe v. Wade dubiously
declared that laws criminalizing abortion,
which every state had adopted to protect the
welfare of the unborn child, were unconstitutional. It is surely far more plausible to
think that the constitutional protections of
life, liberty, and property support the decision in Lochner to allow people to enter into
ordinary contracts with their employers on
mutually advantageous terms, free of the
overreaching hand of the administrative
state.

N

onetheless, frohnen and carey
renounce any substantive component to their indictment of the modern progressive state, which makes it more
difficult to understand where their exclusively
proceduralist critique leads. The first and obvious difficulty is that the administrative state
long antedates the rise of progressive government. Its mere existence cannot be regarded
as inconsistent with the rule of law. How it
acts matters. From the earliest times, governments have issued permits and licenses for
people to drive cars, construct buildings, pay
government pensions, collect taxes, and punish petty offenders. None of these activities
draws the contempt of the common man. Indeed, the public would rise up as one if disbanding the administrative state let drunks
hit innocent people, buildings topple, government debts go unpaid, taxes uncollected, and
petty offenders unpunished.
Of course, there are common ways to identify the abusive exercise of these government
powers. The permit system is undermined
when public officials take bribes or neglect
their duties. And there is much reason today
to doubt the legitimacy of the common practice of exactions, under which a developer gets
a building permit only on condition of fund-

ing a public art center or repairing the nearby
train station. After all, the public is rightly
uneasy whenever permits are used to shift the
common costs of running community operations to latecomers who gain no special benefit from those improvements.
Once substance is put to one side, however,
it is hard to figure out exactly the source of
Frohnen and Carey’s alarm. Early on in the
book, they critique the notion of the rule of
law as it’s manifested in the work of philosopher H.L.A. Hart. But to what end? Hart
defends the positivist thesis of the strong
separation of law and morality, so that a bad
law is nonetheless a law. Yet, as Frohnen and
Carey note, Hart believes that “law in fact is
intended to promote maximum protection of
individual autonomy, including, as it does, a
strong presumption against government action.” But Frohnen and Carey never quite
explain why that notion of individual autonomy does not support the Supreme Court’s
decision in Lochner, nor why common practices such as taxation can properly limit such
autonomy.
Instead, their proceduralist attack can only
offer some sensible cautionary notes about executive orders and signing statements, never
explaining which are proper and which are
not. Frohnen and Carey are also keenly unhappy with the demise of the non-delegation
doctrine, but do not explain what it achieves
or how it might be refurbished. In sum, the
fundamental difficulty of their concern with
the “quasi-law” is that they do not pay enough
attention to the basic structure of constitutional law, which is a mix of institutional,
substantive, and procedural protections, all
of which contribute to the overall system. Instead they embrace the “thin” conception of
the rule of law that eschews special protections for private property and freedom of contract. To be sure, the public is uneasy about
the administrative state’s caprices. But make
no mistake, the substance-free account of the
rule of law often imposes endless procedural
delays on the judicial vindication of individual
rights and leads to strong protection of the entitlement programs like Medicare, Medicaid,
and Obamacare that leave Frohnen and Carey
so uneasy.

administrative state, where judges are often marginal actors—rightly, in Vermeule’s
view. The opening salvo of Law’s Abnegation employs a dangerous abstraction that
disembodies all substantive discourse. “Law
has voluntarily abandoned its imperial pretensions, for valid lawyerly reasons,” all of
which point to “a freely chosen deference to
the administrative state,” as if some collective wisdom has grown up to show the futility of courts standing in the path of an ever
more expansive administrative state.
Vermeule, who teaches constitutional and
administrative law at Harvard, thus casts a
hostile eye toward those who think (on either
normative or positive grounds) that courts
should, or could, impose greater supervision
over the activities of administrative agencies.
It is difficult to pinpoint his views on such key
issues as the proper balance between market
and regulatory solutions. Vermeule has no
overarching political theory, but only a deep
desire to wash his hands of any normative and
factual judgments about the administrative
state. Indeed, at no point does he offer any
political nor any public-choice account of how
the administrative state operates, and where it
can go astray. Nor, in grandly pronouncing the
modern administrative state a success, does he
ever ask about, let alone seek to estimate, the
social losses that follow from the pro-cartel
policies that the New Deal imposed on such
key sectors as agriculture, aviation, communications, and labor markets. In his view, administrators should be allowed to make the
tough choices on the proper interpretation
and enforcement of those statutes they are
called upon to enforce.
Moreover, for good “internal reasons,” never identified, he concludes that the law, seemingly without human intervention, has been
“working itself pure” in the name of “logical
consistency” by ridding itself of the unwise
pretension that it can engage in active oversight of administrative agencies. He does not
even offer a claim of administrative expertise to justify this deference. It is a simple
matter of inevitable political necessity. That
Vermeule overstates the cult of deference in
recent decisions dealing with telecommunications and financial regulation is almost an
aside. His indifference to the administrative
n one sense, vermeule’s book takes state’s actual workings, however, is the most
the opposite tack from Frohnen and Car- stunning aspect of his argument.
ey’s. They lament the decline in the rule
of law; he celebrates it. His subtitle, From
n putting forward his peculiar
Law’s Empire to the Administrative State, is
worldview, Vermeule regards himself as
meant to convey his view that Ronald Dworthe custodian-in-chief of modern adminkin’s vision of benighted judges adopting the istrative law. He sets himself up against the
best moral rules in particular situations is rising group of critics—including, most nosomething of a prefiguration of the modern tably, the new Supreme Court Justice Neil
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Gorsuch—who contend that judicial deference on questions of law itself represents a
serious dereliction of judges’ role of declaring
what the law is. Section 706 of the Administrative Procedure Act (APA) states in so
many words, all of which Vermeule ignores,
that “the reviewing court shall decide all relevant questions of law,” which suggests that
the lower arbitrary and capricious standards
should apply chiefly to disputes over matters
of fact. Thus, the APA seems to adopt the
same division of responsibility between triers of fact and appellate judges as ordinary
civil trials.
Vermeule rejects the APA’s view in his
extended critique of Justice Charles Evans
Hughes’s 1932 decision in Crowell v. Benson.
This case concerned a congressional plan to
decide workers’ compensation claims (under
the federal admiralty and maritime jurisdiction) for accidents arising in the course of
employment on the navigable waters of the
United States. The federal statute had copied
the states’ reliance on specialized tribunals
to administer their workmen’s compensation
laws, widely regarded as one of the great innovations in industrial relations in the years
just before World War I. It was easy for
states to set up these special bodies because
nothing in the federal constitutional order

prevented them from organizing the business of adjudication and dispute resolution
as they saw fit. Hughes was no stranger to
these debates because he served as governor
of New York from 1907 to 1910, just before
the New York workers’ compensation law
had been struck down in Ives v. South Buffalo
Railway in 1911.
Justice Hughes’s constitutional challenge
was how to fit the federal scheme into the rigid framework of Article III, which does pose
limits on conferring judicial power on commissioners who did not have the protection of
lifetime tenure. He found a workable accommodation by making two key moves. First, he
gave the Article III courts jurisdiction to determine if the case falls within the inferior tribunal’s jurisdiction, to make sure that “Congress cannot reach beyond the constitutional
limits which are inherent in the admiralty and
maritime jurisdiction.” He further noted that
on matters of law, the commissioners’ decisions were reviewable by an Article III court,
even if the findings of commissioners on matters of fact were “final” if supported by the evidence. In upholding the statute, Hughes was
able to shoehorn a modern administrative
statute into a rigid constitutional structure
that predated the rise of the modern administrative state.

T

o vermeule, crowell represents
the last gasp of a failed constitutional
order, even though it continues to govern these admiralty cases today. In his view,
the fragile compromise of letting only some
questions be decided administratively was
swept away by the New Deal, which vested
broad powers in the federal government under the Commerce Clause. The New Deal
also, after some hesitation, swept away the
last vestiges of the non-delegation doctrine,
so that Congress could vest courts with vast
discretion on matters that fall within their
reach. From these developments came the rise
of deference, first in modest form in Skidmore
v. Swift & Co. (1944), and then more grandly
in Chevron USA, Inc. v. Natural Resources Defense Council, Inc. (1984), after which deference to agency determinations was required
unless the “precise” question was unambiguously answered by statute. Sometime later,
Auer v. Robbins (1997) added to the mix the
further proposition that courts should defer to agencies in the determination of their
own rules. Finally, in City of Arlington v. FCC
(2013), the Supreme Court extended Chevron
deference to the FCC’s determination of its
own jurisdiction.
It is, however, odd in the extreme to describe these case law developments as an aban-
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donment or repudiation of Crowell. None of
these four cases discusses or even cites Crowell. The reason is that modern administrative
law operates in a fundamentally different
context. Crowell was an effort to allow for the
routine administration of workmen’s compensation claims inside the federal judicial system. These disputes never gave rise to grand
rule-making pronouncements. Instead, in an
incremental, common-law way, the deputy
commissioner was supposed to build a body
of precedent in individual cases by exercising
sound discretion.
By contrast, the modern administrative
law cases usually involve rule-making functions in a once-and-for-all fashion, working in
uncharted territory on novel statutes that are
laced with deep interpretive difficulties. Skidmore, for example, involved the interpretation
of overtime regulations under the Fair Labor
Standards Act (FLSA). Chevron required determining the scope of a “stationary source” as
applied to multiple smokestacks at a single
plant: if the group of smokestacks were treated as one source, emissions could switch between them without the need for the operator
to obtain a further permit, but if the sources were indeed separate, new permits were
needed to shift the output from smokestack
to smokestack. Auer involved the question of
whether police sergeants and lieutenants were
exempt from overtime regulations “as bona
fide executive, administrative, or professional”
employees. Arlington asked whether the FCC
had power to impose time limitations on local
governments charged with reviewing applications by telecommunications carriers to erect
and use towers and antennas.

I

n dealing with these interpretive
issues, Vermeule plays both ends against
the middle. He notes that the courts retain ultimate jurisdiction against the miscon-

struction of statutory or regulatory language,
but in the next breath celebrates the fact that
the occasions for intervention are few and far
between. Given his penchant to do law at the
highest level of abstraction, he never gives
the statutory or regulatory text under review
close attention. Yet the soundness of any interpretive doctrine depends on how it deals
with concrete cases.
Both the smokestack regulation in Chevron
and the time limitations in City of Arlington
seem reasonable. In many other cases, however, that sunny conclusion seems well nigh
impossible. Consider Auer: it takes about ten
seconds of research to realize that police sergeants and lieutenants are not ordinary employees entitled to overtime protections. The
standard police handbooks describe at length
their various administrative oversight responsibilities, which make it abundantly clear that
only ordinary patrol officers fall under that
definition. The “interpretation” of the regulations in Auer is a travesty of the English
language, driven by an aggressive administrator, committed to a strong pro-labor agenda.
The ability of politically charged officials in
one administration to expand the protection
of overtime laws through interpretation has
vast financial and social consequences on how
state and local governments organize their
work forces—a vital issue in any dual system
of government.
More recently, the Court upheld a sharp
and indefensible reversal of policy in Perez v.
Mortgage Bankers (2015) that was every bit
as dubious in finding that mortgage brokers
were entitled to the overtime protection of
the FLSA. As Frohnen and Carey recognized, it is a real affront to the rule of law
to allow fast and loose readings of ordinary
language to mangle a statute and its subordinate regulations. Ignoring the outcomes
in concrete cases is the kiss of death for any
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serious study of administrative law. Judges
must understand how these institutions are
put together and why.

N

o wonder many thoughtful commentators think the entire system of
Chevron deference is in deep disarray.
It posits different levels of deference for different types of administrative actions; yet the
categories are so pliable that it is hard to know
from one case to the next whether the deference will be followed, ignored, or just plain
misinterpreted. The current law allows one
administration to disregard the interpretation
of its predecessor for no reason at all, creating
the risk of serious flip-flops between administrations on matters of immense importance,
which makes for great difficulty in long-term
planning in the private sector.
Much of this is totally unnecessary. Judges
routinely interpret statutes when no administrative agency is involved. They should do so
here.
Adrian Vermeule’s abstract, formless defense of the modern administrative state
should prove utterly unpersuasive to the
careful reader. Bruce Frohnen and George
Carey have much better instincts about what
is wrong with the state of administrative and
constitutional law, so it is a pity that they did
not flesh out a much-needed account of how
the overall system should operate. Absent
such strong theory, the failure of judges to
fulfill their constitutional obligations will become an even greater menace in the future.

Richard Epstein is the Laurence A. Tisch
Professor of Law at New York University School
of Law, the Peter and Kirstin Bedford Senior
Fellow at the Hoover Institution, and the James
Parker Hall Distinguished Service Professor of
Law Emeritus and a senior lecturer at the University of Chicago.
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Book Review by Scott Yenor

Civility and Its Limits
Mere Civility: Disagreement and the Limits of Toleration, by Teresa M. Bejan.
Harvard University Press, 288 pages, $45

H

uman beings are quick to give
offense, and to take it. Some people
find discord stimulating, but most
of us believe that disagreement with our fellows is disagreeable. The food we eat, clothes
we wear, and books we read can bother those
who don’t share our ways. These seemingly
minor matters pale next to political and religious differences over what is advisable, just,
or righteous.
Civility, the quality of character meant to
smooth relations roiled by these disagreements, mitigates insistence on one’s own way
and hair-trigger sensitivity to others’ different practices and beliefs. Civil people, reluctant to give or take offense, pull their punches
and hold their tongues. The “true gentleman,”
John Henry Newman wrote in 1852, “carefully avoids whatever may cause a jar or a jolt
in the minds of those with whom he is cast.”
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics omits civility, since he examined moral virtue’s relation
to human perfection rather than to domestic
tranquility. Modern thinkers such as Thomas
Hobbes and John Locke recognize civility as

a virtue that is, in Hobbes’s words, a “means
of peaceable, sociable, and comfortable living.”
Civility, then, promises that the manner of
our disagreements can defuse the fact of those
disagreements. We may cohere as a people by
agreeing to disagree, and on how to disagree.
A shared commitment to civility can easily
be abused, however. Jim Leach, chairman of
the National Endowment for the Humanities under President Obama, told Americans
that “those who seek unity by respecting
diversity” exemplify civility, in contrast to
those who “press debilitating cultural wars
or extreme ideological agendas.” The “civil”
may seek to silence their opponents by dismissing the substance of their position as a
violation of civility’s protocols. Thus misconstrued, civility restrains speakers from giving offense but incites thin-skinned listeners
to take it.

T

his emphasis on policing discourse,
Teresa Bejan shows in her impressive
first book, Mere Civility: Disagreement
and the Limits of Toleration, is traceable to the
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deficient theory and practice of civility in the
political philosophy of Hobbes and Locke.
Bejan, a political scientist at the University
of Oxford, believes Hobbes was worried
that the utterances and glances we now call
“microaggressions” would lead to a war of all
against all. To prevent this cataclysmic reversion to the state of nature, his Leviathan
was to govern beliefs on matters both fundamental and minor. “Difference without disagreement” is the Hobbesian vision of civility according to Bejan, since “peace required
uniformity.” The only latitude Leviathan
affords its subjects is to maintain a “civil silence” about their real beliefs, lest argument
lead to insult, and insult to violence.
Locke’s teaching on religious toleration
promised “difference and disagreement”
(emphasis added), while aspiring to keep
disagreement civil. A less contentious, intolerant, and dogmatic people would tolerate
those with whom they disagree. Locke saw
the need to transform “the beliefs, attitudes,
and dispositions of individuals” by reforming Christian doctrine and elevating the vir-
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tue of civility. For Locke, people must manifest “a Carriage” such that others recognize
“Charity, Love, or Good-will” in their disposition. This outward carriage is most likely
when it reflects a sincere, inward persuasion
of mutual respect. Disagreement on religious
matters is consistent with civil peace so long
as citizens share a cultural commitment to
charity, civility, and trustworthiness. Lockean uniformity seems more procedural than
substantive, yet he still sees it as the glue of
civil society.

T

he hobbesian and lockean solutions reflect the central commitments
among today’s liberals. Those following John Rawls’s “duty of civility” must practice a Hobbesian civil silence about “comprehensive doctrines” that undergird their
theories of justice or rights. Only the less
disagreeable language of “overlapping consensus” is acceptable in public debates with
fellow citizens.
Bejan criticizes Locke for providing the
foundation for 21st-century civility, which
extends only to those who “subscribe to the
relevant moral principles already.” Moreover,
“time and again” Locke’s followers “set the deliberative bar quite high, placing constraints
not only on the manner in which fundamental disagreements are conducted, but also on
what kinds of disagreements can take place,
where, and with whom.” Contemporary liberals manifest a “moralizing emphasis on
sincerity” and dismiss “anyone unwilling or
unable to submit to its rigors.” Anything
less than full consonance between one’s inner and outer life becomes a kind of thought
crime.
As a result, civility now means conforming to contemporary liberalism’s requirements,
ever more elaborate and stringent. Victims
of incivility, demanding “safe spaces” from
opinions that offend them, manifest a passiveaggressive imperiousness when insisting that
they’re entitled to others’ empathy. Faced with
disagreement, the offended parties react with
incivility, up to and including the violence committed earlier this year at Middlebury College
and the University of California, Berkeley.
Against these intolerant conceptions, Bejan praises Roger Williams, who founded
the Rhode Island colony in 1636, for offering
and practicing “mere civility.” Rhode Island
welcomed all: Protestants, Catholics, Jews,
non-believers, and Native Americans. Unlike
the Massachusetts Puritans from whom Williams fled, Rhode Island’s wall of separation
between church and state was so high that
the state neither administered oaths nor recClaremont Review of Books w Summer 2017
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ognized church marriages. At the same time,
Christians could proselytize heathens and
heretics in the civil space “mere civility” provided. Williams himself, with singularly annoying zeal, called unbelievers and sinners to
repent.

