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from the editor’s desk

Draining the Swamp
by Charles R. Kesler

For a businessman it must be frustrating to sit at the 
Resolute desk in the Oval Office and realize how unbusinesslike 
is the government surrounding you. 

President Trump issues executive orders, which can be stayed imme-
diately by some obscure federal judge in a deep-blue state. He can ask 
the State Department to unwind the Iran treaty, but his own employees 
drag their feet. He negotiates with scores of congressmen who, like cats, 
enjoy being stroked but immediately go their own ungrateful way. And 
don’t even purr.

No wonder he is said to be frustrated. Some of these vexations come 
with the job. They are consequences of the very constitutional system 
he has sworn to preserve, protect, and defend. Separation of powers, an 
independent judiciary, and checks and balances are meant, in part, to 
frustrate over-ambitious office holders and their schemes.

These same constitutional devices, however, are also supposed to lead 
to better, more deliberative laws, judicial decisions faithful to the Consti-
tution, and a chief executive who can energetically, to use The Federalist’s 
word, enforce the law and protect national security. They are supposed 
to produce good government, in other words.

But good government has not been forthcoming lately. This isn’t the 
Constitution’s fault. Its commands have been disregarded, or reinter-
preted, and its operations distorted for so long and to such an extent 
that it functions as our frame of government much less reliably than you 
might think. Though still to be reckoned with, the capital-C Constitu-
tion yields far too often to the small-c (“living”) constitution, another 
word for government as usual in Washington, D.C.—that is, govern-
ment as we have come to know, fear, and resent it since the 1960s.

When Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and Alexander Hamilton 
concluded the political deal that put the nation’s capital on the banks of 
the Potomac, the District of Columbia was partly swampland; and to 
the metaphorical swamp it is returning. Trump is right about that. Some 
buildings, mostly monuments, museums, and memorials, continue to 
rise high above the muck, but others seem to inch lower every year. 

Consider the Capitol, and the biggest legislative accomplishment it has 
seen since the 1980s, Obamacare. How could Congress have passed Obam-
acare the way it did in 2010—on a party-line vote, with corrupt bargains 
aplenty, and unconstitutional (big-C) provisions galore—and then turn 
around and fail to repeal the law the way it did this summer? “To lose one 

parent,” observed Oscar Wilde, “may be regarded as a misfortune; to lose 
both looks like carelessness.” To have passed President Obama’s health bill 
may be regarded as a grave constitutional misfortune. But to fail to repeal 
it smacks of constitutional carelessness. Democrats were responsible the 
first time, Republicans the second. The former didn’t tell the truth about 
Obamacare, the latter (some of them, at least) about their oath to repeal it. 
How then are the American people supposed to reassert control over their 
own government, if neither party can be trusted?

But a breakdown of understanding helps to generate 
the loss of trust. Congress ties itself into a knot first on health 
care and now on tax reform in order to comply with its own ar-

cane budget rules. Then, if decades of experience can be relied on, it will 
promptly toss all the budget and procedural rules aside—no separate 
authorization and appropriation bills for each department—in order to 
pass a hurried Continuing Resolution to fund the whole federal govern-
ment at last year’s levels (which were carried over from the year before, 
and the year before that…), plus or minus a few billion here and there. 
Edward Luce of the Financial Times puts it nicely: the Congress “is a 
sausage factory that has forgotten how to make sausages.”

It isn’t just Congress. Across the government, the derelictions of 
duty mount, along with the sense that nobody here knows how to play 
this game. Few seem to miss good government because few remember 
it any more. 

Trump’s executive orders valiantly reversing Obama’s can themselves 
be reversed by the next president. Organic problems in the executive 
agencies themselves, which cry out for legislative remedies—above all, 
the agencies’ propensity to combine legislative, judicial, and executive 
powers in the same set of hands, “the very definition of tyranny,” as Mad-
ison warned—go untreated. 

Early in the administration, Steve Bannon called for “deconstruction 
of the administration state.” That was a political bullseye, but it can’t 
succeed without a serious effort to reconstruct constitutional govern-
ment at the same time. Now is the time to think not only about drain-
ing the swamp but about keeping it drained, through a wise system of 
dikes, dams, and pumping stations. To prepare such reforms, perhaps 
we need a presidential commission to examine all the leading elements of 
our era’s constitutional and political dysfunction.

 



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2017
Page 6

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

C O R R E S P O N D E N C E

Please send all 
correspondence to:

Claremont Review of Books
Attn.: Letters to the Editor

1317 W. Foothill Blvd, Suite 120, 
Upland, CA 91786.

Or via e-mail: 
crbeditor@claremont.org

We reserve the right to edit 
for length and clarity. 

Please include your
name, address, and
telephone number. 

Immigration
Challenge

William Voegeli’s “Diversity 
and Its Discontents” (Summer 
2017) offers a thoughtful critique 
of much that is wrong with the 
latest incarnation of multicul-
turalism, the push for so-called 
diversity. But as a guide to what 
immigration policy is best for 
America and who should de-
cide it, the essay comes up short. 
Voegeli paints with too broad a 
brush those who favor an expan-
sive legal immigration policy as 
open-border types who would 
destroy any meaningful notion 
of national sovereignty. More dis-
turbing, Voegeli and CRB more 
broadly in its various defenses of 
Trumpism over the last two years 
ignore the implicit racial appeals 
made in the name of restricting 
immigration. 

I favor robust legal immigra-
tion to the United States, not 
because it is good for immigrants 
but because it is good for Ameri-
cans. We are not a country like 
others. Our geography encom-
passes a huge land mass between 
two oceans and north of the Rio 
Grande that was largely unpopu-
lated when, first, Spanish and 

then English colonists arrived in 
the late 16th and early 17th cen-
turies. Our geographic boundar-
ies expanded through explora-
tion, conquest, and purchase; but 
our population, both in size and 
composition, is what it is today 
because of immigration in the 
18th, 19th, 20th, and now 21st 
centuries. Through much of our 
history, immigration was unre-
stricted—anyone with the heart 
and will to get here, to use Ron-
ald Reagan’s formula, was free to 
do so. However, immigration has 
never been popular with the na-
tive population, and the efforts 
to restrict it have frequently been 
motivated by racial and religious 
animus, going back to colonial 
times. 

Voegeli accepts that previous 
generations of immigrants as-
similated, but cautions that “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.” He gets it wrong on sev-
eral counts. First, the single larg-
est source of new immigration 
today is China, followed by In-
dia, and only then Mexico, with 
net migration from the latter be-
low zero since 2013; and Asians 
have outnumbered Hispanic im-
migrants overall among new ar-
rivals since 2011. Second, there 
is no evidence that the current 
crop of immigrants and their 
children are assimilating more 
slowly than previous generations 
and a plethora of data demon-
strating the opposite. Assimila-
tion has always been slow and 
messy. Immigrants rarely fully 
assimilate, but their children 
and grandchildren do. Second-
generation Americans universal-
ly speak English today, including 
those whose parents were born 
in Mexico; and among young 
adults 21-25 years old, second-
generation Mexican Americans 

are about as likely as whites to be 
enrolled in post-secondary edu-
cation, 24% compared with 27% 
for whites according to Current 
Population Survey data. 

Voegeli summarily dismisses 
the economic arguments in favor 
of more immigration, including 
the benefits of admitting low-
skilled immigrants, with an out-
dated and misleading anecdote 
about a meat processing plant in 
Greeley, Colorado. I have some 
experience in this field, not just 
as a public policy analyst but as 
a former director at Pilgrim’s 
Pride, formerly the largest poul-
try producer in the country. The 
description of long lines of na-
tive-born applicants willing to 
take jobs at a Swift meat plant 
after an immigration raid makes 
for nice imagery, but the facts 
on the ground are quite differ-
ent. Pilgrim’s also experienced 
raids on its plants in Texas, de-
spite being an early adopter of 
E-Verify, a voluntary federal 
program meant to root out non-
legal job applicants. But neither 
Swift nor Pilgrim’s—now both 
owned by JBS, a Brazilian com-
pany—filled those jobs on a 
permanent basis with American 
workers, who rarely lasted more 
than a few weeks, despite better 
pay. Swift’s Greeley plant now 
employs mostly Somali refu-
gees—not working-class whites 
or Mexican Americans who es-
chew such jobs—and Pilgrim’s 
ended up in bankruptcy before 
being bought by JBS.