M

ere civility, as bejan understands it, accepts real diversity of
opinion but also anticipates a high
degree of reciprocated disdain. After all, the
Latin root of our word “tolerate” means to
suffer or endure, not to welcome or encourage. She argues that Williams’s mere civility, aimed at “more conversation and more
speech,” was bound to produce alienating disagreements. Governments would refrain from
policing hate speech or promising safe spaces.
Citizens, in turn, would manifest a “thickskinned determination to tolerate” what they
see “as others’ incivility” by acquiring a “set of
habits of speaking and listening that make
passionate debate possible, by allowing us to
disagree, and to tolerate the inevitable contempt and disagreeableness involved in doing
so.” Though we may hold our political opponents in low regard, we should listen to them
and attempt to dissuade them from their erroneous views.
Bejan, then, seeks to relieve those beleaguered by an increasingly intolerant culture.
She wants campus cry-bullies and diversity
bureaucrats in organizations public and private to treat civility as a two-way street.
That mere civility is simple does not make
it easy, however. Because the powerful can
take the gloves off with impunity and zeal, the
disrespected must learn to be thick-skinned.
Since nothing but manners tames the powerful, mere civility can descend into worsening
incivility and monolithic opinions when they
brook no disagreement. The disrespected
need deep convictions, akin to Williams’s
Christian faith, and the enforcement of neutral law to keep the conversation going when
those in power threaten and insult.
Recent campus events, however, argue
that the worst are full of passionate intensity
while the somewhat less bad lack all conviction. As a result, the will to violate civility is
stronger than the will to preserve or restore it.
Middlebury College, for example, has meted
out its punishment to the student ringleaders who broke the college’s rules twice: first
by preventing Charles Murray from speaking
onstage, and then by making it impossible for
him to speak to his audience from a remote
campus location via electronic hookup. A letter will be placed in the file of each student
who committed this double violation, re-
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maining there until graduation, and then be
expunged as if the violations never occurred.
Campus activists have, of course, denounced
this savage reprisal.

B

ejan acknowledges that rhode
Island was hardly a paradigm of successful republicanism. “Rogue’s Island,”
as it came to be known, gained a “reputation
for enthusiastic dysfunction that would last
well into the nineteenth century.” It lacked the
cohesion and public-spiritedness to protect itself from enemies domestic and foreign. The
Native Americans to whom Williams extended toleration burned his beloved Providence
to the ground in 1676, when Williams was 72.
This is a problem for Bejan’s thesis because
good examples are more important than good
arguments to establish that mere civility is the
most desirable standard we can realistically
pursue. If 17th-century Rhode Island is the
best example of mere civility in action, other
arguments on its behalf, however cogent, don’t
really matter.
“What Are the Chances that the American Union Will Last?” Alexis de Tocqueville
asked. His answer: “What maintains a great
number of citizens under the same government is much less the reasoned will to live
united than the instinctive and in a way involuntary accord resulting from similarity
of sentiments and resemblance of opinions.”
One of Tocqueville’s greatest fears was that
national unity was fading as Americans in

the 1830s manifested divergent mores and
destinies, traceable to the existence of slavery.
Not mere civility but some robust, shared
understanding was necessary, he thought,
for harmonious civil coexistence even in
America.
Abraham Lincoln’s Republican Party came
into existence for the purpose of opposing
“popular sovereignty”—Stephen Douglas’s device to settle the slavery question by not settling it. According to Douglas’s policy, Americans would agree to disagree about the issue,
permitting or forbidding slavery in states and
territories as residents’ opinions dictated. It
became clear, however, that there are some
disagreements that cannot be set aside, and
some differences that cannot be split.

T

oday’s disunity differs from the
divisions in the 19th century. Modern liberals seem to prosecute our
cultural civil war in the name of “live and let
live.” Blacks should be able to become president, women to become Marines, two (for
the time being, just two) people of the same
sex to become spouses, women to become
men, and men to become women. Liberals
withhold, with extreme prejudice—uncivilly
even—the spirit of live and let live from those
who oppose, object to, or decline to enthuse
about the string of liberal victories. The only
thing intolerable is intolerance, which liberals
define as an aversion to social justice, not an
aversion to pluralism.
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How disparate must American sentiments,
opinions, and mores become before repairing national community proves impossible?
How can we know whether the demise of an
old consensus means a new one is being born,
or that our country is simply coming apart?
Could the 5th-century A.D. Romans have answered those questions? Mere civility may be
a reasonable tactic for gaining space and buying time with the hopes that Americans can
establish a new consensus that honors practices necessary to perpetuate a self-governing
people. Mere civility is not enough to salvage
a political community, however.
Perhaps, Bejan speculates, the “commonality needed to sustain a tolerant society could
be much more minimal and superficial” than
we think. The historical and anthropological
evidence to the contrary is imposing, however.
Political communities must share more than
an aptitude for agreeing to disagree. Distinct
communities, including national communities, are bound together by the belief that fellow citizens are members of the same team,
not just adherents of the same rulebook. Absent a reckoning with this fact, Teresa Bejan’s
diagnosis of civility’s decline is more persuasive than her prescription for restoring it.
Scott Yenor is professor of political science at
Boise State University and author of David
Hume’s Humanity (Palgrave) and Family
Politics: The Idea of Marriage in Modern
Political Thought (Baylor University Press).
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Book Review by KC Johnson

Rage of the Snowflakes
What’s Happened to the University?: A Sociological Exploration of Its Infantilisation, by Frank Furedi.
Routledge, 206 pages, $155 (cloth), $26.95 (paper)

C

ampus groupthink is the most
important story in American higher
education today. Institutions once
devoted to the pursuit of truth and the free
exchange of ideas now shut down or simply
avoid debate about controversial issues, and
equate unpopular opinions with physical violence. In What’s Happened to the University?,
British sociologist Frank Furedi examines the
roots of higher education’s “infantilisation” in
the United States and other Western countries. It is a readable analysis of a higher education system in crisis.
“University life,” Furedi begins, “has always
been subject to pressures to fall in line with
the outlook of dominant political and economic interests.” In the past this pressure has
mostly come from off campus; today “such
calls are likely to emanate from inside the university, and their most vociferous proponents
are often students.” A toxic combination of
identity politics, an increasing tendency to
perceive campus problems as medical problems, and altered parenting styles has produced a student body intent on ridding their
environment of any ideas deemed threatening.

This requires the bastardization of language. Though the mainstream media portrays campuses as extraordinarily unsafe, the
crime rate at most U.S. universities is far below the national average (not counting underage drinking). But the perceived danger has
called forth a new vocabulary, with “vulnerable” students demanding “safe spaces” to
protect them from the unknown. The label
“vulnerable,” first used by U.S. media to refer
to university students in 1991, appeared 1,407
times in indexed publications in 2015-16. The
“remarkable increase in allusions to the vulnerability of students,” Furedi writes, “provides a
striking illustration of an important transformation of the way that university students are
represented and perceived.”
Students and their bureaucratic campus
allies demand protection in a variety of ways.
“Safe spaces”—like vulnerability, a term that
has proliferated and broadened in meaning in
recent years—allow students to avoid viewpoints with which they disagree. As an Oberlin College student put it, while “there’s something to be said about exposing yourself to
ideas other than your own…I’ve had enough of
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that.” Combating “microaggressions,” meanwhile, provides cover for restricting the most
innocent speech, if “marginalized” students
interpret it (regardless of intent) as hurtful.
Students obsessed with identity politics perceive “slights as a form of victimisation” and
employ “rhetoric that continually reminds the
world of [their] victim status.” Furedi cites an
op-ed from the Columbia Spectator, in which
the student begins “by stating some crucial
facts: I am a queer, multiracial woman of
color. I am a survivor of sexual assault and
suffer from multiple mental illnesses. I am
a low-income, first generation student.” The
writer’s multiple victim status substitutes for
argument. Readers are expected to adopt the
author’s thesis—that a “war on political correctness invalidates the existence and experiences of marginalized people”—so as not to
compound her oppression.

C

ampus social life is an easy target
for adherents of this new, infantilized
order. Harvard’s senior administration recently resolved to penalize students for
joining off-campus, private, single-sex social
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clubs—a policy enforceable only if students
report on their colleagues. (Harvard employed this same tactic against gay students in
the 1920s.) At Bowdoin in early 2016 some
students held a tequila-themed birthday party.
Moved to act by the “traumatizing” presence
of tiny sombreros, the school offered counseling to students “victimized” by the morally offensive “cultural appropriation.” Two
student government members who attended
the party faced impeachment hearings. Other
students had to move out of their dorm. It’s no
surprise that some Bowdoin undergraduates
informed the Washington Post that the lesson
they learned from the affair was to keep their
opinions to themselves.
Calls for outright restrictions on campus
speech have become common. Writing in
Slate, University of Chicago Law School professor Eric Posner justifies campus speech
codes on the grounds that “students today
are more like children than adults and need
protection.” He contends that speech codes,
far from reflecting the ideological agenda of
“lefty professors” (although speech codes are
almost always targeted at non-leftist speech),
are popular because “universities are simply
catering to demand in the marketplace for
education,” supplying “what most students
want.”

I

f universities cave in to student demands about speech codes, what rationale
exists for preventing students from dictating curricular matters? Furedi discusses
recent protests against the Yale English curriculum, which students claimed was insufficiently diverse. A petition put together by
student protestors warned Yale English professors (who are hardly racist misogynists)
that “it is your responsibility as educators to
listen to student voices…. We have spoken.
We are speaking. Pay attention.” Similar uprisings have occurred on other campuses. It
took little pressure to get Harvard’s English
Department to institute a required course in
“marginalized” authors.
When universities fail to respond quickly
enough, student protestors demand other accommodations, such as delays in academic assignments, to compensate for the harms (fatigue, psychological trauma) that come from
the act of protesting. Choosing not to protest
is apparently not an option.

Furedi’s analysis anticipated Charles Murray’s Middlebury College imbroglio. A scholar
at the American Enterprise Institute, Murray
was invited by AEI’s campus branch to lecture
in April about his book on the white working
class, Coming Apart (2012). He was greeted
by an organized protest, encouraged by some
faculty members. Students shouted in the
lecture hall, forcing him to deliver his talk by
livestream in a separate, closed room. Protestors screamed and pulled fire alarms; when
Murray left, they surged around him and assaulted Allison Stanger, the professor who
moderated his talk. Stanger suffered a neck
injury and concussion.
In the aftermath, Middlebury students
didn’t blame the protestors who had committed a criminal act, but the student AEI
branch who had invited Murray to speak. The
college’s student government debated a resolution requiring all speakers to conform to
“community standards,” as defined by the student government and special juries assembled
from the student body. One student cited the
distinction between “free speech and hate
speech”; another argued that restricting free
speech would “protect people from oppressive forces and narratives.” A third student
claimed that “Murray’s narrative questioned
her own existence which has caused her mental health to suffer.” As a “person of color at
Middlebury,” she felt she had no choice but
to protest, even though defending her position against opposing viewpoints was “truly
exhausting.” Whatever this sentiment is, it
reflects no commitment to, or interest in, the
free exchange of ideas that ought to characterize university education.

I

f students are treated like children,
they will act accordingly. In 2015, Yale
University administrators urged students
to self-censor their Halloween costumes, lest
they cause racial offense. Erika Christakis, associate master of Silliman College (a Yale residential college), gently pushed back, e-mailing
students:
Is there no room anymore for a child or
young person to be…a little bit inappropriate or provocative or, yes, offensive?
American universities were once a safe
space not only for maturation but also
for a certain regressive, or even trans-
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gressive, experience; increasingly, it
seems, they have become places of censure and prohibition.
In response, students demanded the dismissal of Christakis and her husband, Nicholas, as house masters. When a group of students surrounded Nicholas on the campus
quad, a female student of color informed him
that “it is your job to create a place of comfort
and home for the students who live in Silliman.” When he disagreed, the increasingly
belligerent student responded,
Then why the f--- did you accept the
position? Who the f--- hired you?... You
should step down! If that is what you
think of being headmaster, you should
step down! It is not about creating an
intellectual space! It is not!
Yale responded to this embarrassment by
designating $50 million to hire more minority professors. Nicholas and Erika Christakis
resigned as house masters, and Erika left the
faculty altogether.

E

xamining events at universities
throughout the Western world, Furedi
identifies some broad intellectual patterns. But what is gained in breadth is lost in
depth; moving from campuses in the United
States to Britain, and from New Zealand to
South Africa, is not only jarring, but makes
for difficult comparisons, understating the
structural and ideological differences between
U.S. universities and those elsewhere. Moreover, most of Furedi’s U.S. examples come
from elite institutions. It would be interesting
to know whether student infantilization exists in mid-tier or low-tier schools, and if not,
why not. Still, What’s Happened to the University? is, for the most part, interesting and
well-argued.
Furedi cautions that academic freedom
risks becoming a “second order” principle as
universities elevate such concepts as civility
and diversity (of a particular kind) as their
primary goals. As long as such ideas remain
widespread on campus, higher education’s infantilization will continue.

KC Johnson is professor of history at Brooklyn
College and the CUNY Graduate Center.
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Essay by Joseph Epstein

University of Chicago Days

“Everyone was neurotic, weird, bizarre—
I had more time to think about going to
it was paradise.” —Mike Nichols the University of Chicago, but my thoughts

T

he fortuitous—happening by accident or chance and not by design, never
to be confused with the fortunate—
plays a larger role in most people’s lives than
they might think. Certainly it has in my own.
When I was in the army, stationed at Fort
Hood, Texas, I learned that there were openings for typists at recruiting stations in Little
Rock, Arkansas, and Shreveport, Louisiana.
I applied, and one morning soon after was
told that I had been selected for one of these
jobs. I met with a Southern staff sergeant, a
man I judged to be not long on patience, who
said, “Take your choice, Shreveport or Little
Rock.” I had a nanosecond to weigh my options. Shreveport: Louisiana, good food,
Catholic, possibly interesting illicit goingson; Little Rock: Governor Faubus in power,
politically volatile, closer to Chicago. “Little
Rock, Sergeant,” I said. Subsequently, in
Little Rock, I met and married and had two
children with my first wife. What, I have
often wondered since, if I had said, “Shreveport, Sergeant?”

about the place were scarcely more informed
than my thoughts about Little Rock and
Shreveport. Even though I lived in Chicago
all my life, I had never seen the place, with its
fake but nonetheless grand gray Gothic buildings. In Chicago one lived in one’s neighborhood as if in a village, and my village—West
Rogers Park, in the far north of the city—was
as far from the University of Chicago yet still
in Chicago as it was possible to be. The University of Chicago was reputed to be radical,
some said “pinko,” meaning vaguely Communist. This reputation derived, I learned
much later, from the school’s president, Robert Hutchins, making it clear that he wasn’t
going to be pushed around by Senator Joseph
McCarthy and his crude anti-Communism.
Hutchins had also eliminated the school’s Big
Ten football team and installed a program,
known jokingly as Hutchins’s Children’s Crusade, that allowed students as young as 15 to
matriculate at the university. The word “nerdy”
had not yet come into existence; people who
went to Chicago were in those days thought
“brainy.”
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Genial Screw-Off

B

rainy was the last thing i would
ever have been called. A thoroughly
uninterested high school student—I
graduated 169 in a class of 211—my highschool years were spent playing basketball
and tennis, pursuing girls, and establishing
myself as a good guy, which is to say, as a genial screw-off. In those days, the University of
Illinois in Champaign-Urbana, had, in effect,
open enrollment, at least if you were a resident
of the state. You could have three felonies and
graduate last in your class and the school still
had to take you—on probation, to be sure—
but take you they did. So, without anything
resembling study habits; having read no book
of greater complexity than The Amboy Dukes;
without a single intellectual interest; with no
goal in mind but, hope against hope, to avoid
flunking out; in 1955 I mounted the train at
Chicago’s 12th Street station for ChampaignUrbana.
I had never heard the term “liberal arts”
until I arrived at the University of Illinois.
And then I heard of it as a way out of majoring in business, which most of the boys
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I hung around with did, no doubt to establish their seriousness, both to their families
and to themselves. I did know enough about
myself to realize that the dreariness of accounting courses and the rest of it would
have paralyzed me with boredom. (“Lloydie,”
the successful immigrant father of a friend of
mine is supposed to have said to his son, who
evinced an interest in accounting, “don’t be
a schmuck. You don’t study accounting. You
hire an accountant.”)
My first-year courses at the University of
Illinois included Biology, French, Rhetoric
(really freshman composition), physical education, and ROTC, the latter two being requirements at a land grant college. Biology in
those pre-DNA days meant little more than
distinguishing among and memorizing the
phyla. French meant memorizing, too—irregular verbs and the rest. I made it through
Rhetoric by steering clear of anything tricky;
and tricky at that time meant using a semicolon or dash or attempting a sentence longer
than twelve words. I got mostly B’s.
B’s were good enough to get me into the
University of Chicago. This was in part because my generation—those of us born late
in the Depression—was a small population
cohort, so small that the universities actually

wanted us. Then, too, Chicago, for reasons
I’ve mentioned, was not a particularly popular
place for undergraduates. When I was there
I believe there were fewer than 2,000 undergraduates alongside more than 6,000 graduate and professional students.
Scruffy Bohemianism