Last, and most important, cur-
rent efforts to restrict immigra-
tion aren’t being driven by eco-
nomic factors but cultural fears. 
The cover of the CRB’s Summer 
issue, in which Voegeli’s essay ap-
peared, depicts a bug-eyed Uncle 
Sam surrounded by a horde of 
sombrero-wearing Mexicans; 
Asians in coolie hats; turbaned, 
veiled, and saber-wielding Mid-
dle Easterners; a bearded, skull-

capped Jew; and a robed Bud-
dhist monk. The image is meant 
to convey the strangeness—and 
racial difference—of immigrants, 
and in the case of Arabs, the dan-
ger they pose. The image was re-
pugnant and more suited to a car-
toon on some racist website than 
a respected intellectual journal. A 
more accurate depiction would 
have shown new immigrants 
holding college diplomas (41% in 
2013 compared with 30% of all 
Americans) or displaying profes-
sional graduate degrees (18% to 
11% for Americans), as well as 
less educated immigrants doing 
difficult, dirty jobs that Ameri-
cans largely shun. 

All immigrants are, by defi-
nition, foreign—but they don’t 
threaten American culture today 
any more than they did in 1848 
or 1913—arguably less so. “A 
high rate of immigration jeopar-
dizes social cohesion, on which 
republics are more dependent 
that any other regime,” Voegeli 
writes. Tell that to the 200,000 
German and the 150,000 Irish 
immigrants who fought to save 
the Republic in the Civil War, 
or to the sons of Italian, Jew-
ish, Polish, and Mexican immi-
grants who stormed the beaches 
of Normandy and Anzio, or 
the more than half million cur-
rent veterans and 80,000 immi-
grants who joined the military 
between 1999 and 2010. Does 
America have the right to admit 
and exclude people depending 
on who, in Voegeli’s words, are 

“most conducive to the existing 
citizenry’s security, prosperity, 
domestic tranquility, and social 
cohesion”? Yes. But race, color, 
or religion should never be the 
basis for making immigration 
policy. We’ve gone down that 
path before in American history, 
to our dishonor. Nor should we 
be worried that too many immi-
grants are coming now, regard-
less of where they come from. 
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The number of newly arrived 
immigrants to the United States 
peaked in 2005 and has been 
declining ever since. The U.S. 
population is rapidly aging and, 
but for immigrants and their 
offspring, would be declining as 
well with white birthrates now 
below replacement level. Immi-
grants are our future as well as 
our past. By all means, we can 
debate our current immigration 
policy—which is outdated and 
should be reformed. But not on 
the basis of fear, misinformation, 
and prejudice. 

Linda Chavez
Center for Equal Opportunity

Falls Church, VA

William Voegeli replies:

In “Diversity and Its Discon-
tents,” I argued that decent and 
reasonable people can hold differ-
ent opinions about how restric-
tive American immigration poli-
cy ought to be. To establish that 
commonsensical proposition, it 
was necessary to discuss academ-
ics, journalists, and activists who 
dispute it vigorously. They have 
stretched the principle of equal-
ity to the point of denying the 
legitimacy of borders and distinct 
nation-states. Arguing that im-
migration policy should be this or 
that requires first establishing the 
premise, which they contest, that 
immigration policy is a fit subject 
for public debate and government 
action.

My friend Linda Chavez is 
widely known to be decent and 
reasonable, and she and I do 
indeed disagree about immi-
gration policy. She knows more 
about the issue than I do, and 
might well convince me that “ro-
bust legal immigration” is “good 
for Americans.” I would be more 
persuadable if it were clearer 
in her letter that she thinks de-
cent and reasonable people can 
disagree about immigration. 
Chavez stipulates that America 
has the right to admit some mi-
grants and reject others, and 

that the nation can debate cur-
rent policy. Beyond those gen-
eralities, she also characterizes 
immigration restrictionism in 
terms of “implicit racial appeals,” 

“racial and religious animus,” and 
“cultural fears.” Whether she ac-
knowledges the existence or pos-
sibility of restrictionist discourse 
untainted by such prejudices is 
not clear.

A good-faith debate on im-
migration certainly has room for 
Reihan Salam’s recent observa-
tion in National Review that in a 
world where “open borders and 
welfare states don’t mix,” the 
pattern is one of trade-offs. The 
spectrum runs from nations that 
accept large numbers of immi-
grants but offer them few “rights 
or social protections,” to coun-
tries with few immigrants that 
treat them “exceptionally well.” 
America’s muddled approach, 
somewhere in the middle, admits 
more people than we can care for, 
and too many who can’t care for 
themselves. As a result, he ar-
gues, “households headed by less-
skilled immigrants receive far 
more in benefits than they pay in 
taxes”—not because they’re lazy 
or dishonest, but because the 
long-term decline in the market 
for unskilled labor limits their 
earnings and prospects.

The debate should also deal 
with economist George Borjas’s 
argument that the overall im-
pact of post-1965 immigration 
on the U.S. economy has been 
a wash: 98% of the GDP boost 
due to immigration has made its 
way back to immigrants in the 
form of wages and other trans-
fers. A day or a decade without 
immigrants would be, in terms 
of macroeconomic productivity, 
scarcely noticeable.

It’s interesting that Salam is 
the son of Bangladeshi immi-
grants, and that Borjas was born 
in Havana 12 years before he 
immigrated to the U.S. with his 
family. But it should not be im-
portant. Their arguments, like 
those of all participants in any 
policy debate, must stand or fall 

on the strength of their logic and 
evidence. The same contentions 
would be neither less nor more 
powerful if made by writers and 
scholars who belonged to the 
Mayflower Society. By the same 
token, no argument (or cover il-
lustration) should be judged on 
the basis of soul X-rays that pur-
port to determine whether the 
person who made it had benign 
or malignant motives. 

I have no doubt that my essay 
“comes up short.” All of mine do. 
But I don’t know what to make 
of Chavez’s contention that it not 
only fails to describe the best im-
migration policy but to offer a 
guide as to “who should decide it.” 
America’s citizens should decide 
it. Period. If not, who else? As 
Abraham Lincoln said in his First 
Inaugural Address, “A majority 
held in restraint by constitutional 
checks and limitations, and al-
ways changing easily with delib-
erate changes of popular opinions 
and sentiments, is the only true 
sovereign of a free people.”

The immigration debate en-
tails fundamental questions of 
constitutionality and sovereign-
ty less because of wonky policy 
issues than because the propor-
tion of foreign-born Americans 
has nearly tripled in the half-cen-
tury since the Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965—and 
no one at the time endorsed or 
foretold any such transforma-
tion. Linda Chavez has done in-
valuable work at the Center for 
Equal Opportunity, showing 
how other Great Society laws, 
including the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act, have facilitated policy defor-
mations like affirmative action, 
thereby undermining republican-
ism. Such big surprises may re-
sult from the Law of Unintended 
Consequences, or from the Law 
of Undisclosed Intentions. In ei-
ther case, the sovereign citizenry 
is right to feel betrayed. What-
ever immigration policy comes 
next, Americans must regard it 
as resting on the consent of the 
governed, not the ineptitude or 
insincerity of the governors.
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thoughtful exponents of freedom. Milton Friedman on Freedom 
brings together for the fi rst time all of Friedman’s ideas on the 
values that formed the moral foundation of his intellectual life.

Milton Friedman on Freedom confi rms again Friedman’s 
status as one of America’s greatest intellectual freedom fi ghters. 
It is essential reading for all those who value liberty.

Foreword by John B. Taylor
Edited by Robert Leeson and Charles G. Palm
ISBN: 978-0-8179-2034-0
April 2017

For related titles, visit www.hooverpress.org

Milton Friedman on Freedom
brings together for the fi rst time all of Friedman’s ideas on the 
values that formed the moral foundation of his intellectual life.

status as one of America’s greatest intellectual freedom fi ghters. 

Constitutional
Virtue

Under the circumstances, 
Richard Epstein is rather kind in 
his treatment of George Carey’s 
and my Constitutional Morality 
and the Rise of Quasi-Law (“Law-
less Rules,” Summer 2017). He 
is uncertain as to where our “pro-
ceduralist critique” leads, and 
the reason can be neither ill-will 
nor want of intelligence on his 
part, so he might be forgiven for 
ascribing it to confusion on ours. 
The real source of the disconnect, 
I believe, is the methodological 
distance between Epstein’s law-
and-economics based libertari-
anism and Carey’s and my tradi-
tional conservatism. Ours is not 
a lawyerly book because its au-
thors—both trained as political 
scientists (though one later en-
tered law)—seek first and fore-
most to understand the limited 
place of law in our constitutional 
republic. 

Given this journal’s emphasis 
on issues of statesmanship and 
the relationship between law and 
the common good, its readers 
may be more inclined to engage 
our arguments than a lawyer’s 
lawyer like Epstein. We begin 
from the observation that laws 
do not produce either material or 
social goods; people (alone and in 
associations) do. Thus, law like 
government can facilitate, but 
not produce, the goods of life—
including justice. This does not 
make law irrelevant. Order be-
ing the first need of all (without 
which we may not enjoy such 
other fundamental goods as life, 
liberty, and property) the law 
that Western societies in particu-
lar have recognized as essential 
to order, must be given its proper 
place and shape.

Unfortunately, too many peo-
ple believe it is possible for gov-
ernments to use law to construct 
the good society. This has pro-
duced our current, potentially fa-
tal, crisis. Carey and I begin with 

this problem: Americans, having 
surrendered so many of their lib-
erties to the national government 
in exchange for promises of safety, 
security, and enforced equality, 
no longer recognize the incapaci-
ty of law to bring about social jus-
tice. Our leviathan state cannot 
rule according to law because law 
cannot bear the weight imposed 
by attempts to remake society. 
Moreover, our Constitution can-
not be made to legitimize such a 
totalist view of law because it was 
written to establish a government 
of distinctly limited powers. Most 
crucially, constitutional morality, 
that is, rulers’ recognition of their 
duty to abide by the structures 
and limitations of their constitu-
tional offices, has been forgotten 
in the rush to legitimize and ex-
pand the administrative state.

In making our case, Carey and 
I present a number of specific ar-
guments concerning the nature 
of law and constitutionalism. 
Perhaps most important to our 

“functionalist critique,” we argue 

that the rule of law—a system in 
which order is fostered through 
predictable laws consistently ap-
plied to both rulers and ruled—
can survive over time only if the 
people are willing to accept law’s 
natural limitations. Law can be 
effective, legitimate, and real only 
if people limit their expectations 
of it to the provision of predict-
able rules protecting more funda-
mental associations.

At the center of our argument 
is recognition that the federal 
administrative state has all but 
destroyed constitutionalism and 
rule of law because it abides by 
neither constitutional proce-
dures nor what legal theorist Lon 
Fuller termed the internal mo-
rality of law (principally consis-
tency and predictability). Here 
we come to a disagreement with 
Epstein. We do not argue that 
delegation is by nature illegiti-
mate, but rather that it must be 
limited to ministerial functions. 
Most relevant, in chapter 6 we 
argue that, in our system, sepa-
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ration of powers requires that 
most of the work currently done 
in executive branch agencies 
(i.e., administrative rulemaking) 
be done at the state and local 
level and, where federal action 
is constitutionally authorized, 
by expanded congressional staff 
whose work would be made law 
through proper legislative proce-
dures. Executive agencies would 
carry out ministerial functions 
and, of course, enforcement. 

Politically, we have much in 
common with Epstein, at least 
at the national level. But Carey, 
himself a non-believer, joined me 
in arguing for a different, more 
traditional vision of our consti-
tutional republic. The promise 
of our Constitution was of lim-
ited government over a virtuous 
people, meaning most decisions 
would be taken in local and espe-
cially non-political associations, 
all in accordance with public, 
religion-based norms. Only rec-
ognition of the ordered nature of 
our being, of the inherent norms 
prescribed by the limited, yet 
dignified nature of the person, 
can provide long term security 
for rights that depend, after all, 
on virtue as well as limited gov-
ernment under law.

Bruce P. Frohnen
Claude W. Pettit College of Law

Ohio Northern University
Ada, OH

Richard Epstein replies:

Let me first thank Bruce 
Frohnen for his thoughtful re-
sponse to my review of his book 
with George Carey. Frohnen 
treats the differences between us 
as resting largely on a difference 

in worldview. He and Carey take 
the long view of statesmen inter-
ested in large questions of politi-
cal theory and social justice, and 
attribute to me the somewhat 
narrower perspective of a liber-
tarian or classical liberal with 
a law and economics bent. But 
in this instance, I don’t think 
that this difference in approach 
explains the disagreements be-
tween us. I have long worked 
as a student of Roman law and 
English legal history, and have 
written several books on politi-
cal theory. So I appreciate the 
distinctive strengths of their in-
tellectual orientation. 

More specifically, I fully agree 
with them that law can never 
be the source of social achieve-
ments. Its function is to provide 
a stable set of institutions, both 
public and private, that allow all 
individuals to find excellence in 
their own distinctive way. The 
question here is what set of in-
stitutions will best achieve that 
end. Frohnen and Carey are cor-
rect to stress the importance of 
limited and enumerated federal 
powers, which are no longer re-
spected in this post-New Deal 
age. But I think that they are pro-
foundly wrong if they believe that 
a “thin” conception of the rule of 
law—one which stresses exclu-
sively procedural regularities such 
as the right to be heard before a 
neutral and informed judge under 
prospective rules—of sufficient 
generality. 

These are indispensable req-
uisites of a just society, but the 
substantive norms matter as well. 
Systems of private property and 
freedom of contract are an es-
sential part of the overall picture 
as well. The first gives individu-

als the space in which to plan 
their own course of action; the 
latter allows them to cooperate 
in common ventures, and to sell 
the product of their labor to the 
public at large. To be sure, this 
system of private right depends 
on taxes to supply public goods 
such as defense, courts, and in-
frastructure. But once the state 
is in a position to shrink the in-
stitutions of property and con-
tract under some vague rational 
basis test then the administra-
tive state will inexorably expand, 
as it has expanded, to undermine 
civil society. Frohnen writes as 
if there is some magic way to 
make people “accept law’s natu-
ral limitations,” without making 
any of these bedrock substan-
tive commitments, which I have 
defended in my book Design for 
Liberty: Private Property, Public 
Administration, and the Rule of 
Law. But no one should think 
that the Constitution could have 
worked without a Bill of Rights, 
many of whose substantive pro-
tections have been frittered away 
by legislatures and courts alike. 
My criticism of their book rests 
on their unwillingness to take on 
this substantive struggle.

Jane Jacobs,
Madisonian

Brian Anderson’s review of 
a new biography of Jane Jacobs 
should make a larger point (“The 
Living City,” Summer 2017). Ja-
cobs’s The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities and The Economy 
of Cities applied James Madison’s 
great insight from The Federal-
ist regarding a multiplicity of 

factions, sects, and interests: 
the greater the multiplicity, the 
greater the security. Govern-
ment intervention works against 
both.

George Seaver
Cataumet, MA

It’s a
Schlamuzzle

Regarding Charles Kesler’s 
editor’s note “The Health Care 
Schmozzle” (Summer 2017), the 
proper word is “schlamuzzle” 
(said with a long “a”). It was one of 
my father-in-law’s favorite words 
with great present applicability.

Schlamuzzle is a very broad 
definition of a mess. The inten-
sity of the mess can be judged 
from the degree of emphasis 
with which the speaker uses the 
word. E.g., “Oy vey what a schl-
amuzzle!” “Schlamuzzle” pre-
ceded by “Oy vey” is a mess of 
massive proportions that needs 
Rabbinical intervention.