I

began that summer (1956) at the university of Chicago taking what was called
the Math Course. The course itself, I
should say, was most impressive. The first two
thirds were pure logic in which no numbers
were mentioned (“if p, then not q equals?”).
The last third was analytical geometry, and,
based on what one learned in the first two
thirds, seemed easy.
The College at the University of Chicago
comprised 14 year-long core courses, in each
of which one took a single comprehensive
examination, known as “comps,” at the end
of the year. (By the time I arrived at Chicago,
one also had to declare a major outside the
College.) Some kids were so well prepared
and good at taking examinations that, during
placement exams on entering the school, they
“placed out,” or got credit for, fully two years’
worth of courses. No attendance was ever

taken in any of the College courses. Essays
might be assigned, but grades on them counted
only to show students how they were doing. I
recall no quizzes. Most mystifying of all, one’s
teachers, like tutors at Oxford and Cambridge,
did not grade students. Something called
the College’s Examiner’s Office did. This
simultaneously removed the whole matter of
playing up—sucking up—to teachers, and it
gave one’s grade a more objective feel.
At the University of Illinois I had been a
member of a fraternity, Phi Epsilon Pi, the
leading Jewish fraternity on campus. Fraternities and sororities in those days at most
schools were strictly segregated by religion, an
arrangement about which no one complained.
The University of Chicago had nine fraternities and no sororities whatsoever. I moved
into the Phi Psi house, not as a member but
as a boarder, because an aquaintance of mine
who was a member told me the fraternity had
plenty of extra rooms, which it rented out for
$35 a month. (Tuition at the University of
Chicago in those days was $690 a year; at the
University of Illinois it was $90 a semester.)
Phi Psi was a shambles, less a fraternity
than a hot-sheet joint. People moved in and
out. A fellow in medical school lived there
with a beautiful biracial girlfriend with the
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wonderful name of Arizona Williams, who
audited the occasional course at the university and was said to dance at a black-and-tan
club (where blacks and whites could mingle)
on the edge of the Loop. Another graduate
student, working on a Ph.D. in biochemistry,
lived with his fiancée and a German Shepherd. A few fellows at Phi Psi were in their
mid-twenties and had dropped out of school
but didn’t want to leave the university’s Hyde
Park neighborhood, an enclave, an island, of
culture in philistine Chicago. Years later, I
had a call from a man named Robert Lucas, a
Nobel Prize-winner in Economics, asking me
for a donation for our class gift. “What do you
mean ‘class?’” I said. “There were no ‘classes’ at
the University of Chicago. You entered at 15
and left at 27, often without a degree.”
A scruffy bohemianism obtained among
University of Chicago students in those days.
On campus an even moderately well-dressed
person would have looked strikingly out of
place. A militant unkemptness ruled, as if to
divagate from the pursuit of truth and beauty
for the mere niceties of respectable grooming would demonstrate one’s peurility. The
university, I used to say, had a single quota:
among undergraduates only four attractive
young women were allowed in at any time.
A joke of the day had it that a panty raid on
Foster Hall (the women’s dormitory) yielded
a field jacket and a pair of combat boots.
Modest Cultural Literacy

I

n later life i met a number of my
teachers at the University of Chicago—a
few sent me manuscripts for The American Scholar when I was the editor there—and
none recognized me as a former student. No
reason they should have. My classroom strategy was to hide out. Not coming from a bookish
home, I did my best to conceal my ignorance,
which was substantial, and looked above all to
avoid embarrassing myself. The possibilities
for embarrassment were manifold. Had you
not seen nor heard them before, how would
you have pronounced the names Thucydides,
Proust, Wagner? No doubt wrongly.
Most of my classmates seemed confident
in their views, aggressive in their opinions.
Many of them were New Yorkers, and, it later
occurred to me, were probably reading the
Nation and the New Republic from about the
age of 13. Their parents and friends argued
about Leon Trotsky, Mikhail Bakunin, Max
Shachtman, the Moscow Trials, the Nazi-Soviet Pact. In my family politics wasn’t a serious subject; all politicians were crooks until
proven innocent, which, in Chicago, few were.
Many of my fellow students had doubtless

been in psychotherapy. Many among my fellow students also had a fair amount of musical
culture, whereas musical comedy was as high
as musical culture reached in West Rogers
Park.
By my second year at the University of
Chicago, I had acquired a modest cultural literacy. I remember sitting in a modern poetry
class taught by Elder Olson, and his mentioning Baudelaire. By then I knew that Charles
Baudelaire was a French poet, 19th century,
dark in subject matter, author of Les Fleurs du
Mal—and that exhausted my knowledge of
Baudelaire. Olson began to chant, “Hypocrite
lecteur! —mon frere, mon semblable…” when he
was joined in his chant by Martha Silverman,
the girl sitting next to me. Which meant Miss
Silverman not only knew Baudelaire’s poetry,
but had it by memory and in French. At that
moment I felt the sharp stab of hopelessness,
and wondered whether they might be taking
job applications at a nearby Shell station.
Among students at the University of Chicago brilliance not solidity was the goal. George
Steiner, Allan Bloom, Robert Silvers, and Su-

Harvard was tougher
to get into, but Chicago
was tougher to get
out of.
san Sontag might stand in as representative
Chicago graduates: each brilliant, all crucially
flawed. I never tried for brilliance myself, and
wouldn’t have come close to achieving it if I
had. My body may have been in the classroom,
but my mind frequently deserted it. I remember concentrating a fair amount of time on the
perilously long ash of Elder Olson’s cigarettes.
Another teacher might remark on the way
one’s eye follows a certain sweep in a painting, though my eye never did. A teacher might
set out eight reasons for the Renaissance, and
I wondered what possessed him to buy that
hopeless necktie. For grades I received chiefly
C’s with a light scattering of B’s, and, best as
memory serves, not a single A. I have since
come to take a perhaps unseemly delight in
great figures in literature and philosophy who
were less than stellar students, some indeed
dropouts: a roster that includes Blaise Pascal, Leo Tolstoy, Henry James, Paul Valéry,
F. Scott Fitzgerald, and others. Mike Nichols,
from whom I take my epigraph, entered the
University of Chicago in 1950 as a pre-med
student, and dropped out in 1953 without a
degree.
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No Soft Spots

I

did better outside the classroom
with the bookish offerings at the university. One of the best things about the College was that no textbooks were used. So one
didn’t read that “Freud said…,” “Plato held…,”
“Marx stipulated…,” “J.S. Mill believed….” Instead one read Freud, Plato, Marx, and Mill.
Heady stuff, for a 19-year with only A Stone
for Danny Fisher, The Hoods, and Knock on
Any Door under his belt. I remember the deep
aura of gloom I felt while reading Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents and the excitement
of noting the dazzling connections made by
Max Weber in The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism.
Everywhere through the undergraduate curriculum at Chicago in those days one
ran into Aristotle and Plato: the Poetics, the
Rhetoric, the Ethics, the Politics, the Phaedrus,
the Symposium, the Crito, the Apology. When
it came time to declare a major, I decided on
English, only to learn that the university’s
English Department in those years was heavily Aristotelian in its approach to literature.
Harvard, it was said, was tougher to get
into than the University of Chicago, but Chicago was tougher to get out of. (Another saying had it that the University of Chicago was
where fun went to die.) No soft spots anywhere for an undergraduate in those years. In
the English Department, which might have
been thought such a soft spot, undergraduate students, along with their regular course
work, were examined at the end of their junior
and senior years on two extracurricular reading lists that contained perhaps 75 items each.
The items on the lists were precisely those that
any young person should prefer, if at all possible, to avoid reading: Hobbes’s Leviathan,
Milton’s Paradise Regained, Spenser’s The
Faerie Queen, Richardson’s Pamela, Locke’s
Second Treatise on Civil Government. A better organized student than I might have read
them over the regular academic quarters; I
needed to forfeit my summer vacations to do
so. In fact, I only finished my second, or senior,
reading list while in the army, and took the examination on it on a pool table at Headquarters Company at Fort Hood, proctored by an
ROTC second lieutenant from Alabama, the
passing of which allowed me to graduate, A.B.
in absentia, from the university in 1959.
What the University of Chicago taught,
even to a student with little preparedness and
a wandering mind, was a standard of seriousness. This standard continued long after my
departure from the school. In my early thirties I became a close friend of Edward Shils—
I would not have been prepared for him any
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earlier—for decades one of the great figures at
the university. I recall him saying, “You know,
Joseph, I fear that my colleagues on the Committee on Social Thought labor under the
misapprehension that Richard Rorty is an intelligent man.” (This at a time when every university in the country was seeking Rorty’s services.) On another occasion, Edward said, apropos Hannah Arendt, “No great chachemess
[wise woman], our Hannah.” Toward the end
of his career Edward brought Arnaldo Momigliano, the great historiographer of the ancient
world, to teach at the University of Chicago.
After the loss of a gifted graduate student to
Princeton, Arnaldo, himself Jewish, noted: “A
Jewish boy. The Ivy League beckons. He is
gone.” Teachers such as Arnaldo, Christian
Mackauer, Enrico Fermi, Louis Gottschalk,
Leo Strauss—many of them Europeans—
gave the University of Chicago a cosmopolitan tone and serious feeling unavailable anywhere else.
No trivial books were taught at the university during my time there. The only books by
living writers I encountered were in a course
on the modern novel by Morton Dauwen Zabel: Howards End by E.M. Forster, Brighton
Rock by Graham Greene, and A Handful of
Dust by Evelyn Waugh. This was of course
long before multiculturalism, feminist studies, political correctness, and the rest kicked
in, and so there was no need to teach, or for
students to read, secondary writers in order to
show they were on the side of the progressive
political angels.
A Great Deal

T

he university of chicago in
those years favored, in Max Weber’s
distinction, “soul-saving” over “skillacquiring” education. If there were then un-

dergraduates majoring in economics, I never
met them. The university I knew in those
days seemed outside the orbit of capitalism
itself (though it would go on to produce a
dozen Nobel Prize-winners in economics).
A graduate business school was housed in
the main campus quadrangle, but in the era
before the MBA became the golden key to
open corporate doors, it seemed anomalous,
beside the point. The knock on the University of Chicago Law School then was that it
was “too theoretical,” which really meant too
philosophical; if one’s aim was to get a job
with a Chicago law firm, it was said one did
better to go to Northwestern.
Job-getting wasn’t what the University of
Chicago was about. Only careers in the arts,
scientific research, politics practiced at the
highest level, with, at second remove, the
teaching of artists, scientists, and statesmen
also being acceptable, were thought worthy
of serious people. A conventional success
ethos, such as George Santayana discovered
early in the last century while visiting at Yale,
was never in force at Chicago. To be lashed to
money-making, even if it resulted in becoming immensely wealthy, made a person little
more than one of Aristotle’s natural slaves, a
peasant raking gravel in the sun. No surprise,
then, that great economic success has not
been notable among the school’s graduates.
Not without reason has the University of Chicago, compared with other major universities,
had a comparatively small endowment.
In the mid-1960s, while working at Encyclopaedia Britannica, I would occasionally
meet Robert Hutchins, under whose youthful presidency (begun in 1929 when he was
30 years old), the radical institution that was
the University of Chicago College had been
set in motion, and found him an immensely
handsome but weary and sad man. Hutchins
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had earlier ardently wished to become a Supreme Court Justice, a job Franklin Delano
Roosevelt dangled before him but cruelly
withdrew. He had instead since 1959 been
running the Ford-Foundation-Fund-forthe-Republic-sponsored think tank in Santa
Barbara, California, called The Center for
the Study of Democratic Institutions—also
known derisively as The Leisure of the Theory Class—which wasted its time on such
hopeless projects as devising a constitution
for a world government. At lunch one day
at the Tavern Club in Chicago, Hutchins,
knowing I had gone to the University of Chicago, asked me if I knew whether they had
restored football there, a remark reflecting
his sense of defeat and disappointment and
suggesting that his one great accomplishment, founding the College with its Great
Books-centered learning, had also come to
nothing. I believe they have restored football,
though on a modest basis; formerly the university was in the Big Ten.
I should have, but neglected, to assure him
that, as far as I was concerned, it had come to
a great deal, at least for me. Under the influence of Hutchins’s College at the University
of Chicago, I set out on a life of high culture,
which I may never have attained yet never
regretted. Because of the values fostered at
Chicago, I determined to become a writer
with a confidence in the rightness of my decision that I was unlikely to find anywhere
else. Looked upon now, I realize I owe the
University of Chicago more than I can hope
ever to repay.
Joseph Epstein is an essayist, short story writer,
and a contributing editor for the Weekly Standard. 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 Keith Whitaker

Dare to Be Wise?
Sophistry and Political Philosophy: Protagoras’ Challenge to Socrates, by Robert C. Bartlett.
University of Chicago Press, 272 pages, $40

N

ear the beginning of sophistry
and Political Philosophy, the author
cites Friedrich Nietzsche’s observation that our “contemporary way of thinking”
is “Protagorean.” If so, then understanding
sophistry in general and its inventor, Protagoras, in particular is a key to understanding
ourselves. The deepest account of Protagoras’
thought, this book argues, comes to us via
Plato. Careful consideration of Plato’s treatment of Protagoras becomes a starting-point
for self-understanding.
Robert Bartlett is an ideal guide for such
an exploration. The Behrakis Professor of
Hellenic Political Studies at Boston College,
he has published widely-used translations of
the Protagoras and Aristotle’s Nicomachean
Ethics, as well as a book on the project of enlightenment, both modern and ancient, called
The Idea of Enlightenment: A Post-Mortem
Study (2001). As befits a careful translator and
thinker, his account of Plato’s account combines exactitude and lucidity.
Plato does not make this work easy. The
path to understanding the Platonic Protagoras
is complicated by Plato’s decision to render him
in not one but two dialogues, the Protagoras
and the Theaetetus. Further, Plato makes these
dialogues almost bookends of his dramatic
presentation of Socrates’ life. The Protagoras
takes place early, shortly after Socrates’ famous
“turn” to speeches about human things, above
all, virtue. The Theaetetus takes place on the
morning of the very day that Socrates receives
his indictment for corrupting the young and
not believing in the city’s gods, an indictment

that leads shortly to his trial and execution. At
first glance, the Protagoras seems to present
Protagoras’ political teaching while the Theaetetus offers his theory. The reader’s task is to
combine them into a single account.

I

n the dialogue that bears his name,
Protagoras appears amid a select group of
admirers, students, and even a few competitors. In such a setting, and with a potential customer at his side, it is not difficult for Socrates
to get Protagoras to state what it is he offers.
Protagoras boldly asserts that he teaches his listeners “good counsel” on managing their own
affairs well and on being most powerful in their
cities. As Bartlett notes, Protagoras leaves unspecified whether that power serves the city’s
good or the students’ own advantage. In addition, Protagoras boasts that he is the first to call
himself a “sophist” and that as a teacher he has
“filled Greece” with his name. At the same time,
he hints that there may be some good reasons
for prior sophists’ self-concealment: he reveals
that at times he too conceals his thought with
politic lies.
Prompted in part by Socrates’ questioning,
Protagoras also claims to be a teacher of virtue.
As Bartlett notes, Protagoras here improves
his own appearance with a view towards his
audience, namely, several politically ambitious
young Athenian gentlemen. Still, this improvement is not only exoteric. Sophistry extends its
“clever speaking” to the politically most relevant
matters: the just, the good, and the beautiful or
noble. The Protagoras thus supports Socrates’
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ies are themselves the “greatest sophists.” Every
healthy political community—ancient and
modern—that is, every community that has
not lost all faith in itself, nurtures its young in a
certain way of life it calls “good.” Though competing with the city, the sophist is, so to speak,
in the same business.
This initial appearance of the sophist is
meaningful even though the Protagoras demonstrates, as I will explain below, that the sophist
is so far from being a teacher of excellence that
he does not know what virtue is and even denies,
ultimately, that it can be taught. Unlike the city,
which holds its truths to be divinely inspired
or at least self-evident, Protagoras teaches that
“political virtue” (moderation, justice, and piety)
is merely conventional, an artful product of the
“real men” who collect individual human beings
into a common herd. Citizens do not so much
learn this political virtue as become habituated
in it through beatings, real and metaphorical.
But under Socrates’ questioning, Protagoras goes further, repudiating convention not
just for the sake of liberation or even for the
sake of power (which might come to those
“real men” who make manners and morals) but
rather to reveal nature, a nature that he implies
provides guidance for life, in the direction of
the pursuit of individual pleasure. Protagoras’
conventionalism leads to hedonism. The difference between Protagoras’ conventionalism
and his hedonism might explain the difference
between his two sets of students: those who
are politically ambitious and those (of which
we see only one example in this dialogue, Antimoerus) who wish to become sophists them-
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selves. At any rate, Protagoras’ identification of
“the good” with pleasure is a point that Socrates
does not simply reject. To the contrary, in the
latter part of the Protagoras Socrates outlines—
for Protagoras, their young onlookers, and the
companion and others to whom he relates this
dialogue—a science of measuring pleasure
that improves upon Protagoras’ hedonism. Of
course, as Bartlett notes, this elaboration does
not necessarily mean that Socrates is a hedonist.