E.g., the Trump Administra-
tion is a schlamuzzle (said with 
reasonable intensity), which, 
however, is repairable and which 
we hope the president, with the 
help of General Kelly, soon re-
pairs. E.g., Kesler’s wife is correct 
that the whole business of Repub-
lican Obamacare replacements is 
a “big disorderly schlamuzzle.”

“Schlamuzzle” should also be 
considered a totality of descrip-
tion and an economy of necessary 
word usage. “It’s a Schlamuzzle” 
really says it all!

Rudy Boschwitz
Wayzata, MN
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The Dream and the Nightmare
The End of Europe: Dictators, Demagogues, and the Coming Dark Age, by James Kirchick.

Yale University Press, 288 pages, $27.50

The Strange Death of Europe: Immigration, Identity, Islam, by Douglas Murray.
Bloomsbury, 352 pages, $26

Book Review by John O’Sullivan

Claremont review of books
Volume XVII , Number 4 , Fall  2017

If a picture is worth a thousand 
words, then the reader should perhaps 
keep in mind three pictures while he reads 

the few thousand words that follow. The first 
picture is that of a young Syrian child lying 
dead on a Turkish beach after drowning in an 
attempt to reach Europe by small boat; the 
second is the news picture of a large column 
of Middle Eastern migrants walking into 
Europe that Nigel Farage’s Brexit campaign 
used as a campaign poster; and the third is a 
moving picture, Christopher Nolan’s Dunkirk, 
which depicts in miniature the calm patriotic 
unity of the British people as they came to-
gether to help their army retreat from Europe 
as a necessary first step to defeating the Ger-
man onslaught. 

Two of these pictures have already had an 
impact on the questions discussed in the two 
books reviewed here. The photograph of the 
dead child was one important symbol in a me-
dia coverage that persuaded European (and 
especially German) elites to welcome refugees 
from war and oppression in Syria and to sup-
press popular resistance to doing so. But only 
a minority of migrants arriving over borders 
in violation of Europe’s rules of entry were 
refugees. Not even the poor child pictured 

was a homeless refugee; he was legally settled 
with his family in Turkey. He died because 
his father, like unknown millions of others, 
was seeking the better economic opportuni-
ties of life in western Europe. What therefore 
did the news photograph symbolize? 

The second picture was criticized as a rac-
ist stigmatizing of refugees from oppression, 
even though it was a news photograph show-
ing only what we had seen throughout the 
summer of 2015 on our television screens. Its 
implication that the migrants would shortly 
be able to settle anywhere in the European 
Union, though denounced as alarmist, was 
substantially true. What it now symbolizes is 
not the prejudice of nativists but how the “wel-
come culture” of European elites has come to 
be resisted—and its means of enforcing this 
culture to be distrusted as undemocratic and 
manipulative—by many ordinary Europeans.

And though judgment on the political im-
pact of Dunkirk must be provisional, its de-
piction of ordinary Englishmen in uniform 
and in civilian dress behaving stoically and 
decently in desperate times undercuts the 
portrayal of ordinary people, in particular 

“the white working class,” as xenophobic big-
ots itching to attack migrants. Insofar as it 

influences popular opinion, Dunkirk is likely 
to undermine the post-Brexit demonization 
of all nationalisms, including civil patriotism, 
as symptoms of a dangerous and ignorant 

“populism.” 

Two new books reach the gloomy 
conclusion that, whatever its past pros-
pects, Europe’s future is likely to be 

bleak and turbulent. The continent, in short, 
is going to the dogs. All that remains to be 
decided is the identity of the dogs, and here 
the two authors differ.

James Kirchick is a neoconservative Amer-
ican journalist who has been reporting from 
Europe for almost a decade (we were col-
leagues at Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty). 
In The End of Europe, he portrays a continent 
plagued by a long list of overlapping problems: 
the weakening of the political center and the 
mainstream parties, the rise of populism, the 
United Kingdom’s Brexit vote and its po-
tential to weaken European unity, the Euro 
crisis, the threat from a revanchist Russia, a 
failing commitment to liberal democracy, the 
growing appeal of Vladimir Putin’s authori-
tarianism, an aversion to a robust foreign 
policy and a corresponding unwillingness to 
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spend money on defense, a disturbing rise in 
anti-Semitism in western Europe (even more 
than in eastern Europe), and a migrant crisis 
that at times resembles a non-military inva-
sion by predominantly young Middle Eastern 
and African men who are also largely Muslim. 
These crises interact with each other to pro-
duce a more general crisis of political, moral, 
institutional, and even civilizational self-
confidence. And—what especially matters to 
America—they weaken Europe as a strategic 
and economic partner for Washington in 
global affairs. 

Douglas Murray, a conservative British 
writer and deputy editor of the London Spec-
tator, would accept most of Kirchick’s analy-
sis—Brexit is an exception—and would sym-
pathize with his robust candor. Murray’s The 
Strange Death of Europe shows, however, that, 
like the hedgehog to Kirchick’s fox, he knows 
one big thing: the migration crisis is far more 
dangerous than all the others. It poses an ur-
gent existential threat to Europe’s future, and 
how it happened suggests that neither the Eu-
ropean Union nor national governments have 
much of a clue how to resolve it. Both Kir-
chick and Murray are sharply critical of how 
the German and Swedish political and media 
establishments have tried to conceal evidence 
of migrant responsibility for an increase in 
rapes and other violent crimes. Despite oc-
casional overlapping agreement, however, the 
two writers end up on different sides of a large 
political gulf. 

In addition to his varied multina-
tional palette of topics, Kirchick has a 
broad theory of what has gone wrong 

across the continent: a rising populism with 
authoritarian overtones has undermined both 
liberal democracy and European integration 
that between them had created a peaceful Eu-
rope inhabited by citizens enjoying unprec-
edented rights and security. 

To make this case, he examines the specific 
politics of seven countries and the European 
Union itself in eight chapters sandwiched be-
tween an introduction, “The European Night-
mare,” and a conclusion with recommenda-
tions, “The European Dream,” dealing with 
the overall crisis. In recent history, of course, 
the dream actually preceded the nightmare. 
But the wider drawback to Kirchick’s meth-
od is that it’s a messy blend of ideological 
preaching and national reporting in which 
the former sometimes distorts the latter. One 
French reviewer, though favorable to the book, 
complained that the chapter on France ended 
up being mainly about anti-Semitism, which 
is an important component of France’s crisis 
but far from the whole of it. 

This is not a discrediting point, but it’s not 
a minor one either. Most of Kirchick’s analy-
sis, especially the chapters on Sweden, Greece, 
and Germany, are well-informed, balanced, 
and written in a briskly readable prose. Their 
overall picture of Europe is written from the 
standpoint of a Cold War liberal disappointed 
at what has gone wrong in the last decade or 
two. This is a realistic starting point, and the 
author’s particular insights are worth knowing 
and largely persuasive. His account of Germa-
ny’s reflexive anti-Americanism, for example, is 
a shrewd look at an underestimated phenom-
enon in European politics. Anti-Americanism 
has joined with pacifism and commercialism to 
shape a new German national character that 
makes the country a less reliable partner, par-
ticularly in European energy politics. When 
Kirchick stands back and reports or analyzes 
coolly, he is excellent. 

But his desire to press home his 
larger ideological case of populism ver-
sus liberalism distorts his reporting in 

other cases. His account of the current poli-
tics of Hungary and Britain, for instance, is 
closer to propaganda than to journalism. The 
chapter on Hungary—which depicts Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán both as ambiguous on 
anti-Semitism and as the harbinger of a new 
European authoritarian populism—raises 
too many sensitive issues to deal with fairly in 
the limited space available here. But the chap-
ter on Brexit and Britain, though equally one-
sided, is more comically so. 