T

hus far, the platonic presentation of sophistry shows the sophist as
an apparent teacher of virtue, one who
liberates his students from their attachment
to convention in the direction of the pursuit
of pleasure. This liberation, while publicly disreputable, carries with it its own pleasure. As
many have noted, the sophist’s conventionalism,
which denies humanity a political nature and
denigrates virtue, is an important link between
sophistry and modern thought. Sophistry’s hedonism has also played a large role in modern
thinking. These are but two ways in which our
contemporary way of thinking is “Protagorean.”
But this is only the first, not the last, word
in Plato’s account of Protagoras. In the Theaetetus, an old Socrates resurrects the longdead Protagoras. As Bartlett observes, while
in the Protagoras the sophist cleans up his
teaching for the sake of attracting students,
in the Theaetetus Socrates rehabilitates and
perhaps improves on Protagoras’ views for
the sake of clarifying a question central to
his own life: “What is knowledge?” Indeed, is
knowledge even possible? Contrary to many
contemporary scholars’ view of the dialogue,
Bartlett observes that Socrates’ impending
trial and execution underscore that this is no
mere “epistemological” inquiry.
Bartlett finely traces Socrates’ shifting
account of Protagoras’ teaching, an account
whose movements appear to imitate the doctrine at its core. Protagoras holds that, behind
our perceptions, all is in motion or flux. The
perceiver too moves, changing from moment
to moment. Not just being but even becoming,
as a condition of some “thing” that becomes,
falls into doubt. All speech does violence to
the truth of the way things are, appearing to
fix at rest that which is always moving.
Further, Protagoras’ flux extends to moral
matters, the noble and just things. This clear
connection between the “theoretical” Theaetetus and the more “political” Protagoras is not
surprising. The surprise, Bartlett emphasizes,
is that Socrates speculates that the bold Protagoras may have even dared to include “good”
itself within the flux. But why, since doing so
would have undercut his claim to teach a wisdom that benefits his students and justifies
his hefty fees?
Here Bartlett delicately unfolds what he
sees as the true core of Protagoras’ thought.

Protagoras, the professor of “good counsel,”
recognizes that his true competitors are not
the other individual sophists. They are, rather,
the authorities who claim to direct human life
towards the good: above all the prophets, who
speak on behalf of the gods, or the supposed
gods themselves. From childhood, we are told
that these authorities know what is good for
us. Protagoras’ radical response is to deny the
objectivity of the good. As Bartlett puts it, the
sophist may say to someone who claims to
speak with or for a god: I cannot know that
the god is or is not. “I know only that you cannot know that I am wrong.” Protagoras’ radical
relativism makes it impossible to take seriously
the demand of obedience that issues from faith.
Bartlett thus allows us to recognize that
what today may seem to many people most
obvious—that the good is relative or that
each of us has, as Justice Anthony Kennedy
put it, “the right to define one’s own concept
of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and
of the mystery of human life” as he or she sees
fit—has a radical theoretical consequence.
In such a light, sophistry looks almost noble.
Even though he recognizes the centrality to
human communities of belief in the gods, the
sophist bravely rejects the imperative to kneel.

S

ous place of science in modernity, which more
and more has tended to appear as just one “narrative” among others. Such a demotion is not
so much the result of an attack on science by
sophistry, but is rather an expression of the irrational core of much contemporary thought.
Thus, as much as he respects Protagoras,
Socrates makes clear that he does not accept
Protagoras’ teaching. To take one dramatic indication of this point: just after the conversation in the Theaetetus he meets Euthyphro, a
man who claims to possess inner conviction
of god’s will. Just before he is to hear his indictment for impiety, Socrates engages this
would-be prophet in a conversation about
piety (depicted in Plato’s Euthyphro), a conversation Protagoras could never have taken
seriously. Plato suggests that the only path to
a true rationalism lies through engaging with,
rather than spurning or despising, the beliefs
of the faithful. There is a lesson here for us.

A

serious consideration of sophistry thus illuminates not only modern
thought but also sophistry’s perennial
alternative, philosophy. The Theaetetus indicates that, on the one hand, there are the preSocratic philosophers, who share Protagoras’
interest in motion or nature, but who differ
from the sophist by being altogether apolitical. On the other hand, there is Socrates, who
knows the marketplace and his way to the courthouse, but whose puzzling “teaching”—that
virtue is knowledge—the daring sophist finds
intolerable. Political philosophy, in the form of
Socrates, emerges in a middle ground between
pre-Socratic natural science and sophistry. It
shares the former’s claim to know nature, while
it shares the latter’s attention to “the speeches.”
It shares sophistry’s awareness of a problem unseen by the natural philosophers while offering
a solution not accepted by the sophists.
If accurate, this provisional description of
sophistry may help explain the importance
of Protagoras to Socrates. As Bartlett argues,
the Protagoras is the third dialogue (after the
two Alcibiades) to occur after Socrates’ famous
“turn.” Plato nowhere dramatizes this turn itself. Instead, all but one of the dialogues follow
the turn, while the exception, the Parmenides,
precedes it. (The “young Socrates” of the Parmenides is “pre-Socratic”; he looks down upon
the merely apparent world and men’s speeches.)
However, Socrates lets slip in the Protagoras
that he had spoken, at least once before, with
Protagoras, during the sophist’s prior visit to
Athens. Could it be that this unseen conversation was decisive in Socrates’ turn from natural
science to speeches? If so, sophistry comes to
light as crucial to understanding and reclaiming philosophy itself.

ophistry might also, thereby, seem
to empower reason. But, Bartlett shows,
such a claim would go too far. In truth,
Protagoras’ position cuts reason off at the knees.
Plato dramatizes this point in the Protagoras by
emphasizing Protagoras’ “daring.” Protagoras’
attachment to a kind of “noble courage” makes
him unwilling to accept Socrates’ putative
definition of courage as wisdom, as knowledge
of what is, and is not, truly fearful—a definition that would sap courage of its noble, selfsacrificial character. When the Protagoras of
the Theaetetus undercuts the authority of the
prophets, by asserting the motion thesis and
especially the relativity of the good, he is at
his most daring, for he also sacrifices science
or knowledge. What resides behind the “true
for me” or “good for me” remains shrouded in
mystery—a mystery that perhaps accords with
Protagoras’ attachment to “noble courage.” As
Bartlett shows, this is the ground on which
Socrates meets Protagoras’ challenge: not his
conventionalism or hedonism or other theoretical arguments but rather Protagoras’ unexamined attachment to a certain type of virtue and
the hopes it carries with it—in other words,
Protagoras’ morality.
Bartlett reminds us that understanding
sophistry in this way draws attention to the
surprising moral character of modern thought.
It too is daring. Despite asserting, or just assuming, the relativity of the good, modern
thought remains attached to claims about justice, as in the ubiquitous discourse on “human Keith Whitaker is president of Wise Counsel
rights.” Sophistry also sheds light on the curi- Research.
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Fallingwater, house over the Bear Run, Pennsylvania; 1937
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

Master Builder

D

epending on who was asking and
when, Frank Lloyd Wright (1867–
1959) was given to saying that he
was the greatest American architect alive, the
greatest American architect ever, the greatest
living architect in the world, or the world’s
greatest architect plain and simple, past, present, and future. When his third wife, Olgivanna, chided him for declaring in a court
case that he was supreme among American
builders, he answered mildly, “But I was under oath.” The famously nettlesome Philip
Johnson, at the time still an architecture
critic, was willing to allow that Wright was
“the greatest architect of the nineteenth century.” This gibe did happen to be true enough;
but Wright was also indeed the greatest architect of the 20th century, as Johnson would
acknowledge in due course, when Wright had
died and Johnson himself was the celebrity architect of the hour.
Big Plans

F

rank lincoln wright was born 150
years ago on June 8, 1867, in Richland
Center, Wisconsin, though he would
habitually take two years off his stated age,
like Tennessee Williams, who said the time
he spent working in a shoe store didn’t count.
Wright’s middle name was changed, probably by his mother, in honor of her Lloyd
Jones family—“the God-Almighty Joneses,”
as Wright’s sister remembered them years
later. His mother, Anna, had big plans for
her son while he was still in the womb: intending that he would become an architect,
she put up prints of English cathedrals in
what would be the infant’s room. Wright’s
biographer Brendan Gill, in Many Masks:
A Life of Frank Lloyd Wright (1987), suspects strongly that Anna Lloyd Wright was
pretty well out of her mind, though Meryle
Secrest, in Frank Lloyd Wright: A Biography
(1992), treats her somewhat more generously
as the architectural equivalent of the stage
mother, and Ada Louise Huxtable, in Frank
Lloyd Wright (2004), sees her as provoked to
shrewish desperation by her husband’s perennial fecklessness.
But apart from a brief unpleasant interlude
in snooty Massachusetts, Wright’s childhood
and youth were those of a happy Wisconsin
farmboy, who acquired lifelong habits of unre-

lenting work by learning to “add tired to tired,”
as he later put it, and who exulted in the
splendor of the natural world. In his solitary
rambles in the wooded hills, as he dutifully
rounded up the wandering cows for milking,
one sees the origins of his architectural credo:
the natural, organic, and integral—his favorite words to describe his work—are one, and
they are sacred.
Wright learned as well from the “gifts” and
“occupations” that were invented by the German educator Friedrich Froebel and that his
mother bought for him. Froebel was a former crystallographer, and these were wooden
blocks in various geometric shapes (cubes,
cones, spheres, pyramids, etc.) to be arranged
in as many configurations as a child’s mind
could devise. As Huxtable writes, “Wright repeatedly credited these educational toys as the
generators of his architectural forms…. One
sees this source throughout Wright’s career,
in his use of the rotated plan, the flipped mirror image, the hexagonal module, buildings
designed in series as typical crystal chains.”
Whether Anna Wright was in fact unstable
or even deranged, she contributed mightily to
making her son the architect she wanted him
to be.
Wright went off to college fully intending
to become an architect, but the University
of Wisconsin had no school of architecture;
he studied civil engineering instead. He did
not last long at the university: only two and
a half semesters, though he always claimed
to have left just short of his degree. Chicago
in the 1880s was the new frontier for American architecture, tearing down the jerry-built
structures that had succeeded the disastrous
fire of 1871, and rebuilding on a titanic scale,
especially in the new commercial center.
Huxtable exults with Trumpian vigor, “Great
firms, Burnham and Root, Adler and Sullivan, Holabird and Roche, were engaged on
great projects—office buildings, trade headquarters and mercantile exchanges, theaters,
department stores, and the mansions of the
new millionaires.” Wright headed straight
for the boomtown. Steel as structural skeleton had opened novel possibilities for building tall and strong: the new skyscraper was
“a proud and soaring thing,” in the words of
master builder Louis H. Sullivan, and the
fledgling Wright was already proud as an
eagle and ready to soar.
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He arrived in the city with seven dollars
in his pocket and claimed to have survived
on a banana a day while he looked for work,
though he shelled out one exorbitant dollar to
see his first ballet at the Opera House. Luxuries would always take priority over necessities, which he was sure would take care of
themselves. On the fourth hungry day he approached the eminent J. Lyman Silsbee, who
was building a Unitarian church in the Chicago suburb of Oak Park for Wright’s uncle
Jenkin Lloyd Jones, and who had also built a
Jones family chapel in Wisconsin that Wright
himself had worked on and made a drawing
of. Wright asserted with customary pride
in his inviolable independence that he never
mentioned the family connection to Silsbee
and won the job strictly on the merits of his
drawings. Wright’s recollections are littered
with such dubious self-aggrandizing claims.
Silsbee was a congenial boss who mostly designed Queen Anne houses and paid Wright
less than he thought he was worth; Wright
quit, came back, even got the raise he had
wanted, then quit again, in search of bigger
excitements.
He landed a position as a draftsman at
Adler and Sullivan, where he would later say
he was proud to have been the pencil in Louis
Sullivan’s hand. Brendan Gill uncovers barely
suppressed homosexual attraction between
the two men, but the more pedestrian truth
was probably a relationship of mutual admiration and mutual usefulness between the lieber
Meister (dear Master), as Wright called him,
and his subordinate. But no subordinate position, however exalted, would ever suit Wright’s
own temperament.
When in 1889 Wright married the
17-year-old Catherine Tobin, who attended
Uncle Jenkin’s church and whom he met at a
costume party, he needed a family home of his
own, and to meet his new responsibilities he
secured from Sullivan a five-year contract and
a loan to build a house in Oak Park. The late
great architectural historian Vincent Scully of
Yale demonstrated conclusively that Wright’s
design for the façade of his house was lifted
wholesale from published photographs of the
Kent House in Tuxedo Park, New York, by
Bruce Price, with an immense shingled gable
that loomed like the Great Pyramid and a
half-moon window capping a row of casements. Wright would never back down from
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lifelong insistence that his designs owed nothing to anybody, but his mastery derived in
large part from encyclopedic cultivation; he
took pains to know who was building what
and where, and though he spread his contempt far and wide, when he saw something
he liked, he remembered and put it to use.
He got all he could from Sullivan’s employ, but his love of extravagance and consequent chronic shortage of funds led him
to defy the terms of his contract and design
“bootleg” houses in his spare hours. When in
1893 Sullivan found out, he fired Wright in
a rage, at first even refusing to hand over the
deed to Wright’s house, which the cashiered
underling had paid for in full. The two men
would not speak to each other for 17 years,
until Wright effected a sorrowing reconciliation when Sullivan was failing in health
and business. In 1949, in his Genius and the
Mobocracy, Wright paid tribute to Sullivan
while launching an assault on everything he,
Wright, hated in ancient and modern architecture and civilization.
Hearth and Home

I

Frank Lloyd Wright: Collected Writings, Vol. 1: 1894–1930,
edited by Bruce Brooks Pfeiffer. Rizzoli,
352 pages, out-of-print

n business for himself, soon with a
crew of seven under him, Wright presently performed marvels—the Prairie
Houses, which flourished during the first decade of the 1900s, pre-eminent among them;
he built some 40. Despite their name, the
Prairie Houses tended to go up in leafy suburbs, although bemused European architects

such as Walter Gropius, studying lithographs
of Wright’s work, gathered that they “stood in
open country, in the Wild West of the Old
World’s imagination,” as Gill writes. The acknowledged masterworks of the genre are the
Darwin Martin House in Buffalo, New York
(1905), and the Robie House in Chicago’s
Hyde Park (1909). The latter, with its elongated “ship of the prairie” lines, its roof cantilevered 20 feet beyond any supporting masonry, and its baffling arrangement of planes,
has been likened to the Cubist paintings by
Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque being done
at the same time.
The Prairie Houses were innovative in
several respects, which Wright enumerates
in Modern Architecture (1931). Horizontal
lines emphasized each house’s intimate connection to the ground. Conventional rooms,
“boxes beside or inside other boxes,” were replaced by large open spaces, in which living
room and dining room became one. Basement
and attic were abolished; the dormer disappeared. Structure was made appropriate to
material, with brick, stone, or wood each
put to its own natural use. “Light screens” of
stained glass—angular abstractions of flowers and trees—filled long expanses of exterior walls. Proportions adhered to a human
scale, based upon Wright’s own (somewhat
exaggerated) 5’ 8½” height. Furnishings were
all of Wright’s own design, “in simple terms
for machine work,” with “straight lines and
rectilinear forms.” Decorators were sent
packing. The fireplace, the domestic hearth,
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became the centerpiece of the home, indicative of the cult of the wholesome family that
figured so largely in Wright’s mind and heart.
In Gill’s eloquent words, “It was not the actual prairie that these houses summoned up,
but the expression of some essential goodness in family life that could be imagined as
existing (or as having once existed) on the
American prairie.”
But by 1909 Wright had had his fill of
his own marriage, which he saw as sacrificing honorable passion to musty respectability. Catherine was a most respectable matron
by now; the couple had six children, and the
warm thrill of young love had become the
cool decorum of middle age. Renewed heat
came from Mamah Borthwick Cheney, only
two years younger than Wright, the wife of a
client, mother of two children, a beauty and
a person of refinement with a master’s degree
in teaching who translated Goethe’s poetry.
Wright and Mamah set tongues wagging in
Saints’ Rest, as he called churchly Oak Park,
when they sped around town together in his
convertible, the Yellow Devil. In due course
they abandoned their respective spouses and
children and ran off to Europe. A delirium
of public moral outrage ensued. As Meryle
Secrest writes, “ever since the architect Stanford White was shot and killed by Harry K.
Thaw over a scandal involving the latter’s wife
in 1906, journalists had been alerted to the
exciting possibilities provided by the world
of architecture; here was an almost parallel
case.”
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The very public adultery was costly. One
learns from Roy R. Behrens’s new book, Frank
Lloyd Wright and Mason City: Architectural
Heart of the Prairie, that while an up-and-coming Iowa town prized Wright’s architectural
innovations at first, it banished him once his
marital infidelity hit the news; he had designed
a Prairie House for a local doctor in 1908, and
the City National Bank and Park Inn in 1909,
the jewels of the town center, but the project
for another house there fell through because
the client had no truck with adulterers, and
influential townsmen informed Wright he
was unwelcome in Mason City henceforth.
(The town sufficiently esteemed both the skill
and the morals of Wright’s sometime associate Walter Burley Griffin, and he was commissioned to build a cluster of Prairie Houses
in one fortunate neighborhood, thereby enhancing Mason City’s genuine architectural
distinction.) Wright’s services were not much
welcome anywhere else either.

there the while, from sunrise to sunset—all but the several white months
of winter.