Among other charges, it expresses a kind of 
baffled horror that the British people should 
have rejected the advice of a long list of inter-
national eminent persons and expert institu-
tions; it greatly exaggerates the role of Nigel 
Farage in the campaign, suggesting that he 
emerged from it as the main victor; it gives 
the second share of credit to London’s former 
mayor Boris Johnson whom it depicts as an 
insincere politician who misled the voters 
on serious issues; it blames a 500% increase 
in “hate crimes” on the result; it predicts that 
Brexit will result in the break-up of the U.K.; 
it forecasts a serious economic downturn even 
in the short term; and it treats the decision to 
leave the E.U. as a withdrawal from the de-
fense of Europe and the decline in U.K. de-
fense spending as evidence of Britain’s with-
drawal from world influence.

None of these accusations withstands scru-
tiny. To respond in reverse order: Britain is 
a leading member of the only serious Euro-
pean defense organization, NATO, and one 
of the three members that meet their 2% of 
GDP spending pledge. (Kirchick thinks other 
NATO members will catch up. Well and good. 

But until then should he treat Germany, Spain, 
Italy, etc., as withdrawing from European de-
fense and world influence?) The various short-
term economic setbacks predicted by Brexit’s 

“Remain” opponents, whom Kirchick echoes, 
have yet to appear. The U.K. economy is now 
projected to grow by 1.7% next year, which is 
the third highest growth projection in Europe.

As to the break-up of the U.K., that too has 
been postponed. The Scottish Nationalists 
lost ground in the most recent election and 
have now been compelled to announce that 
they will not seek a second independence ref-
erendum until after Brexit has been decided. 
It is hard to imagine that if Britain leaves the 
E.U., the canny Scots would choose indepen-
dence without any firm prospect of a sugar-
daddy in Brussels. In these regards Kirchick 
has been discomfited by a publishing sched-
ule that caused his predictions to reach us late, 
like light from dead stars. 

The rise in “hate crimes” turns out to be 
(1) a large percentage increase from a small 
base—a regular weekly average of 63 crimes 
to 331 in Brexit week—that subsequently fell 
again; (2) an increase not in crimes but in the 
number of complaints phoned in to a police 
line; and (3) to consist mainly of such crimes 
as spitting, catcalls, and jostling if the courts 
decide the complaints are crimes at all. 

As for “who won brexit,” boris john-
son was certainly an important voice 
for the “Leave” campaign because he 

was a political Big Beast. It would be odd if he 
chose the Leave side from motives of ambition, 
however, since like everyone else, he thought 
it would lose. And if his speeches sometimes 
exaggerated the Leave case, they pale along-
side then-Prime Minister David Cameron’s 
warnings that Brexit would cause a world war 
and a depression. (“Which comes first?” asked 
a television interviewer to loud audience hilar-
ity.) Nigel Farage was also an important fac-
tor in the victory of Brexit because he was an 
early, brave, and eloquent advocate of a cause 
that, while it was treated as unrespectable and 
even lunatic by most elite institutions, includ-
ing the BBC, consistently scored above 30% 
throughout 40 years of opinion polling. But 
by the time of the campaign his advocacy—
which alienated as well as attracted voters—
was one voice in a choir of many, including 
front-benchers from both parties, two former 
finance ministers, and even representatives of 
the Great and Good such as Edward George, 
former governor of the Bank of England, and 
historians Noel Malcolm and David Starkey. 
Electorally Brexit was passed not by fringe 
voters but by a coalition of most Tory vot-
ers and by about 40% of Labour supporters. 
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Since Brexit, popular support for Farage’s 
U.K. Independence Party has drained away 
to mainstream parties and Farage himself has 
left politics, at least temporarily, for the media. 

Finally, how can Kirchick be so firmly 
disapproving of the British for rejecting the 
advice of eminent persons from banks, Brus-
sels, and global institutions such as the Inter-
national Monetary Fund when, as he him-
self describes, these various elites have mis-
handled the Euro crisis, the Greek crisis, the 
banking crisis, the E.U.’s democratic deficit 
crisis, and, above all, the migrant crisis? One 
cannot dismiss the popular suspicion of ex-
perts without first examining the success rate 
of expert advice.

All in all, it is hard to see that Brexit was 
an angry populist upsurge at all. It looks far 
more like a rational decision, after a vigor-
ous democratic debate, to retrieve sovereignty 
from a remote bureaucracy that was govern-
ing badly. 

And that raises the second prob-
lem with Kirchick’s overall approach: 
populism and liberal democracy, 

though common terms in the higher journal-
ism, are slippery ones. If “populism” describes 
a movement that is personalist, rooted in 
a leader-principle, hostile to the “regime of 
the parties,” and based on blending Left and 
Right in a vague new synthesis, as political 
scientists have traditionally argued, then the 
most successful populist leader in Europe 
today is President Emmanuel Macron of 
France. He is never described as such, how-
ever, and the E.U.’s Jean-Claude Juncker has 
even hailed his election as the beginning of 
the end of populism. That is because Brussels 
and establishment opinion generally approve 
of his ideological bent, which embraces such 
familiar policies as multiculturalism, open 
borders, a banking union to underpin the 
Euro, and a kind of militant born-again Euro-
peanism. They regard populism as a threat to 
these policies and so they ignore the populist 
aspects of the Macron victory. As generally 
used, therefore, populism is not a neutral 
term but a “boo” word employed to discredit 
or to indicate disapproval. 

Liberal democracy, too, can be an example 
of verbal shape-shifting. Kirchick writes at 
one point that democracy has to be inter-
twined with liberalism in order to be truly 
democratic. That would be true, as it used 
to be, if liberalism meant such things as free 
speech, free assembly, a free press, etc. How 
can an election be free without free speech to 
enable discussion of the issues? 

In recent years, however, liberalism has 
come to mean the proliferation of liberal in-

stitutions—the courts, supranational bod-
ies, charters of rights, independent agencies, 
U.N. treaty monitoring bodies, etc.—that 
increasingly restrain and correct parliaments, 
congresses, and elected officials. This shift of 
power was questionable when these bodies 
merely nullified or delayed laws and regula-
tions. But more recently they have taken to 
instructing democratically accountable bod-
ies to make particular reforms and even to 
impose them on the entire polity through cre-
ative constitutional and treaty interpretation. 
Their decisions have concerned a wide range 
of official powers from welfare rules and gay 
marriage to regulations on migration and de-
portation (of, among others, convicted terror-
ists). Liberal democracy under this definition 
becomes the undemocratic imposition of lib-
eral policies (often with the silent cooperation 
of liberal legislators), and if unchecked over 
time, it devolves into a new political system 
that Hudson Institute scholar John Fonte 
calls “post-democracy.” 

Once we take this (fairly major) develop-
ment into account, it becomes possible to 
reach a definition of populism that is not sim-
ply a way of abusing a political party or set 
of proposals. Political scientists are belatedly 
realizing this. As the Dutch political scientist 
Cas Mudde said some years ago: “[P]opulism 
is an illiberal democratic response to undem-
ocratic liberalism. It criticizes the exclusion of 
important issues from the political agenda by 
the elites and calls for their re-politicisation.” 
That is true and important of no issue more 
than of the massive flood of immigrants into 
Europe that began in the 1950s and that may 
now be reaching a crescendo.

Douglas murray’s new book is a 
comprehensive examination of mass 
non-Western immigration to Eu-

rope and a treasury of practical, political, and 
philosophical reflections on it. It is also a book 
with the controversial and (to some) outra-
geous thesis that most European countries 
will cease to be European by mid-century. 
It answers in the negative the question that 
opens Christopher Caldwell’s Reflections on 
the Revolution in Europe (2009): “Can Europe 
be the same with different people in it?”. Indeed, 
Murray begins his book: “Europe is commit-
ting suicide.” How does he justify such an in-
flammatory judgment? 

He begins by tracing the stages in the 
postwar migration by which we went from a 
Europe composed of countries that (outside 
a few regions like the Balkans) were largely 
monocultural to one in which (outside cen-
tral Europe) large non-Western immigrant 
communities live alongside their native-born 
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THE ROSS MACDONALD COLLECTION Tom Nolan, editor     

Ross Macdonald transformed the detective novel into a literary expression of unique psychological
depth and drama. Here in a deluxe three-volume boxed set are eleven classic Lew Archer mysteries.