Wright depicts a perfect erotic bower for
perfectly happy lovers, but the idyll would
come to a horrifying end. In August 1914,
while Wright was working on the Midway
Gardens entertainment complex in Chicago,
a servant in a spasm of psychotic violence set
the house on fire and slaughtered seven people with an axe as they fled. Mamah and her
two children were among the dead. The house
was destroyed, and Wright devastated.
Heroically resilient, Wright rebuilt his
house and his life—and he rebuilt Taliesin
yet again after an electrical fire in 1925. His
next great love proved disastrous, however:
Miriam Noel, an artsy widow and morphine
addict allured him with a letter of passionate
commiseration soon after the murders. Their
exceedingly ill-advised marriage in 1923, the
same month he finally got his divorce from
Building Against Doomsday
Catherine, fell apart in a harrowing rush of
mutual beastliness. Though Miriam left him
isgraced in most everyone’s eyes soon afterward and he sued her for divorce a
but his own and his lover’s, Wright
would return to his family, but only
Wright believed
provisionally, while Mamah waited in Berlin for
her divorce, initiated by her husband, to come
himself the
through on grounds of desertion. Catherine
greatest American
for her part refused to divorce Wright, and he
decamped from Oak Park in 1911 to the house
democrat all told.
and haven he had built for himself and Mamah
in Spring Green, Wisconsin: Taliesin, named
after a legendary Welsh bard, and meaning year later, she would haunt him like a malign
“Shining Brow.” No one has described Taliesin specter after he fell in love with Olgivanna
better than Wright in his Autobiography.
Lazovich Milanov. Milanov was a Montenegrin beauty 30 years younger than Wright, an
I knew well that no house should ever
acolyte of the dubious mystic G.I. Gurdjieff,
be on a hill or on anything. It should be
and still another man’s wife when she met the
of the hill. Belonging to it…. Taliesin
architect, and they promptly began an affair.
was to be an abstract combination
Wright would marry her in 1928, after anof stone and wood as they naturally
other scandal-plagued beginning. Olgivanna
met in the aspect of the hills around
proved an invaluable partner and this marabout. And the lines of the hills were
riage lasted the rest of his life.
the lines of the roofs, the slopes of the
In the years soon after the Taliesin bloodhills their slopes, the plastered surfaces
bath, Wright was “building against doomsof the light wood-walls, set back into
day,” as he later put it. The Harvard scholar
shade beneath broad eaves, were like
Neil Levine, in his magisterial tome The Arthe flat stretches of sand in the river
chitecture of Frank Lloyd Wright (1996), arbelow and the same in color, for that is
gues persuasively that Wright in his psychic
where the material that covered them
distress turned aside from his passion for
came from…. The whole was supremely
“architecture at one with a benevolent landnatural…. Walls opened everywhere to
scape” and deliberately sought out sites of unviews as the windows swung out above
predictable natural peril in the earthquake
the treetops, the tops of red, white, and
zones of the Pacific Rim. His Imperial Hotel
black oaks and wild cherry trees fesin Tokyo (1913–1923), which Wright comtooned with wild grape-vines. In spring,
pared to “a super-dreadnought” built to float
the perfume of the blossoms came full
unharmed on immense seismic waves, was a
through the windows, the birds singing
triumph of innovative engineering with its
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foundation of cantilevered slabs on a sea of
mud; and the hotel survived the 1923 Great
Kanto earthquake, the most catastrophic in
Japanese history, killing 100,000 and nearly
obliterating the capital city.
Meanwhile, Wright was working on the
Hollyhock House (1916–1921) on a Los
Angeles hill for a theatrically inclined heiress, Aline Barnsdall; it resembles nothing so
much as a Mayan temple or palace transmogrified by Hollywood stardust, and Wright
called it “pure California.” He would open a
Los Angeles office in 1923, and would build
four “textile-block” houses nearby in this new
archaic Mesoamerican style, employing fourinch-thick concrete tiles reinforced by steel
rods and decorated with machine-incised
designs. The most famous is the Alice Millard House in Pasadena, “La Miniatura,” and
they all show how far he had come from the
Prairie.
Modernity and Genius

T

he later 1920s and early 1930s,
however, were Wright’s wilderness
years; he was simply not in demand,
with a gamy personal reputation and defiant
singularity as a builder. Some imposing projects for clients who did want his services were
scuttled by the Depression. He wrote and lectured, and founded the Taliesin Fellowship,
for which apprentices paid higher tuition
than at Harvard and performed menial labor
for the Master while they learned what they
could from his presence and example.
Then in 1937, when he was 70, came his
most spectacular success. He completed a
weekend house literally right over a waterfall
on Bear Run in the wilds of Pennsylvania for
the Pittsburgh department store owner Edgar J. Kaufmann, father of a former Taliesin
apprentice, and it became the most famous
house in the world: Fallingwater. Wright
demonstrated an unprecedented skill with
the cantilever: three balconies of steel-reinforced concrete projecting one over the other,
the second extending out past the first, without visible means of support, and beautifully
recapitulating the natural cantilever of the
waterfall’s projecting stone. The effect of the
exterior has been compared to the balance
and imbalance of cubist sculpture. Indoors,
in the cavernous yet intimate multi-purpose
main room, the waxed flagstone floor evokes
moving water over a rocky bed, the fireplace
hearth is a boulder emerging through the
floor that Mr. Kaufmann loved to sit on before the house was built, and a hatch opens to
a stairway down to the water above the falls.
Nature is sovereign here, and in its accommo-
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dating beneficence permits human beings to
make an ideal shelter for themselves.
For Fallingwater is the sacred meeting
place of inhuman magnificence and human
will: the wilderness making room for man on
terms agreed to by both of them. The house
was Wright’s reaction to the International
Style that Philip Johnson and Henry-Russell
Hitchcock had so winningly promoted and
that had ousted him as a recognized modern genius. Here were modernity and genius
never seen before. It had its imperfections: the
cantilevers deflected, or drooped, over time,
and required elaborate shoring up in 2002,
without which the house would have collapsed. But the achievement was heroic, and
Wright was lionized for it: he became the first
architect to make the cover of Time, and his
faltering career was rejuvenated.
The momentum of this accomplishment
propelled Wright through two more hardworking decades. The 1937 Johnson Wax
Building in Racine, Wisconsin, features a
workroom of cathedral-like grandeur, once
again summoning the natural world indoors,
with support columns like lily-pads on their
stalks, and diffused light from above imparting a delicious underwater feel. In 1938
Wright received a commission to design the
campus for Florida Southern College, and

would continue work on this large project until completion in 1953. In the late 1930s he
built the first Usonian Houses (Usonia being
his preferred name for the United States of
America, which he thought an unduly proprietary title), for modest people on modest
budgets.
During the 1940s he constructed Taliesin
West in Arizona’s Sonoran Desert, the new
winter home for himself and the Fellowship,
rich in associations with the primordial landscape and the region’s indigenous Hohokam
people. In 1943 he began work on a museum
in New York City—the place he hated above
all others—to house Solomon R. Guggenheim’s art collection. The Guggenheim Museum on Fifth Avenue would not be completed until 1959, several months after Wright’s
death, but like Fallingwater it too made him
more famous than ever before. Notorious, too,
because distinguished critics such as Lewis
Mumford and Hilton Kramer savaged the
building as an exercise in unpardonable vanity, unsuitable as an art museum and made
principally to call attention to itself and its
maker. But in fact it is another gem: a spiral
ziggurat, or taruggitz, as Wright called it, for
it inverted the Mesopotamian original, each
ascending story extending farther out than
the preceding. Wright would also compare it
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to the chambered nautilus, for the building’s
“harmonious fluid quiet” was the perfect ambience for these often startling modern paintings. Nature always had the final say.
Levelling Opponents

A

nd those who failed to honor
Nature as Wright understood it
earned his everlasting opprobrium.
Wright lived and built in opposition to convention, and he habitually tried his damnedest to level his opponents. His impressive and
voluminous writings, published by Rizzoli
and collected in five volumes, are full of polemical conniptions and extravagances.
In “The Art and Craft of the Machine”
(1901), a speech given at Jane Addams’s Hull
House, he extols the superb artistry of William Morris (1834–1896)—arch-priest of
the English Arts and Crafts Movement. But
Wright goes on to insist that Morris in his
passion for handmade beauties missed an essential virtue of modern civilization: “the machine was the great forerunner of Democracy.”
“[T]he engine, the motor, and the battleship,” Wright enthuses, are
the works of art of the century! The Machine is Intellect mastering the drudg-
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Darwin Martin house, Buffalo, New York; 1905
ery of earth that the plastic art may live;
that the margin of leisure and strength
by which man’s life upon the earth can
be made beautiful, may immeasurably
widen; its function ultimately to emancipate human expression!
The machine serves the true nature of wood
far better than handicraft does,
by its wonderful cutting, shaping,
smoothing, and repetitive capacity,
[making] it possible to so use [wood]
without waste that the poor as well as
the rich may enjoy today beautiful surface treatments of clean, strong forms
that the branch veneers of Sheraton
and Chippendale only hinted at, with
dire extravagance, and which the Middle Ages utterly ignored.
So too steel and iron and concrete are responsible for unexampled architectural
wonders, and modern casting in metal and
electro-glazing improve vastly upon timehonored techniques that are now backward.
Thus Wright unfolds the paradox—if it is a
paradox—that following Nature now means
getting wise use out of the machine; his
heroes Walt Whitman and Ralph Waldo

Emerson considered the human conquest
of Nature a natural process. Wright returned frequently to this praise of machine
art and craft throughout his career, but
muted certain aspects of his enthusiasm,
under pressure of architectural and cultural
developments.
Unafraid of traditional pieties, he treated with irreverence the architecture of the
Greeks, the Romans, the Renaissance, the
neoclassical, the “pseudo-classical” Beaux
Arts, and just about everything built in the
modern world that had been put up by anyone
but him. For example, he scorned the “trabeated” construction of the Greeks, their endless repetition of the post and lintel, a vertical
support topped by a horizontal member—all
they knew of technique. In Genius and the
Mobocracy he indicts the ancients for building as they did because their political orders
and intellectual fundamentals were vicious:
“No—there could be nothing in the culture
of incestuous Greece and bloody Rome to
inspire organic structure in building, statesmanship, or philosophy—or for a culture true
to democracy in the realm of aesthetics, the
realm of ethics, or religion.”
If the classical world was so ignominious,
then the efforts to resuscitate its putative architectural glories were degraded many times
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over. From “Architecture and Modern Life”
(1937):
When Michelangelo piled the Pantheon upon the Parthenon and called it St.
Peter’s, he, a painter, had committed architectural adultery. It was destined to
bring forth a characteristic monstrosity, namely, an arch set up into plain
air on posts to shift for itself. It is an
imitative anachronism that characterizes our public acts, as illustrated by our
capitols, court houses, and town halls….
The same depravity sees a Greek temple
as fitting memorial to Abraham Lincoln. He is the Greek antithesis. Nothing is Greek about his life or work or
thought…. Any Roman bath or sarcophagus will do to lend prestige to the
sacrosanct bank on any town sidewalk
anywhere.
In Wright’s eyes the Beaux Arts architects
in America, many of them trained in the Parisian school of that name, rehearsed the ancient forms to no good end and represented
the truckling of the New World to the Very,
Very Old. The New York firm McKim, Mead
& White and Chicago’s Daniel Burnham were
the Beaux Arts’ very best of the best, and they
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did their worst to subjugate American democracy to outworn imperial ideals that Wright
saw as an utter disgrace. In building Pennsylvania Station the New Yorkers appropriated
quite inappropriately the Baths of Caracalla,
and they turned Columbia University’s Low
Memorial Library into a Pantheon look-alike.
They were renowned for the magnificence of
their building, which to unbelievers such as
Wright confused costumed ostentation for
elegance.
Other Rivals

I

n time the beaux arts would be superseded by the International Style as
Wright’s contemporary nemesis. In the
1920s the vogue in architecture became a
formulaic starkness, European in origin, often colored by socialist predilections, with
buildings box-like in plan, favoring straight
lines and flat roofs, and averse to ornament—
the Viennese architect Adolf Loos declared,
“Ornament is Crime.” The stars of the new
day included Walter Gropius, Ludwig Mies
van der Rohe, and Le Corbusier. Mies asseverated that his ideal design was “beinahe
Nichts,” almost nothing, and his dictum
“Less is more,” first intimated to Philip Johnson, gained widespread credence. Wright
disparaged the essence of the International
Style as “negation.” Le Corbusier’s proclamation that “A house is a machine for living”
violated Wright’s building code of allegiance
to Nature even when machine art and craft
were involved. Wright derided Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, widely considered his domestic masterpiece, as “a box on stilts”; and
he couldn’t have been more right.
Yet as Hugh Howard writes in his fascinating new book, Architecture’s Odd Couple:
Frank Lloyd Wright and Philip Johnson, Mies’s
first great achievement, the 1930 Tugendhat House in Brno, Czechoslovakia, might
not have looked like a Wright product but it
owed a significant debt to his designs. Mies
deployed interior steel support posts so that
the need for interior walls was obviated

and exterior walls were not burdened with
load-bearing, thus making possible both a
wide-open interior and curtain walls of endless glass. Johnson’s understanding of Mies’s
perfection, however, was doubly inimical to
Wright. The Tugendhat House “is without
question the best looking house in the world,”
Johnson wrote to his colleague Henry-Russell
Hitchcock. “[It] is like the Parthenon.”
Despite an obvious rivalry—obvious to
Wright at any rate—Mies was the only exponent of the International Style whom Wright
treated with any warmth. He entertained
the new immigrant royally at Taliesin, and
Mies responded gratefully, “This is a kingdom.” When Wright collided with Gropius
in a chance encounter, on the other hand, he
treated this other refugee from Nazism with
coarse brusqueness; and when Le Corbusier
was touring America and asked to come see
Wright at Taliesin, he flatly refused.
Philip Johnson was a special case. At their
worst he and Wright engaged in hot reciprocal animadversions, and at his best Wright
subjected him to jovial belittling. Wright had
scant regard for the 1948 Glass House that
Johnson built for himself in New Canaan,
Connecticut—a blatant knock-off of Mies’s
Farnsworth House in Plano, Illinois—and
that made Johnson an architectural celebrity.
Yet it was Wright who told Johnson that he
had to choose between being a critic or an
architect, and thereby gave him the push he
needed to pursue his vocation. And late in
life, after Wright’s death, Johnson, lauded by
then as America’s foremost living architect,
would confess that early on he didn’t realize
how good Wright was, and declared him “the
greatest architect of our time.” Johnson did
give himself some indirect credit for Wright’s
supreme success: “Wright really built the
Edgar Kaufmann house, Fallingwater, as an
answer to our 1932 show at the museum—as
though he were saying, ‘All right, if you want
a flat roof, I’ll show you how to really build
a flat roof.’” But Johnson’s most lavish homage to Wright acknowledges the Master’s singular achievement as purely his own: he was
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“the type of genius that comes along only every
three or four hundred years.”
So Much Beauty

I

t is one of the privileges of genius
to be ever aware of its superiority. It is
one of its most disfiguring flaws to be
unsparing in its contempt for lesser men or
even its rightful peers. Wright believed himself the only architect truly to appreciate
American democracy, and he thought architecture so significant that this made him the
greatest American democrat all told. In the
path-breaking Sticks and Stones: A Study of
American Architecture and Civilization (1924),
Lewis Mumford, who thought Wright the
supreme architect of his time, nevertheless
finds worthy the showpiece architectural settings that Wright despised and that distinguished statesmen desired to enhance their
deeds. To build in the classical manner then
was not pastiche or parody for the founders;
they embodied the classical virtues, which
contrary to Wright’s fulminations were formidable. The beauty and integrity of Monticello and the University of Virginia rival
those of Wright’s masterpieces.
And the Parthenon, the Pantheon, and St.
Peter’s do not exactly deserve to be dismissed.
Frank Lloyd Wright was the kind of genius
who recognizes no one’s excellence but his own.
Perhaps such outlandish self-regard was what
it took to sustain him through years of intense
personal pain and drive him to become the
protean creator of so much beauty. Profoundly
damaged men sometimes do extraordinary
things, and there is now general agreement that
Wright was the greatest architect of the 20th
century—the greatest since Thomas Jefferson,
maybe since Christopher Wren or Michelangelo. Of course such lavish honor would still
not be quite enough to satisfy him; he expected
to be known as the best, period.
Algis Valiunas is a fellow at the Ethics and Public
Policy Center and a contributing editor to The
New Atlantis.
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Book Review by Mark Bauerlein

Extraordinary Actuality
Ernest Hemingway: A Biography, by Mary V. Dearborn.
Alfred A. Knopf, 752 pages, $35

O

n a february night in key west,
1936, Ernest Hemingway marched
over to friend and novelist John Dos
Passos’s house to confront the distinguished
poet Wallace Stevens. Stevens, a Harvard
man and vice president of the Hartford Accident and Indemnity Co., didn’t think much
of the boss-adventurer persona Hemingway
played up in Florida. He’d said so earlier that
evening to Hemingway’s sister, calling him
a “sap.” She hurried home to tell her brother,
who jumped at the challenge and headed out
the door. As he arrived and walked up the
steps, there was Stevens, who turned, recognized him, and swung. Hemingway dodged
and countered, knocking the poet to the
ground.
Stevens’s friend Judge Powell intervened.
Stevens was loaded, after all, and 20 years
older than the novelist. But Powell didn’t
step in and say, “Gentlemen, please, let’s not
fight—we can sit down, have a drink, and talk
it out.” Instead, he told them to make it a fair
contest and asked Hemingway to remove his
glasses. Stevens caught him with a right to

the jaw, but all that did was break two bones
in his hand. Hemingway, a talented amateur
boxer, put Stevens down again and again until he couldn’t get up. As he and his friend
stumbled away, Hemingway turned for home
elated. A few days later, Stevens showed up
at Hemingway’s door and apologized, begging him to keep silent about it. Our only account of the battle comes from Hemingway’s
private correspondence, a buoyant letter to
Sara Murphy (the model for Nicole Diver in
F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender Is the Night), but
his boasting has the air of truth. Stevens appeared afterwards with blackened eyes and a
cast on his hand.

I

n her biography of the most famous
writer of the 20th century, Mary Dearborn makes little of this scrap, which
might otherwise be presented as two giants
of American literary history in Homeric
(or Rabelaisian) combat. The version above
comes from another biography, Paul Mariani’s The Whole Harmonium: The Life of
Wallace Stevens (2016), which reads into it a
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personal dispute over literary style, Stevens’s
lyrical sublime versus Hemingway’s “antipoetry.” The fight has the added feature of
another Great American Writer, Dos Passos, who Hemingway once said “is the only
writer I know who isn’t more or less full of
shit,” and whose 1961 novel Mid-Century is
one of the sharpest portraits of labor agitation and corruption ever composed. (Dos
Passos is neglected by academics because he
renounced his leftist views after seeing firsthand the conduct of Stalinists in Spain; he
later became a passionate Cold Warrior and
contributor to National Review.)
But in Dearborn’s hefty account, the Stevens skirmish is one of dozens of fist fights
and sparring contests with (among others)
Ezra Pound, ex-champ Gene Tunney, and
dockworkers in Key West, not to mention
yelling matches with editors and ex-friends
and wives, plus close calls in World War I,
Spain, and World War II, where Hemingway
was officially a journalist but carried a weapon and sought out roving German detachments with reckless glee. We could include
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in this roster of bloodlust a passion for bullfighting and approval of cockfighting, along
with the times he drew out a submachine gun
on his fishing boat to blow apart sharks that
threatened his hooked marlin. Dearborn, an
admired biographer of Peggy Guggenheim
and Norman Mailer, delivers one violent episode after another in mundane detail. There
are so many hunting expeditions in Africa;
ski trips in the Alps; drinking binges in Paris,
New York, and Havana; mental breakdowns
at various points (near the end he underwent shock treatments in the Mayo Clinic);
stormy marriages (four) and boyish infatuations with Marlene Dietrich, Ava Gardner,
Ingrid Bergman, and others, that you wonder where the energy came from. What mania drove him from place to place, woman to
woman, and war to war? Only injury could
stop him—concussions and broken bones
that put him in the hospital, most famously
in 1918 on the Italian front when an explosion led to a long convalescence and sad love
affair with a nurse that became the basis for
A Farewell to Arms (1929). The conflicts and
perils didn’t end until the July morning in
1961 when Hemingway, now in Ketchum,
Idaho, slipped downstairs, grabbed a shotgun out of the storeroom, lay the butt on
the floor, set his forehead on the barrels, and
pulled the trigger.

I

n this new account of the legend,
Dearborn doesn’t probe deeply into the
writing. We have some entertaining passages on Pound, who advised Hemingway
after reading an early story, “I wish you wd.
Keep your eye on the objek MORE and be
less licherary”; Fitzgerald, who convinced him
to cut the first 16 draft pages of The Sun Also
Rises (1926), which contain, he said, “about 24
sneers, superiorities, and nose-thumbings-atnothing that mar the whole narrative”; and
editors and critics who tracked Hemingway’s
progress through the highs of the early stories
to the lows of To Have and Have Not (1937).
But there is nothing in the discussion that
will alter critical interpretation of the fiction.
Dearborn is more interested in Hemingway’s
odd hair fetish and androgynous sexuality
than in what he meant when he wrote in “A
Clean, Well-Lighted Place”: “what did he fear?
It was not fear or dread. It was a nothing that
he knew too well.” She makes much of the
fact that Hemingway’s mother dressed him
in girl’s clothes well into toddler years and
that she seems for a time to have maintained
a lesbian relationship that disgusted her husband and son, but Hemingway’s conversion to
Catholicism and how it figured in his writing

he commandeered a vacant hotel and helped
the Free French grill German captives, organize patrols, and cache weapons. He loved
every minute—in this case not out of an instinct for hijinks, but because of the promise
of righteous violence. Politics didn’t mean
much to him, save for a hatred of fascists
that was more visceral than ideological. He
loathed the FBI and, for a time, fraternized
onetheless, the sheer boun- with the Soviet secret police, but without any
ty of incidents and personalities serious thought about capitalism and Commakes for an astonishing read. In munism. All that mattered was how a person
only 14 pages well into the book, we learn behaved, and you could discover that best in
that Hemingway wrote to Senator Joe Mc- moments of danger.
Carthy that he “would knock you on your ass
was trying to learn to write, comthe best day you ever lived”; that he entered
mencing with the simplest things, and
a lion cage with a professional tamer, rubone of the simplest things of all and the
bing his body with lion lard in advance; that,
as he lay in a hospital in Padua in 1949 suf- most fundamental is violent death.” Hemingfering from blood poisoning, the New York way wrote that in Death in the Afternoon (1932),
Times reported that he had “only a short his study of bullfighting, and Dearborn quotes
time to live”; and that the title Across the it in acknowledgment of Hemingway’s
pared down art. She finds the association
of violence and writing “strange,” though,
and doesn’t pursue it. But this is precisely
In Hemingway’s
the basis of his appeal. I have often taught
simple declarative
Hemingway’s first published book, the story
collection In Our Time (1925), particularly
prose, banal habits are
the final entry “Big Two-Hearted River: Part
transformed into
I and II.” It is a masterpiece, one of those
rare instances when a superb writer reaches
what is most real
a level reserved only for those extraordinary
talents with a nose for what is fundamental
and true.
but not entirely clear and rational in human
existence. There is no violence in the story.
Nothing
much happens. A young man goes
River and into the Trees (1950) came from the
last words of Stonewall Jackson. You can’t to the woods, makes camp, goes fishing, goes
be sure whether the adventures spring from to sleep. But in Hemingway’s simple declaraan adolescent male bluster or a frightening tive prose, the banal habits are transformed
attraction to death. Dearborn’s eight-page into a tense psychic journey into what is
tale of anti-U-boat excursions off the coast most real and true. Early on, the protagoof Cuba in 1942 sounds like overdone col- nist—Hemingway’s recurrent character
lege antics. Promising U.S. officials that he Nick Adams—pauses on a bridge between
would hunt German subs prowling nearby, the burnt over town of Seney (a landscape
Hemingway outfitted his boat with rebuilt reminiscent of a battlefield in France) and the
engines, steel plating around the hull, twin woods that await him.
.50-caliber machine guns, grenades, and a
The river was there. It swirled against
primed bomb ready to be launched by jai alai
the log spiles of the bridge. Nick looked
players he hired as crew, all of it paid for by
down
into the clear, brown water, colored
the U.S. government. They trained intensely
from the pebbly bottom, and watched
and set out at nightfall, but never found any
the trout keeping themselves steady in
targets. Hemingway’s (third) wife thought
the current with wavering fins. As he
the whole thing “rot and rubbish.”
watched them they changed their posiBut nobody could laugh two years later
tions by quick angles, only to hold steady
when Hemingway watched from beyond
in the fast water again. Nick watched
the swells the landings at Omaha Beach; or
them
a long time.
when he hitched rides on bomber missions;
or when “he and his French partisans located
You expect Nick to move on, and Hemingmines, roadblocks, and any artillery lurking
between the village and Paris.” At one point, way, too, but the next paragraph begins with a
gets scant attention. At one point, she declares, “He was writing about a new, amoral
world and he was using language in such a way
as to be revolutionary,” a line calling for elaboration, but the very next sentence veers away
from stylistics: “He also began to become a
legend, already with an element of machismo
in the mix.”

N

“I

Claremont Review of Books w Summer 2017
Page 78

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
repetition: “He watched them holding themselves….” And in the next paragraph: “It was a
long time since Nick had looked into a stream
and seen trout.” When you ask why Nick fixates on the fish or visualize him staring downward for five or ten minutes, you realize that
something is wrong with him. Hemingway
never says so, though, only recounting Nick’s
studious selection of a campsite, his emotionless description of sliding grasshoppers onto a
fishing hook, and his movement through the
trees, the impact of which is temporary release from “the need for thinking, the need to
write, other needs.”
Deep thoughts and strong experiences are
to be avoided, as we see when Nick reacts to a
large fish that has broken his leader.

the concerns of 20th-century existentialist
thinkers and critics such as William Barrett who, in Irrational Man (1958), paired
Hemingway with Martin Heidegger and
Jean-Paul Sartre in their absorption in being and nothingness. We don’t talk much
any more about meaning and purpose, faith
and disillusionment. When we emphasize
human dignity, we think less about Man’s
place in the universe than about accepting people as whatever gender identity they
claim. The Big Questions today come from
social constructionism, not ontology. In
Dearborn’s hands, it makes for a fascinating
and profuse chronicle of a renowned writer’s
social and sexual life. But the core of Ernest
Hemingway’s significance, the reason why
we still read him, lies elsewhere—in the pain
Nick’s hand was shaky. He reeled in
sensitive souls suffer “in our time” and face
slowly. The thrill had been too much.
without fakery and phoniness. It is for us to
He felt, vaguely, a little sick, as though it
appreciate, despite the melodrama and his
would be better to sit down.
occasional descent into self-caricature, what
Wallace Stevens himself recognized six years
He steps out of the water, sits on a log so
after their fight, calling him “the most sigthat he doesn’t “rush his sensations any,” and
nificant of living poets, so far as the subject
hat instruction exceeds the of extraordinary actuality.”
lights a cigarette as “slowly the feeling of disoutlook of Ernest Hemingway: A Life,
appointment left him.”
which gives “Big Two-Hearted Riv- Mark Bauerlein is professor of English at Emory
We know that Nick has seen combat. One
of the modernist innovations of In Our Time er” but a paragraph. Nick’s tale fits better University and a senior editor of First Things.
is the vignettes of violence Hemingway inserts between the stories, one of which has
Nick propped against a wall with a bullet in
his spine. Before Part I of “Big Two-Hearted
River” begins, he describes a catastrophe in
the bullring (“Once the horn went all the way
through him and he felt it go into the sand”),
and before Part II an execution (“When they
came toward him with the cap to go over
his head Sam Cardinella lost control of his
sphincter muscle”). Hemingway’s plodding
description of Nick’s careful handling of minutiae unfolds in this context of death and
violence. The more objective and simplistic is
Nick’s attention to things, the more we sense
a submerged trauma. Hemingway includes
just enough oddity to suggest it, for example,
when Nick cooks some spaghetti and says out
loud, “‘I’ve got a right to eat this kind of stuff,
if I’m willing to carry it,’” but finds that “His
voice sounded strange in the darkening woods.
He did not speak again.” Something is wrong,
yes, violence has happened, and the answer is
to focus on the fundamentals of life and being.
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What a City Is For
Remaking the Politics of Displacement

The MIT Press

Matt Hern
“Matt Hern’s What a City is For not only offers a
brilliant analysis of the violence of urban dispossession and displacement in settler-colonial
contexts, it envisions a radically alternative view
of the city grounded in a decolonizesd conception of land and sovereignty.”
—Glen Sean Coulthard, author of Red Skin,
White Masks

Hate Spin
The Manufacture of Religious Offense and
Its Threat to Democracy
Cherian George
“In the era of Donald Trump and the rise of
manufactured outrage, Hate Spin provides
an important contribution. Cherian George
sheds new light on a politics of grievance and
the intentional targeting of minorities through
hate speech, and does so through a narrative
structure that moves seamlessly across
several continents.”
—Michael Signer, author of Demagogue:
The Fight to Save Democracy from Its Worst
Enemies

Raised To Rage
The Politics of Anger and the Roots
of Authoritarianism
Michael A. Milburn and Sheree D. Conrad
“This lively and provocative book offers a
thoughtful analysis of the impact of unresolved
personal issues on public support for dysfunctional, or at least sub-optimal, policies pursued
at the governmental level.”

mitpress.mit.edu
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—Kathleen Knight
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Book Review by Brian C. Anderson

The Living City
Eyes on the Street: The Life of Jane Jacobs, by Robert Kanigel.
Alfred A. Knopf, 496 pages, $35

I

f you live or work in a successful
American city, Jane Jacobs’s influence is
pervasive, though you may not recognize
it. It’s there in the new “mixed-use” development, with its sleek condos and boutique
commerce and proximity to schools, and
there, too, in the bustling neighborhood, rescued from the wrecking ball a few decades
back, where old apartments now sell for millions. And it’s there in the way we view cities—not as fated to entropic collapse but as
potentially vital, surging with economic and
cultural creativity and renewing themselves
ceaselessly.
Lacking official academic credentials,
Jacobs, who died at 89 in 2006, used her
formidable intelligence, eye for telling detail, and lifelong distrust of authorities to
educate herself about how urban areas prosper. She authored several important books,
mostly about cities, including the 1961 classic, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, which transformed urban planning forever. Along with her writing came a side career as a community activist. Most famously,
she went to war against New York’s power-

ful master planner Robert Moses and won,
saving her beloved Greenwich Village from
“urban renewal” and lower Manhattan from
destruction by expressway. Given Jacobs’s
prominence, it’s surprising that no full biography had appeared before Robert Kanigel’s Eyes on the Street arrived in late 2016,
marking the centenary of its subject’s birth.
It’s unlikely to be matched in comprehensiveness any time soon. A one-time Guggenheim
fellow and author of The Man Who Knew Infinity (1991), a biography of mathematician
Srinivasa Ramanujan recently made into
a film, Kanigel also writes with admirable
clarity.

J

ane butzner was born into a middleclass family in then-prosperous Scranton,
Pennsylvania. Her father, John “Decker”
Butzner, was a doctor; her mother, Bessie,
had trained as a nurse. Evidence of Jacobs’s
intellect appeared early. As a kid, she carried
on imaginary conversations with Thomas
Jefferson—he “always wanted to get into abstractions,” she would say—and the more
down-to-earth Benjamin Franklin. She also
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read everything she could get her hands on
and wrote poems, publishing one in American
Girl in 1927. But she was a disorderly student,
constantly scrapping with teachers. In fourth
or fifth grade, for example, her teacher pronounced that wearing boots would hurt one’s
eyesight. “Silly,” thought Jane, and her everrational father agreed. She began to stomp
around school in rubber boots, taunting her
teacher: “See my eyes? Look at ’em—they’re
just fine.” School mostly bored her.
Jane Butzner’s path to becoming Jane Jacobs, urban visionary, was winding. She enrolled in Scranton’s Powell School of Business in 1933, where she learned to take dictation and type, and developed other practical
skills that would come in handy in Depression-era America. She subsequently took an
unpaid position at a Scranton newspaper,
covering weddings and local politics and
writing reviews. Then she spent time with
her Aunt Martha, a Christian missionary, in
Higgins, North Carolina, a backwater where
basic know-how had eroded and people were
so poor, she later wrote, “that the snapping
of a pitchfork or the rusting of a plow posed

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
a serious financial crisis.” Each of these experiences proved formative. Business classes
grounded her; newspaper work taught her
how to report and meet deadlines; and living
in Higgins planted a question in her mind:
how could the town’s condition have gotten
so dire?

I

n mid-november 1934, at the depression’s nadir, Jane moved to New York
City. She wanted to be a writer but initially took on a series of low-paying clerical jobs, living with her older sister Betty
in Brooklyn. Jane began exploring the city,
taking the subway to random stops, getting
out, marveling at New York’s worlds-withinworlds. One such stop, Christopher Street in
Greenwich Village, particularly charmed her,
and she and Betty soon moved to the bohemian neighborhood. Over the next 33 years,
Jane had three homes in New York City, all
in the Village.
Jacobs’s big break as a writer came in the
pages of Vogue, which ran her over-the-transom profile of New York’s fur district in late
1935. They paid her $40—three times what
a week of typing brought in—and asked for
more. She enrolled in Columbia University’s
continuing education program, taking classes
in economic geography, geology, zoology, and
constitutional law, and “loving every minute
of it,” Kanigel writes. Reading deeply for the
law course, she compiled a selection of ideas
considered but rejected during the Constitutional Convention, proposed it as a book to
Columbia University Press, and got it published as Constitutional Chaff (1941)—a remarkable achievement for a young woman
just out of high school.
When war arrived, ending the Depression
in the fever of military production, the U.S.
Office of War Information hired Jacobs to
promote the Allied cause. She excelled, winning big assignments and a supervisory role.
She also got married. Bob Jacobs was an architect, employed at the time at a military aircraft complex in Long Island. It would be a
life match, based on a profound friendship.
After the war, Jacobs went to work for Architectural Forum. Bob patiently showed her how
to read blueprints, and she wrote up a storm on
shopping malls, hospital design, and other assigned topics, adding to her idiosyncratic store
of knowledge. Meantime, the themes of Death
and Life germinated. A crucial moment occurred in 1955, when Jacobs traveled to Philadelphia to cover the city’s heralded urban renewal under planning commissioner Edmund
Bacon. He first showed Jacobs a black neighborhood, set to be bulldozed; this was his bad
“before.” It was dirty and run down, Jacobs

noticed—but teeming with people. Then Bacon showed her his “after”: a fine new housing project, rising up majestically over what
was once a similarly beaten-down street. The
neighborhood was much cleaner—but lifeless.
All Jacobs could see was one little boy, glumly
kicking a tire. “Where are the people?” she
asked.
Jacobs discovered something similar in
East Harlem, New York. East Harlem’s vast
Franklin Houses provided 1,200 public-housing apartments, but the project’s construction had pushed out some 200 small shops
and community organizations, from grocers
to political clubs—the lifeblood of an impoverished but functioning tenement neighborhood—leaving a social void.