The Way Some People Die / The Barbarous Coast /  The Doomsters / The Galton Case
The Zebra-Striped Hearse / The Chill / The Far Side of the Dollar / Black Money  
The Instant Enemy / The Goodbye Look / The Underground Man

Three-volume boxed set 2,618 pp. • $112.50

PHILIP ROTH � Why Write? Collected Nonfiction 1960–2013
America’s most celebrated novelist returns with a definitive edition of his essential statements on writing, literature, and American life. A 
companion to the Library of America’s nine-volume edition of Roth’s complete fiction, this volume includes the indispensible core of Reading
Myself and Others, Shop Talk in full, and fourteen later pieces, six of them published here for the first time. With a new preface by the author.
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neighbors. The raw figures of this demo-
graphic change are remarkable. London was 
an overwhelmingly “white British” city in 
1955; by 2011, white British people accounted 
for only 45% of its population. What U.N. 
demographers call “replacement immigration” 
had changed the population and character of 
a major capital city and, of course, it changed 
the country, too. 

It began very modestly with guest work-
ers coming over on a temporary basis to fill 
labor shortages in German car factories or in 
Britain’s National Health Service. But they 
never went home and were soon joined by 
family and friends, who now had points of 
contact when they arrived in a strange Ger-
man or British city. As the news spread that 
jobs were to be had at wages far above those 
in the developing world, the trickle of immi-
grants increased.

Legal attempts to regulate immigration 
were made by governments, but the rules were 
quite liberal since politicians felt guilty about 
keeping out poor people from former colonies, 
and besides, the immigrants learned to game 
the system. So a modest but relentless rise in 
immigration continued, not much hindered 
by official controls, until Tony Blair became 
prime minister in 1997 and adopted a policy 
positively encouraging migration—to boost 
economic growth, official documents argued; 
to swamp the Tories electorally, said a Blair 
policymaker. The new policy accelerated the 
transformation of Britain into a multicultural 
society with racial and religious tensions; ter-
rorist murders, bombings, and beheadings; 
physical attacks on gays in East London; the 
extraordinary epidemic of the rape and sex-
ual grooming of underage girls by Pakistani 
Muslim gangs in Rotherham and in two doz-
en other provincial cities; hostile demonstra-
tions against British soldiers returning from 
Afghanistan; an estimated (by the British 
Medical Association) 74,000 cases of female 
genital mutilation by 2006; the occasional 
honor killing; and excellent restaurants.

Most migrants, and in particu-
lar most Muslims, are entirely in-
nocent of the crimes mentioned 

above, but opinion polls show that substan-
tial minorities think them justified and that 
larger numbers have firmly illiberal attitudes 
to anti-Semitism, homosexuality, blasphemy, 
and apostasy. Other European countries—
in particular Germany, France, and Swe-
den—have experienced much the same. But 
their problems have become more severe and 
more widespread since German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel “welcomed” a million Syr-
ian refugees into Europe and accepted many 

hundreds of thousands of them with suspect 
refugee credentials.

How could this happen? Murray’s initial 
answer is that it happened because we told 
ourselves lies to justify each stage of the pro-
cess. There aren’t many migrants and it’s no big 
deal; that argument showed an unawareness 
of the demographic truth that large percent-
age increases in small numbers add up to a lot 
quickly. (Think compound interest.) They con-
tribute more to the economy and the welfare state 
than they receive; in fact immigration does not 
raise a nation’s per capita income and it impos-
es heavy net fiscal costs on national and local 
treasuries. They will rescue the welfare state and 
pay for our old age; in fact migration provides 
little or no alleviation of social security costs 
(see previous point) and because migrants 
have children too, it increases them long term. 
They make our dull societies more diverse and 
thus more exciting; but many people like home 
to be familiar and comfortable, and cultural 
change can be destructive as well as vibrant. 

favoring economic skills and cultural similari-
ties help too. America still has the chance to 
implement such policies—most recently in 
the bill introduced by senators Tom Cotton 
and David Perdue. For most of Europe it’s 
probably too late. 

Murray deconstructs the official optimis-
tic scenarios on migration rather like a psy-
chiatrist diagnosing the delusions of a patient 
with strong defense mechanisms. He shows, 
for example, how the British government 
would trumpet the favorable statistics of an 
interim report on the economics of migration 
and then bury the unfavorable ones reached 
reluctantly by the final report. He advances 
the debate most effectively, however, by going 
out to meet the migrants in camps and border-
crossings and the politicians in parliaments 
and offices to hash out the moral arguments 
surrounding the claim of non-Europeans 
to enter Europe over local resistance. Does 
the Syrian civil war justify lifting all restric-
tions on refugees? He finds that Syrians are 
not popular with most inmates of the refugee 
camps. An Afghan refugee explains that since 
Afghanistan has also had a war for five years, 
it’s unjust that Syrians should be preferred to 
him and other non-Syrians.

But if we admit all refugees flee-
ing civil wars or, more ambitiously, all 
migrants fleeing misery of every kind, 

won’t that overwhelm the recipient nations, 
create social conflict, and unjustly impose 
a more dysfunctional reality on the citizens 
of European countries? Indeed, might it not 
abolish Europe altogether? Murray finds that 
a liberal-minded German politician, wanting 
to affirm both the moral necessity of welcom-
ing people in misery and the ability of Europe 
to remain itself après le déluge, points out that 
there’s no contradiction because the migrants 
have stopped coming. When Murray responds 
that this is because Merkel has stopped them 
by reaching an agreement with Turkey to keep 
them there, the politician won’t really listen to 
this explanation. He prefers to keep himself 
morally innocent by refusing to consider the 
likely consequences of his policy.

When those consequences become un-
avoidably obvious, what will he say? Faced 
with this question, some maintain that this 
replacement migration was inevitable anyway 
and so not blameworthy. But Japan’s stricter 
immigration controls refute that claim. Oth-
ers argue, like a Swedish minister, that the 
natives should feel grateful because, in Swe-
den’s case, a rich Kurdish culture will fill the 
vacuum of a nation that has no culture at all 

“except silly things like a mid-Winter festival.” 
That seems insulting to, among others, Ing-

They’ll soon assimilate to our liberal values. Re-
ally? How soon? For how long should we be 
prepared to accept a rise in rapes or restric-
tions on free speech as a price worth paying 
for those better restaurants? And what if the 
newcomers don’t assimilate but demand that 
the “native” community does so instead by, 
for instance, demanding sharia or blasphemy 
laws? Recent British governments have shown 
themselves not unwilling to move in such di-
rections. Given population trends, as Murray 
points out, they will have stronger incentives 
to do so in the future.

A reduction in overall numbers of 
immigrants, incidentally, would natu-
rally reduce incentives for identity 

politics and multiculturalism, and increase 
those for assimilation. If a minority amounts 
to 1-2% of the population, it realizes (without 
thinking much about it) that it can’t demand 
the wholesale reconstruction of society to re-
flect its own cultural values. Over time it will 
likely reach an easy accommodation with its 
neighbors. Numbers count more than any-
thing else in achieving assimilation; but rules 

What explains the
mixture of delusion

and determination that 
underpins Europe’s
openness to its own 

destruction?
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mar Bergman and August Strindberg and a 
case of blaming the victim as it applies to all 
other living Swedes. Yet if he had met resis-
tance, wouldn’t he have told Swedes they were 
racist and undeserving of sympathy—the ter-
minal where all excuses end up?

What explains this mixture of 
delusion and determination that 
underpins Europe’s migration poli-

cies and its suicidal openness to its own de-
struction? Murray answers this question with 
a series of philosophical reflections on the 
flimsy moral character of political and intel-
lectual leaders in the modern West. He sees 
a tiredness and listlessness in Western civili-
zation that arises ultimately from the 19th-
century German Biblical scholarship that 
persuaded many Victorian intellectuals that 
their faith was in vain. That loss of faith was 
a fierce and terrible experience for individual 
believers like the poet Arthur Hugh Clough, 
but it has since spread in a diluted and organic 
form to the social classes who run society and 
shape its moral messages. Most do not real-
ize consciously that their absence of belief has 
undermined, claims Murray, the founding im-
age of our civilization, God on the cross, that 
powered the building of Notre Dame cathe-
dral, the music of Bach, the sculpture of Mi-
chaelangelo, and the poetry of Milton, Keats, 
and Tennyson. But that absence has dried up 
the sources of energy and weakened the vir-
tues, secular and religious, of our civilization 
in all its pursuits. It becomes vulnerable to 
guilt and shame for its historical crimes and 
still more so for its great achievements. Our 
governments and political parties, which deal 
in lesser works, are accordingly timid, apolo-
getic, masochistic, and indecisive in the face 
of threats from outside. They pass the buck to 
the future.

These are speculative arguments—though 
powerful ones—and they gain some force 
from the grace of Murray’s writing. (They ig-
nore, to be sure, the considerable contribution 
of the Greek philosophical tradition to the 
West.) One might say, in the light of his reli-
gious ambivalence—he is a “cultural Christian” 
or “Christian agnostic”—that he writes like a 
fallen angel. He also sees that the death of God 
has opened the way to any number of Mam-
mons and Molochs—to the religion of art, the 
worship of food, the sanctimony of NGOs, or 
the great political faiths of the 20th century, 

Communism and Nazism, snakes that are still 
“scotched…not killed.” European politicians 
believe they can construct a new kind of polity 
in which rigid faiths, ancient nations, and the 
possessors of armed doctrines will gradually 
meld into a single peaceful community under 
the flag of universal values. 

Neither author is optimistic 
that this will happen, though James 
Kirchick is slightly less pessimistic. 

Though he acknowledges that over-ambitious 
E.U. policies are at the root of such deep cri-
ses as the migrant crisis, and perhaps because 
he attaches relatively modest significance to its 
democracy deficit, he harbors some hope for 
an E.U. revival and suggests reforms to achieve 
it. Considered abstractly, the reforms Kirch-
ick recommends are reasonable, reminiscent 
of the reforms successive U.K. governments 
urged on their European partners without suc-
cess, and his boosting of NATO is better and 
more necessary than that. But the specific E.U. 
reforms are inadequate to the size of the chal-
lenge. Charles de Gaulle’s decentralized “Eu-
rope of Nations,” which Kirchick recommends, 
will not be advanced by moving powers from 
one Brussels institution, the Commission, to 
another, the Council of Ministers. And as the 
pre-Brexit negotiations showed, the E.U. es-
tablishment is unwilling to consider reforms a 
great deal more modest than that. 

It may be that instead of moving from a 
nightmare to a dream, Europe has gone in 
the other direction. Kirchick writes at one 
point that the citizens of Europe have never 
enjoyed such rights and security as in the Eu-
ropean Union. That gets the timing slightly, 
but significantly, wrong. European countries 
enjoyed their golden age of economic growth 
and political stability between about 1948 
and 1974—and it continued as a somewhat 
less golden one until 1989. Successive treaties 
turned the European Economic Community 
into the European Union with more mem-
ber-states, greater centralization, and some 
federalist great leaps forward like the Euro 
and Schengen, which have the smell of uto-
pia about them. The citizens of Europe have 
enjoyed lower economic growth and less po-
litical stability since then. The 2008 financial 
crash and other external factors played their 
part, but non-European countries recovered 
from them more quickly than Europe. It is 
clearly doing something wrong.

Kirchick should now consider 
whether the answer is not “more Eu-
rope,” but a radical decentralization of 

the E.U. within a larger but more liberal eco-
nomic bloc composed of Europe and the U.S. 
(which, after all, has been guaranteeing its se-
curity all this time). A “Big Bang” project like 
that might be the only way to spark the revival 
of Europe and the West that he rightly seeks.

Even so, a revived Europe would still run 
slap-bang into Douglas Murray’s one big 
thing. It is, he thinks, likely that Europe will 
just drift further and further towards its 
own replacement by an anti-Europe built on 
different cultural foundations. Those Brits, 
Germans, Swedes, and Frenchmen who can’t 
adapt to the new national culture will retreat 
like hobbits to rural backwaters. Eurabia will 
prevail. 

Murray holds out only one faint glimmer 
of hope. Throughout this history the great 
majority of ordinary Europeans, Brits in par-
ticular, were at every stage opposed to con-
tinuing high levels of immigration. They had 
to be deceived, repressed, and ignored in or-
der for the policy to prevail as it did. They, in 
turn, have come to distrust and rebel against 
their deceivers; hence “populism.” As a fur-
ther twist, their rulers have come to despise 
and even hate them as a recalcitrant obstacle 
to their own dreams of utopia and status. This 
class resentment downwards has been evident 
in Britain since the Brexit referendum in the 
open and bitter attacks by Remainers on 
both the poorer and less educated voters and 
on the idea of democracy itself. It’s repellent, 
but it’s also an unwilling tribute to the power 
of ordinary people in a democracy. As 1984 
predicted, 

“If there is hope,” wrote Winston, “it lies 
in the proles.”

If there was hope, it MUST lie in 
the proles, because only there in those 
swarming disregarded masses, 85 per 
cent of the population of Oceania, 
could the force to destroy the Party ever 
be generated.

We’ll see.

John O’Sullivan is the president of the Danube In-
stitute and a senior fellow of the National Review 
Institute.
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Book Review by S. Adam Seagrave

How Democracies Perish
The Demon in Democracy: Totalitarian Temptations in Free Societies, by Ryszard Legutko.

Encounter Books, 200 pages, $23.99

For some time, prominent american 
conservative intellectuals—dissidents, 
as Ryszard Legutko of Krakow’s Jagiel-

lonian University might describe them—have 
been arguing that modern liberal orthodoxy, 
whether manifested by the shouting down of 
speakers on college campuses or the smug dis-
missal of outdated opinions about the family 
or American history, has come to resemble a 
totalitarian dogmatism. Conservatives often 
feel as though they are part of a persecuted 
underground movement, not respected par-
ticipants in a debate among equals. 

For these intellectuals, Legutko’s The De-
mon in Democracy will provide powerful af-
firmation and ammunition. Echoing and 
elaborating Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s diag-
nosis of Western liberal democracy’s faults 
and vulnerabilities in his famous 1978 Har-
vard commencement address, Legutko gives 
a philosophically profound, elegantly written, 
persuasively argued account of the affinities 
between modern Western liberal-democratic 

regimes and the Soviet Communist regime. 
His biography bolsters his credibility. Hav-
ing lived under and fought the Communist 
regime in Poland for decades, Legutko has 
since occupied a number of prominent politi-
cal positions in the new European Union. He 
is, moreover, a professor of philosophy with a 
deep appreciation for and understanding of 
the history of philosophy. 

Legutko traces his comparison of 
Communism and liberal democracy 
across the themes of history, utopia, 

politics, ideology, and religion. In each case he 
provides learned accounts of the two regimes’ 
similarities and common pedigrees, building 
on Alexis de Tocqueville’s pessimistic conclu-
sions about the dangers of democracy. The De-
mon in Democracy takes its thesis beyond the 
point suggested by the subtitle, Totalitarian 
Temptations in Free Societies. The temptations 
of liberal-democratic societies are not merely 
possible outcomes, but organic and perhaps 

unavoidable developments of those societies’ 
first premises and inner logic. 

At this point in Legutko’s argument, the 
American reader might object to the author’s 
analysis. Legutko himself suggests that much 
of his analysis doesn’t apply to the American 
case:

[I]n America we can still see a culture 
war continuing unresolved for several 
decades, although the forces of the left 
seem to prevail gradually over those of 
the right. Europe has not had such a 
war, and it is highly unlikely it will break 
out in the foreseeable future as there is 
no social force of any significance that 
could launch an offensive against the 
cultural monopoly of the left.