J

acobs grew dubious about the age’s
consensus on cities. The planners and
their establishment allies were “seized
with dreams of order,” she believed, their
guru the modernist Swiss-French architect
Le Corbusier, celebrant of the “Radiant City”
of tomorrow, where people lived in gleaming
towers, surrounded by green parkways, all the
disorder of the old, messy city scrubbed away.
No more chaos on city streets, in Le Corbusier’s geometric ideal: living would be done in
one place, shopping in another, and manufacturing in yet another. But was this still a city,
Jacobs wondered? Funded by a Rockefeller
Foundation research grant and an advance
from famed editor Jason Epstein, Jacobs took
leave from Architectural Forum to turn what
she had seen, and what she now believed, into
a book.
Writing took longer than expected, but
when it finally appeared, The Death and
Life of Great American Cities was an event.
“Under the seeming disorder of the old city,
wherever the old city is working successfully,”
the book announced, “is a marvelous order
for maintaining the safety of the streets and
the freedom of the city.” It was not the dead
regime imposed by top-down planners but a
“complex order,” built up from the countless
arrangements of civil society. What made it
possible, Jacobs argued, was an “exuberant
diversity,” resting on four conditions. First,
the modernists got things exactly wrong
in slicing up city life into functional components; a vital neighborhood should meet
multiple needs, offering places to live, socialize, work, play, and learn. A jumble of
primary uses put people on the sidewalks at
all hours, which meant “eyes on the street,”
watching for potential threats to the community. Short blocks, a second condition,
encouraged variety in walking paths, unanticipated encounters, and opportunities for
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businesses to find new clients. Long blocks,
by contrast—especially the “super-blocks”
favored by city planners for public housing
or other large-scale urban projects—brought
only stagnation. And old buildings shouldn’t
always get ripped down, Jacobs contended.
Often with low rents, they could be repurposed as inexpensive incubators of new uses
and ideas. Finally, density wasn’t bad, as the
planners claimed, but an urban advantage.
“In cities, liveliness and variety attract more
liveliness; deadness and monotony repel life,”
observed Jacobs in one of Death and Life’s
numerous striking formulations.
Epstein praised The Death and Life of Great
American Cities as “the most exciting book on
city planning that I have ever read—and one
of the most exciting books on any subject I
have ever seen.” Major magazines lined up
to run excerpts and reviews. Not every notice was favorable. Urbanist Lewis Mumford,
writing in the New Yorker, blasted “Mother
Jacobs,” as he sneeringly called her, for “faulty
data, inadequate evidence, and startling miscomprehensions of views contrary to hers.”
But he took 8,000 words to go after the book,
underscoring its importance.
Though Jacobs emphasized that there was
“no direct, simple relationship between good
housing and good behavior,” Death and Life at
times gave the impression that urban design
determined community vitality. Maybe some
neighborhoods thrived because of the kind
of people who lived there, not the length of
blocks or mixture of uses. And Jacobs wrongly downplayed the role of policing in neighborhood security. Eyes on the street weren’t
sufficient to keep American cities safe during
the 1970s, ’80s, and into the ’90s, when crime
rates exploded; it took major shifts in police
methods and deployment to restore order.
Her hostility to suburbs as life-sapping was
also overstated. Still, Jacobs won the main
argument. Among city planners and urban
architects these days, everyone is a Jacobean,
or claims to be.

E

ven as she was becoming an intellectual celebrity, Jacobs found herself
drawn into community activism. She
had a talent for it, says Kanigel, though defeating Moses and his plans to ram highway
traffic through whole swaths of Manhattan
required different skills “than blue-penciling
a recalcitrant paragraph.” Jacobs “the scrappy
street fighter” had to make deals, issue public
statements, write letters, sit through boring
public meetings, and appeal to, or threaten,
friends and enemies alike. She detested Moses, whom she claimed “did more harm to
New York City than any other hundred men
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you can imagine put together” And he hated
her. When Death and Life’s publisher, Random House, sent a copy to Moses, he fired
back: “I am returning the book you sent me.
Aside from the fact that it is intemperate and
inaccurate, it is also libelous…. Sell this junk
to someone else.” Kanigel gives relatively short
shrift to the struggle between Jacobs and Moses, perhaps because other books, such as Roberta Brandes Gratz’s The Battle for Gotham:
New York in the Shadow of Robert Moses and
Jane Jacobs (2010), have covered it in detail.
He is right to observe, however, that Jacobs’s
hard-fought victories marked the beginning
of Moses’s downfall.
In the summer of 1968, the Jacobses, vocal
opponents of the Vietnam War and worried
that their two sons would be drafted, left their
beloved Village and moved to Toronto. Bob
landed a job with a Canadian architectural
firm, and Jane was soon clashing with local
planners over yet another proposed expressway, joining forces with media theorist Marshall McLuhan and other activists to quash
the plan. Jacobs eventually became as much
a Torontonian as she had been a New Yorker,
selling jam at the neighborhood fair and sitting on her front porch watching kids on the
sidewalk, practicing the virtues of civil society.

T

he economy of cities came out
about a year after the Toronto move,
and, in a quieter way, would become
as influential as The Death and Life of Great
American Cities. Its central contention was
that cities ignited economic growth—but
only when they generated new forms of work.
Consider Los Angeles. The city hemorrhaged
more than 200,000 jobs in shipbuilding and
aircraft manufacturing in World War II’s im-

mediate aftermath, yet generated an increase
in overall employment over the same period.
What occurred, Jacobs explains, was a remarkable burst of innovation, as small firms
started making products previously imported
into the city and began exporting them—
sliding doors, hospital equipment, tools, and
much else. Fueling this creative explosion was
an adaptive process through which one kind
of work was extended into new kinds—the
way New York dressmaker Ida Rosenthal invented an early brassiere to perfect the fit of
her garments. Dressmaking was “old work,”
wrote Jacobs; brassieres were “new work.”
When cities stop innovating and adapting,
economic stagnation is inevitable—witness
Detroit and its car-dominated economy, already in decline when The Economy of Cities
hit bookshelves.
Jacobs was not a number cruncher, and
was an autodidact, but The Economy of Cities
and its sequel, Cities and the Wealth of Nations (1984), which applied its theories to
the global economy, gained a significant following among academic economists. Chief
among them was the University of Chicago’s
Robert Lucas, whose human capital writings
won him a Nobel Prize in 1995. He found
exciting Jacobs’s emphasis on ideas as drivers
of growth—and her recognition that cities
were good for ideas because they brought so
many bright people together. “Ideas get put
into use, they arise from different cultures
and bodies of knowledge meeting each other,”
Lucas noted. Harvard economist Edward
Glaeser, acknowledging Jacobs’s influence,
has made the entrepreneurial might of urban
“agglomerations” central to his research, popularized in his brilliant 2011 book, Triumph of
the City.
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N

othing that jacobs would go on
to write would match the remarkable
influence of Death and Life and The
Economy of Cities. Systems of Survival (1992),
written as a fictionalized symposium, examines the “web of trust” among strangers that
sustains social and economic life, seeing it as
built on two distinct, and necessary, moralities:
that of “Guardians,” who use force and guile to
protect society, and that of market actors, who
practice the soft virtues of commerce. The Nature of Economies (2000), another symposium,
interprets economic life as akin to nature in
that both involve “differentiation emerging
from generality”—basic things developing into
more complex things. In her final book, Dark
Age Ahead (2004), Jacobs warned about five
pillars of civilization that were “dangerously
close to the brink of lost memory and cultural
uselessness”: family and community, higher
education, science and technology, government, and learned societies. All these books,
Kanigel points out, feature striking observations and insights, even if they’re less successful than Jacobs’s early masterworks.
Few thinkers can claim to have had a significant influence on one area of life. Jane Jacobs
could justly claim she had it on three: the way
we think about neighborhoods and urban vitality; the way we think about economics and
human capital; and the actual fates of New
York and Toronto, two cities that would look
much different if the planners had had their
way. In Robert Kanigel’s Eyes on the Street, she
now has a biography worthy of her extraordinary achievements.
Brian C. Anderson is editor of City Journal and
author of Democratic Capitalism and its Discontents (ISI Books) and other books.
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Essay by Daniel J. Mahoney

Peter Augustine Lawler, 1951–2017

T

he sudden death of peter augustine
Lawler on May 23 came as a shock to
his friends, family, and acquaintances.
At 65, he was a man of long horizons and
limitless energy. He had just been named in
January the editor of Modern Age, the august conservative intellectual quarterly, and
his lively first issue—dedicated to conservatism in the age of Trump—suggested that
Modern Age was on the verge of becoming a
truly indispensable journal once again. He
continued to edit Perspectives on Political
Science, a quarterly that eschewed scientism
and was truly open to humane reflection on
politics, philosophy, religion, literature, and
statesmanship. It was one of the few political
science journals really worth reading. One
couldn’t help admiring Peter’s intellectual
eros, public spiritedness, and infectious sense
of fun.
He went out of his way to court the best
young scholars, graciously giving them a place
in his various book collections and publishing
enterprises—some with revealing titles such
as Democracy and Its Friendly Critics (2004)
and Faith, Reason, and Political Life Today
(2001). He had an eye for those who were

pursuing a “dissident” path in an intellectual
arena increasingly dominated by an aggressive
and illiberal political correctness. All in all, he
was the most generous of human beings and
a boon companion to those who struggled
alongside him to defend political decency and
nobility, religion shorn of sentimentality and
fideism, and the contemplation of the highest
possibilities of the human soul. He was an
authentic philosopher, whose originality was
rooted in the rediscovery and restatement of
old truths.
But he was also an active presence in the
public square. Many knew him as a blogger at
No Left Turns, First Things, and National Review, commenting in a wry but authoritative
way on day-to-day politics, the intersection of
faith and political philosophy, and on popular
culture (including hit TV shows like The Sopranos, Big Love, and Girls). Peter seemed to see every movie worth seeing (and a few I might have
avoided). Some of his best blog posts have been
collected in Allergic to Crazy (2014), published
by St. Augustine’s Press, which along with ISI
Books and Rowman & Littlefield had the good
sense over the years to publish many of Peter’s
books and edited collections.
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ossessing what aleksandr solzhenitsyn called a principled “point of
view,” one that gave him a settled appreciation of the human condition and of the full
range of the human virtues, Peter robustly defended the truth as he saw it—without undue
spiritedness and in a manner that was always
leavened by a sense of humor. In his presentations at professional meetings and at sundry
speaking events and conferences (Peter got
around), he would laugh at his own jokes in a
wonderfully endearing way. He combined fun
and high seriousness and, when needed, pugnacity. He loved his family—his wife Rita, his
daughter Cat, his sister-in-law Sarah, and his
beloved grandchildren.
Peter graduated in 1973 from Allentown
College (later DeSales University), a small
Catholic liberal arts college in Pennsylvania,
and then received a Ph.D. in political science
from the University of Virginia. There he met
Delba Winthrop who tutored him in political
philosophy and introduced him to the wisdom of Aristotle and Alexis de Tocqueville.
He was always grateful to her.
He loved Berry College in Mount Berry,
Georgia, where he taught for 37 years. He
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loved his country and was therefore a “friendly
critic” of democracy’s excesses, ever more apparent in recent years. He loved God and his
Church and freely affirmed, as he liked to say,
that we human beings were “born to know, to
love, and to die.”

O

ne not unsympathetic reviewer
called Peter the world’s most prominent “thanocentric” political thinker
and cultural critic writing today. He took it as
a compliment. Of course, Peter had no nihilistic death wish—far from it. He repeatedly
affirmed the “indestructibility” of “the good
that is human life or liberty.” But against the
transhumanists, those who wanted to get rid
of death, he saw the free acceptance of our
“self-conscious mortality” as nothing less than
a gift from God and a mark of spiritual grace
and maturity. And against the existentialists,
he did not believe that death was the final
word or a reason for despair. In doing so, he
held on to faith in the promises of God and
to Christian hope against every manifestation
of nihilism. He believed, reasonably I think,
in the “primacy of the Good.” Like one of his
heroes, the Southern novelist Walker Percy,
he refused to believe that the truth was ultimately sad. As he liked to say, “there is some
correspondence between human thought and
the way things really are.” His “postmodernism” entailed a return to classical-Christian
realism and not some thoughtless radicalization of modernity.
Peter published many books, some structured as monographs, others as collections of
essays on common themes. A few stand out.
His 1993 book, The Restless Mind: Alexis de
Tocqueville on the Origin and Perpetuation of
Human Liberty, is an enduring contribution
to Tocquevillian studies. For Peter, the great
French statesman and thinker turned to political life and a manly defense of political liberty
because politics and liberty were intrinsically
good and because they were a welcome “diversion” from the restlessness that drove him.
Lawler’s Tocqueville was a principled critic
of philosophical materialism and democratic
leveling; an eloquent defender of the human
soul against pantheism and all efforts to reduce it to something other than itself; and a
friend and defender of Catholicism who could
not affirm all its dogmatic truths. In The Restless Mind, Peter provided the best account of
Tocqueville’s Recollections I know of, relating
Tocqueville’s analysis of democracy to his

own political psychology, one that owed much glories of the ancient city-state, medieval feumore to Blaise Pascal (and, to some extent, dalism, or a bygone rural America.
Aristotle) than to John Locke and the early
moderns.
n his last books, peter continued
to develop his thesis that the American
ostmodernism rightly understood:
Founders “built better than they knew.”
The Return to Realism in American He presented a plausible and even compelling
Thought (1999) also stands out. Here, defense of the Declaration of Independence
as elsewhere, Peter took aim at Allan Bloom’s as a work of “legislative compromise”—one in
“aristocratic Platonism” which made Socrates which the Calvinists in the Continental Contoo trans-political and too divorced from the gress amended Jefferson’s Lockean Declaramoral virtues that are also part of the truth tion to make it more theistic and traditional
about man. Peter drew out all the moral and while continuing to defend natural rights and
philosophical resources of Walker Percy and government by consent. The result—a balChristopher Lasch, defending “moral realism” anced synthesis of Christian and modern wisagainst “therapeutic elitism.” It was in this dom—was “intended by neither the Calvinist
book that he became forever identified with nor Lockean parties to the compromise.” By
“postmodern conservatism.” As Peter—and placing a free people “under God,” the foundPeter alone—understood it, postmodernism ers transcended in decisive respects the natis the “human reflection on the failure of the ural rights theorizing of the early moderns.
modern project to eradicate human mystery The great American Catholics John Courtney
and misery [Pascal again] and to bring history Murray and Orestes Brownson were Peter’s
to an end.” He admired the lesson that the inspirations and forerunners in this regard.
anti-Communist dissidents Solzhenitsyn and He never believed that Catholics have to
Vaclav Havel provided about the noble human choose between the American experiment in
effort to resist “human manipulation” of every self-government and their faith. “Pure demockind. This noble resistance was rooted in hu- racy,” with its frontal assault on responsible,
man nature and the great imperative of “living conscientious choice and its claim that all
in truth.” Against the illusions of self-creation, choices are equal (a “hellish” thesis in Peter’s
Peter followed Solzhenitsyn and Havel in de- view), entails a simultaneous attack on true
fending “conscientious responsibility.”
philosophy, reasonable faith, and a republiModern and American Dignity (2010) as- canism worthy of the name.
sailed those “autonomy freaks” who forgot
Peter was no friend of the “religion of diverthat persons are “erotic or animated by love.” sity,” believing that liberal education must still
That book defends the view that we are “re- be open to the challenge of truth, including
lational” persons, not merely autonomous religious truth. Peter found that openness at
individuals. But Peter went even further. He Berry College and wrote movingly about his
believed that true science must recognize the small liberal arts college in American Heresies.
personal character of the Logos—of the reaPeter Lawler was my close friend and colson and speech—at the very core of the uni- laborator for over 30 years. We saw each other
verse. There is a ground for being a “relational” three or four times a year, went to the same
person in the fact that nature was created by conferences, and contributed to the same
a personal God. Pope Benedict XVI was Pe- symposia. We e-mailed and talked on the
ter’s great teacher in exploring the ultimately phone. His was one of the great friendships
personal character of what was really real. of my life. A patriot, philosopher, and politiLike Solzhenitsyn, he criticized the modern cal scientist who “lived in truth” and brought
world for its excessive materialism and “its re- classical and Christian wisdom to bear on our
placement of God and virtue with therapeutic contemporary discontents, he will be missed
techno-comforts and legalism.” A free person by all who loved him. May he rest in peace.
is both a being with God-given rights and a
relational person “with invincible responsibili- Daniel J. Mahoney holds the Augustine Chair
ties.” And there is no going back to an earlier in Distinguished Scholarship at Assumption Colagrarian stage of the division of labor, as Peter lege. His latest book, The Humanitarian Submade clear in his final book, American Her- version of Christianity: Why the Christian
esies and Higher Education (2016). He never Religion is Not the Religion of Humanity,
suffered from envy or nostalgia for the alleged will appear from St. Augustine’s Press in 2018.
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Elizabethan Virtues

I

n the 1873 edition of the english
Constitution, Walter Bagehot argued that
in order to “exercise a wide sway” over
the “mixed population” enfranchised by the
Reform Act of 1867, the British government
must maintain both “dignified parts” and “efficient parts.” The dignified parts were the
tradition and pomp of the monarchy, which
served to distract “the vacant many” from the
workings of Parliament, the Cabinet, and the
House of Commons—the efficient parts that
were dull and incomprehensible to the “common ordinary mind.” As he wrote, “[R]oyalty
is a government in which the attention of the
nation is concentrated on one person doing
interesting actions. A Republic is a government in which that attention is divided between many, who are all doing uninteresting
actions.”
If Bagehot were alive today, he would
doubtless applaud the British media for
still upholding this distinction. For those
who can follow politics, print and broadcast
outlets provide plenty of news coverage and
debate. For those who cannot, these same
outlets, guided by the BBC and the Royal
Communications Office, provide a steady
flow of hagiographic headlines and deferential documentaries about the monarchy, the
royal family, and Queen Elizabeth II, still
a paragon of dignity at 91. Seeing all this,
Bagehot would have no reason to revise his
claim that “a royal family sweetens politics
by the seasonable addition of nice and pretty
events.”
But of course, this is not the whole picture. Bagehot would also see masses of ordinary Britons spellbound by a never-ending
media spectacle of shameless, corrupt, undignified, and inefficient behavior by their
“betters,” whether peers, prime ministers,

or politicians—even royals at times. As a
sophisticated Victorian, he would likely be
more shocked by the public exposure of such
behavior than by the behavior itself. But he
would also wonder about how the public’s
fondness for “nice and pretty events” got
downgraded to a bottomless appetite for
swill.
Here in America we may wonder about
the same thing, as we behold the violence,
vulgarity, and vitriol of our own media spectacle. Would we be better off with a monarch? The British actor Stephen Fry thinks
so: in a Fourth of July message in the New
York Times, he jokingly suggests that America should “choose an Uncle Sam or Aunt
Samantha” and give him or her “the powers
of a constitutional sovereign,” so that every
week the president would be reminded that
he serves “a bigger idea than power, a nobler
entity than a political party or a trending
ideology.”
It is sometimes remarked that the American equivalent of royalty is celebrity, with
the megastars of sports and entertainment
standing in for dukes and duchesses, princes
and princesses. But as any loyal subject of
Queen Elizabeth II can attest, this ignores
a crucial difference. In the words of British
journalist Andrew Marr: “Celebrities court
the camera, they open up. The Queen is not
a celebrity. The cameras court her, and she
doesn’t.”
Marr made this comment as host of The
Diamond Queen, one of the better documentaries churned out by the BBC. Consciously
or not, Marr was echoing Bagehot’s insight
that the chief contribution of the modern monarchy is to dignify the efficient but
grubby business of parliamentary politics.
Strikingly, that same insight provides a useClaremont Review of Books w Summer 2017
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ful yardstick by which to judge the seriousness and artistic merit of countless film and
TV treatments of the British monarchy—in
particular, of the two great queens named
Elizabeth.
As an unmarried, childless woman, Elizabeth I has the dubious distinction of having
inspired quite a few un-serious, un-artistic
films. Her only rival in this is her father, Henry VIII, with his six ill-fated wives. But in
most films about Henry, a favorite bit of dramatic irony is to show him bemoaning his lack
of a suitable male heir while the red-haired
toddler Elizabeth cavorts in the background.
So let us begin with her.
Elizabeth I: Beyond the Queen’s Sex Life

I

n 16th-century england, dignity
and efficiency were united in the crown,
and Elizabeth I was mistress of both. Yet
this achievement has mattered less to most
filmmakers than her sex life, or lack thereof.
In 1912 there was a French silent film called
Les Amours de la reine Élisabeth. Over the decades there have appeared three productions
entitled The Virgin Queen (1923, 1955, 2005),
each to some degree depicting Elizabeth I as
a sex-starved sourpuss with the gall to grow
old without benefit of modern dentistry.
Less insulting are the two crowd-pleasers
starring Cate Banchett: Elizabeth (1998) and
Elizabeth: The Golden Age (2007). Thanks
largely to Blanchett, both films have some
stirring moments. But they, too, are obsessed
with the queen’s love life—indeed, they distort history so as to keep her well supplied
with suitors and thwarted romances until finally, at the end of the second film, she cuts
her hair, paints her face white, and announces
that henceforth she will be “married to Eng-
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land.” (The real reason for the face paint was
scarring from smallpox.)
Subtract Blanchett and you have the
Showtime series The Tudors (2007-10), described by its creator, Michael Hirst, as “an
entertainment, a soap opera, and not history.”
At this level, only a few tweaks and costume
changes would be needed to set the same
soap opera in, say, imperial Vienna, colonial
Argentina, or plutocratic Azerbaijan. All it
takes is a powerful man desperate for a male
heir treating everyone badly until he dies and
is succeeded by his neglected but brilliant
daughter.
If the rule is films and TV series that fail
to do justice to Elizabeth I, then there are
two notable exceptions: the 1971 BBC series
Elizabeth R, starring Glenda Jackson; and the
2005 series, Elizabeth I, starring Helen Mirren, co-produced by HBO and Channel Four
Television Corporation.
For its time, the Glenda Jackson series had
a generous budget. But most of the money
must have been spent on Jackson’s costumes,
because the rest of the production has a
bargain-basement look compared with today’s high-definition eye candy. But the great
strength of the BBC, then and now, is superb
writing and acting—and there is plenty of
both in this portrayal of a queen whose craving for love is only a small part of a larger political context.
My only criticism of Jackson’s carefully
etched performance is that she etched it in
frost. For a warmer portrayal, we have Mir-

The Tudors, created by Michael Hirst.
Sony Pictures Television
Elizabeth R, created by Roderick Graham. BBC
Elizabeth I, directed by Tom Hooper. Screenplay by Nigel
Williams. All3Media
A Royal Night Out, directed by Julian Jarrold. Screenplay by
Trevor de Silva and Kevin Hood. Lionsgate
The King’s Speech, directed by Tom Hooper. Screenplay by
David Seidler. The Weinstein Company
The Queen, by Stephen Frears. Screenplay
by Peter Morgan. Pathé
The Crown, created by Peter Morgan. Netflix
King Charles III, directed by Rupert Goold. Screenplay by
Mike Bartlett. BBC

ren’s amazing performance in Elizabeth I, a
two-part series that presents the queen as a
classical paragon of developed virtue—a hotblooded soul, quick to anger and foolish in
love, who is nonetheless capable of recognizing and curbing her passions. The Elizabethans were not romantics: they did not delude
themselves into trusting the heart over the
head. This series, the best of the lot, makes
vivid the struggle of a monarch to rule herself
so that she might rule others.
Elizabeth II: In the Spotlight

T

urning to elizabeth ii, we find
an overwhelming volume of material. From the BBC alone there is
endless footage showing her majesty meeting
and greeting every human being on the planet
(and possibly some extra-terrestrials, though
I’ve not had time to check). There is also a
filmed record of nearly a century’s worth of
coronations, weddings, funerals, public ceremonies, and Jubilees Silver, Golden, Diamond,
and Sapphire (the latter observed privately).
Yet despite all this, there is a dearth of fictionalized portrayals. One website listing the
“best movie versions of Elizabeth II” contains
only seven items—and they include episodes
from The Simpsons and news video of her majesty arriving in at the 2012 London Olympics
in a helicopter.
Of feature films, there are three: A Royal
Night Out (2015), a fluffy, made-up tale about
Elizabeth and her sister Margaret venturing
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incognito into the V-E Day revels in London;
The King’s Speech (2010), about their beloved
father “Bertie” (King George VI) overcoming his stammer, in which Elizabeth appears
as a 13-year-old; and The Queen (2006),
about the Royal Family’s reaction to the
1997 death of Princess Diana. Of these, only
The Queen takes a serious look at Elizabeth
II the monarch.
Written by Peter Morgan, a gifted screenwriter whose immigrant background (Polish
Catholic mother, German Jewish father) may
have endowed him with a certain distance on
British royalty, The Queen stars Helen Mirren
in another amazing (and Oscar-winning) performance as a deeply traditional sovereign resisting, then gradually bending to, a tsunami
of pressure from the media—and her prime
minister, Tony Blair—to make a public show
of grief at the death in a car crash of the former Princess Diana.
Reviewing the film at the time (“Reel
Queens,” CRB, Winter 2006-07), I quoted
several American critics who simply assumed
it was about a stuffy old lady being clueless.
One of the more obtuse was Manohla Dargis of the New York Times, who praised The
Queen’s “sublimely nimble evisceration of that
cult of celebrity known as the British royal
family.”
This is exactly backwards. If the royal family is a cult, it is a cult of dignity, not celebrity.
Having lived her whole life in the spotlight,
Elizabeth II did not find the media circus surrounding Diana’s death “bewildering.” On the
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in the
next issue

contrary, she knew that circus all too well. As
a child, she had seen her uncle, King Edward
VIII (better known as the Duke of Windsor)
become tabloid fodder when he abdicated to
marry the American divorcée Wallis Simpson. As a young woman, she had seen the
same thing happen to her impulsive younger
sister, Princess Margaret. And all that before
Charles married Diana.
Dignity vs. Celebrity

CRB Fall 2017
Joseph Epstein
Political Discourse
James Hankins &
Algis Valiunas
the Protestant
Reformation at 500
Janet E. Smith
Capital Punishment
David P. Goldman
China vs. America
Samuel Gregg
Hayek & Keynes
Neal B. Freeman
William F. Buckley, Jr.
Jean M. Yarbrough
Thomas Jefferson
Christopher Caldwell
John Quincy Adams
Jason Jividen
John C. Calhoun
Diana Schaub
the Museum of the
American Revolution

Subscribe today.
www.claremont.org/subscribe

T

he queen was such a hit that
Morgan went on to write a play, The
Audience, imagining a typical weekly “audience” between her majesty and ten
of the 13 prime ministers who have served
her. That play subsequently became the basis
for The Crown, an ambitious new TV series
created by Morgan and projected to last six
seasons, one for each decade of Elizabeth II’s
reign. Notably, The Crown is being produced
not by the BBC-PBS partnership that typically brings British fare to our shores, but by
the lowly yet deep-pocketed Netflix.
In the excellent first season, The Crown
subtly probes the ways in which the modern cult of celebrity has upset the balance
between dignity and efficiency. Early on, we
see the young Princess Elizabeth (Claire
Foy) being tutored in Bagehot’s distinction
by the vice-provost of Eton. We also see that
she needs no tutoring in this matter, because
she is witness to the contrast between her
uncle, the Duke of Windsor (Alex Jennings),
who relinquishes the throne but continues
to court the camera; and her father, George
VI (Jared Harris), who stoically assumes the
throne—and barely tolerates the camera
courting him.
In the aforementioned BBC documentary, The Diamond Queen, host Andrew Marr
describes Edward VIII as “the bad king, the
Windsor who got it wrong. Vain and selfindulgent, he demonstrated that charisma,
while useful in politics and art, is a dangerous confection for a constitutional monarch.”
To Americans old enough to remember the
romantic Duke of Windsor, this sounds a bit
churlish. What could this handsome, dashing
fellow who gave it all up for love have possibly
done wrong?
Here’s what I admire most about The
Crown: in sympathetic human terms, it shows
precisely what Edward got wrong. It was not
that he found himself in the spotlight—kings
and queens cannot help doing that. Rather it
was that he liked it too much. We see this in
the scene where he and Wallis (Lia Williams)
allow a magazine crew into their recently
acquired mansion in the Bois de Boulogne.
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When the reporter asks for “some tips for entertaining,” Wallis turns to Edward aghast:
“Did we agree to that?” Carelessly he replies,
“We did, darling, yes. They paid extra.”
Even more sympathetic, but equally judgmental, is The Crown’s portrayal of Princess
Margaret (Vanessa Kirby), another charismatic moth drawn to the celebrity flame.
The first season traces Margaret’s truncated
romance with Royal Air Force Group Captain Peter Townsend (Ben Miles), whom she
meets when he is serving as equerry to King
George VI. When Elizabeth becomes queen,
Margaret seeks her permission to marry. But
because Peter is divorced, Elizabeth urges the
pair to separate and wait two years until Margaret is 25 and no longer needs royal permission. But it quickly becomes clear that, while
Elizabeth is stoic enough to bear such a burden, Margaret is not.
And neither is Peter Townsend. This is revealed in the sequence where he accompanies
the queen on a visit to Northern Ireland, and
when they arrive, he is besieged by reporters
asking about his relationship with Margaret.
Again, the problem is not the attention (that’s
a constant) but Peter’s response. When he
smiles for the camera in a manner more befitting a film star than a future royal, the extent
of the damage may not be visible to us Yanks.
But to Elizabeth, it is glaring.
It is too soon to tell whether the dignity
of the British monarchy will survive the age
of celebrity. If you have seen the “future history” film King Charles III (2017), then perhaps you can imagine the monster media
circus that would ensue if there were any
doubt about who will succeed Elizabeth II.
We don’t have this problem in America, because we don’t have a queen. On the other
hand, we no longer have a president who considers it part of his job to maintain a certain
dignity. If we blame Bill Clinton for eroding
that dignity, then we must also blame Donald Trump.
All of Elizabeth II’s possible successors
have seen their dignity eroded by the celebrity culture of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. What’s truly troubling, on both sides
of the Pond, is that this damage to dignity
may also be damage to efficiency. It is mysterious, the bond between the ritual trappings of monarchs (and presidents) and the
mundane machinery of government. But it is
also quite real. At a time when large numbers of people are more riveted by spectacles
of shamelessness than by displays of dignity,
we need to remind ourselves: celebrity is not
just another coat of varnish on an old and
pretty picture. It is an acid with the power
to corrode.
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In Praise of Thomas Sowell

T

homas sowell, who at age 86 retired his syndicated
column last December, cannot be justly described without the
use of so many superlatives as to debase the currency of description. As there is no obvious place to begin in praise of his virtues, a
gentle start might be to state that both his character and his work elicit
the kind of admiration that cannot but lead to affection, if only for the
marvelous way in which he describes his boyhood and youth in the
South and in New York in the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s, and the progress
of coming alive to a world that few have observed and understood as
well as he has, and will, one hopes, for years to come.
As you follow him in his thought, you see at every turn that he displays such honesty, independence, and objectivity as to discipline his
own inclinations as readily as he might anyone else’s, something which,
thankfully, he does in spades. He himself perfectly identifies the means
he employs when, perhaps with a wink in the mirror, he prescribes the
use of “logic and the analytical dissection of many-sided empirical evidence.” This he does, combining a passion to illuminate questions great
and small, with an unshakable, dispassionate ability to judge. The alternation of these qualities is breathtaking not only because in others they
seldom work in tandem but because from year to year and book to book
the pacing of his argument is perfectly steady and it never flags.
When he is partisan, as sometimes he must be, there is no hint of
prejudice, appetite, or emotion. Rather, logic and analysis have pointed him in a particular direction and his subsequent tests and proofs—
which pour forth like an armored division—carry the conclusion. This
is all the more wonderful because such method and process no longer
comport with their former natural surroundings in the university. And
neither does he, having found his home in 1980 at Stanford’s Hoover
Institution, which, like its tower, is a kind of lighthouse in the dusk of
virtue-signaling superstition.
Although the academy is now psychotic, it was once merely schizophrenic, confused by the Tiresias-like back-and-forth between its English and Germanic origins that mirror the supposed dichotomy of richness and rigor. Unlike in their recent martial ventures, the Germans won,
resulting in veneration of the narrow, to the point of people believing
they can actually argue themselves into becoming hippos, masterworks
such as the not inconceivable Roumanian Fly Paper as a Transmogrifying
Metaphor of Imaginary Vaginal Metachronological Stasis During Intermittent Turkish Penetrations, and essential fields such as feminist glaciology.
But like the patch of blue sky through a prisoner’s barred window,
there has always been the attraction of the non-neurotic, English approach, the sine qua non of which is the graceful deployment of wide
and deep learning so as not to become the victim of itself. Of this,
Sowell is a master.

N

o one can read him without suspecting that he has a
thousand talented research assistants. In his ability to synthesize astonishing volumes of information into an accurate, flowing narrative, he is much like the late Martin Gilbert. But whereas, as a
historian, Sir Martin addressed primarily questions of fact, Dr. Sowell
addresses primarily questions of interpretation. That he does so with
such authority is due not only to his temperament but, like Gilbert, to
his almost preternatural learning across broad horizons.
What results is the very thing that so many academics envy and disdain because they cannot achieve it themselves—the synthesis of richness and rigor in the elegance and fluidity of the English academic essay defensively supplemented brick by brick with a Germanic fortress
of documentation and detail. The bridging of multiple qualities used
to be, anyway, what distinguished Harvard’s few University Professors,
among whom Sowell would have been facile princeps.
But there has always been peril in ranging across history and disciplines and thus trespassing upon the turf of various tenured dunces entrapped in the many tiny thickets of their own making. Sowell is one of
the great trespassers, as a great man must be, unafraid to go wherever
his talent for elucidation takes him. And this clarity of vision, a strong
light that effortlessly shatters the darkness of cant and purposeful misconstrual, repeatedly brightens his chosen fields of battle to the point of
stunning his opponents and delighting all others.
Witnessing him wield economics (he earned his Ph.D. under Milton
Friedman at the University of Chicago), logic, rhetoric, history, geography, demography, anthropology, political philosophy, and even geophysics as his instruments of analysis gives one the same kind of primal satisfaction that comes from stories of justice restored by mythical powers.
That is perhaps the essence of what he does, the melding in one revelation after another of his exceptional talents in a way that surpasses their
sum. The controlling objectivity with which he approaches and unravels
conventional wisdom simply cannot be exceeded. In striking immediately and with extraordinary economy at the heart of any matter, he casts a
clear and calming light on anything he examines, and can dispatch with
a dram what might take someone else a gallon.
And, lest we forget, the ability to see things as they really are engenders hostility from countless factions in thrall to countless illusions. To
persevere throughout a lifetime of opposition seemingly without the
slightest perturbation or instability of judgment requires the rarest of
temperaments and an extraordinary measure of courage. In endowing
Thomas Sowell with those attributes to protect an unexcelled brilliance,
God has blessed us all with a man in full, whose many and varied works
will be read so as to understand our times long after they have passed
and universal truths as long as they endure.
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