A key factor setting America apart from 
Europe is religiosity’s persistent moderation 
of liberal-democratic culture. “In the United 
States,” he writes, “the power, at least until the 
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Revolutionary period. Liberal democracy 
and Christianity can reinforce one another, 
famous exceptions to this rule notwithstand-
ing. The tendency to mutual reinforcement 
continued in the antebellum period through, 
for example, the anti-slavery movement. 
Christian abolitionism and Lincolnian liber-
alism formed political history’s most powerful 
confluence of rational natural principles and 
Christian religious principles. Legutko might 
have given this example due weight if he had 
discerned how very different America is from 
Europe. 

Throughout, he lumps together the “ideo-
logical triad” of “class, race, and gender,” dis-
missing each element as an enemy of true 
thinking and sound politics. He fails to note 
any distinction between “a proponent of the 
brotherhood of races, a critic of the Church, 
and a supporter of homosexual marriage.” 
Legutko even refers to something he calls 

“African-Americanism.” As masterly as Le-
gutko’s analysis is in general, and of the Eu-
ropean context in particular, his treatment of 
America’s racial issues is clumsy. 

These three critiques of ryszard 
Legutko’s account—neglecting the 
truth of natural rights and human 

equality, largely ignoring the American 
case, and mishandling the issue of race—are 
closely connected. Indeed, if there is a way 
to resist the “totalitarian temptations in free 
societies,” it lies precisely in resurrecting the 
true idea of natural rights and equality, as em-
bodied first in the American Founding, and 
then applied by Lincoln, Frederick Douglass, 
and others to the issue of slavery before the 
Civil War. In America, as Tocqueville ob-
served, there is a model for appreciating the 
truth of certain liberal democratic principles 
without jettisoning religion and falling prey 
to all of the harmful “isms” Legutko so elo-
quently refutes. 

My suspicion is that Legutko would, if 
more thoroughly acquainted with the Ameri-
can context, and especially African-American 
history, be sympathetic to this criticism. As 
it stands, his book is an illuminating window 
into the contemporary situation in Europe 
and provides a fruitful point of comparison 
to America’s current situation. The Demon 
in Democracy is both a visit from the ghost of 
liberal-democratic future, and a reminder of 
the crucial importance of the spirit of our own 
liberal-democratic past. 

S. Adam Seagrave is the Kinder Institute Associ-
ate Professor of Constitutional Democracy and 
associate professor of political science at the Uni-
versity of Missouri. 

"This delightful early history of Central Park was written 
with considerable assistance from Frederick Law 
Olmsted and Calvert Vaux and thus accurately reflects 
their intent in designing and administering the park. 
To Clarence Cook's insightful tour of the park and the 
handsome engravings prepared by Albert F. Bellows, 
Maureen Meister has contributed an intelligent 
introduction that explains the book's publication 
history, especially the roles of Cook, Bellows, printer 
Corydon Alvord, and publisher F. J. Huntington."

—David Schuyler, author of Sanctified Landscape: 
Writers, and the Hudson River Valley

"Setting the record straight on the driving forces in 
the early-20th-century fight for women's suffrage 

. . . Neuman counters the popular opinion that these 
women were merely "bored socialites trying on 
suffrage as they might the latest couture designs 
from Paris," and she makes a solid case . . . Neuman 
concisely explains how these gilded women have been 
airbrushed out of history, resented by those who felt 
exploited, but thankfully, they succeeded, and women 
vote today because of them."

—Kirkus Reviews
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1960s, was in the hands of the Christian ma-
jority…who interpreted the rules of freedom 
of religion and neutrality of the state in a way 
that allowed for a strong presence of religion 
in the public square.” Echoing Tocqueville’s 
approving estimation of the relationship be-
tween religion and politics in America, Le-
gutko calls the U.S. “a country where one 
could speak of the real separation of church 
and state.” 

This anomaly might cast doubt on his as-
sertion that anti-Christian phenomena are 

“the genuine consequences of the spirit of mo-
dernity.” At moments such as these, he seems 
too caught up in abstractions and “isms,” such 
as the “spirit of modernity” and “liberalism,” 
to accurately apprehend and assess broad 
intellectual and political trends. Legutko is 
insufficiently clear about the distinction be-
tween liberal democratic theory—natural 
rights and basic human equality—and what 
the University of Dallas’s Christopher Wolfe 
aptly calls the “tendencies” of liberalism. One 
may, that is, agree with the proposition that 

“all men are created equal” without thereby 
endorsing selfish materialism or anti-religious 
secularism.

Early in the book legutko provides 
an excellent, if brief, treatment of the 
paradigmatic rights language in the 

United Nations’s 1948 Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights. He contrasts its groundless, 
extravagant, “unjustifiable” notion of rights to 
that anchored in “a strong theory of human 
nature such as one finds in classical metaphys-
ics.” He correctly notes the dominance of this 

“unjustifiable” notion of rights in modern lib-
eral democracies. 

The idea of rights derived from a “strong 
theory of human nature”—a genuine idea of 
natural rights—is, however, both true and 
momentously important for morality and 
politics. Although Legutko’s tracing of the 
possible pernicious consequences of liberal 
democracy is excellent and entirely persuasive, 
his account should have simultaneously em-
phasized the importance of the truths about 
humanity and politics that are reflected in 
liberal democratic theory. The idea of basic 
human equality may indeed lead to individu-
alism, materialism, secularism, and medioc-
rity—but it is, nevertheless, true. In his focus 
on the profusion of “isms” that have grown up 
around it, Legutko disregards the important 
truth at liberal democracy’s center.

This truth is, moreover, in profound agree-
ment with Christianity. The early Americans 
never doubted this fact, incorporating Lock-
ean liberal political principles with Protes-
tant Christian theology throughout the pre-
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Essay by William Voegeli

The Democrats’ Dilemma

The two parties that were domi-
nant by the end of Reconstruction have 
organized American political competi-

tion ever since. But everything that had a be-
ginning will eventually have an end. As each 
party’s incapacities and contradictions be-
come more pronounced, our partisan duopoly 
is experiencing an acute crisis. Republicans 
and Democrats are now engaged in an un-
precedented form of conflict: Mutual Assured 
Self-Destruction.

In 2016 the Republicans won, for the first 
time in a decade, simultaneous control of the 
White House and both houses of Congress. 
They are all too aware that the previous era 
of GOP control, from 2003 to 2007, left few 
trophies on the mantel. President George 
W. Bush did nominate, and the Republican 
Senate confirm, two Supreme Court Justices, 
John Roberts and Samuel Alito. Comparably 
impressive conservative jurists ended up in 
lower federal courts—in all, 340 Bush nomi-
nees became federal judges, compared to 387 
for Bill Clinton and 334 for Barack Obama.

Otherwise, the political capital Bush 
vowed to use after his 2004 reelection yielded 
negligible returns. Much of it was squandered 
in shoring up support for the war in Iraq, 
wherein the prevention of terrorism morphed 
into the promotion of democracy—in a sin-
gularly inconducive venue. A good portion of 
the rest was devoted to the stillborn effort to 
establish private savings accounts within the 
Social Security system. Such privatization, a 
component of the “ownership society” Bush 

advocated, was the closest thing an adminis-
tration preoccupied with terrorism and the 
Middle East had to a domestic policy frame-
work. The ownership society’s chief legacy be-
came government encouragement and facili-
tation of home mortgage loans to borrowers 
previously considered excessively risky. The 
resulting increase in demand from overex-
tended home buyers contributed to a housing 
bubble, a major factor in the 2008 financial 
panic.

A plausible hope at the start of 2017 was 
that Republican leaders at each end of Penn-
sylvania Avenue would be disciplined and 
purposeful, desiring to surpass the previ-
ous decade’s legacy. If subsequent years are 
like the first one, however, they will do well 
to equal it. As was the case in 2003-07, Sen-
ate Republicans and the White House agree 
on placing able conservatives on the federal 
bench, and have added Neil Gorsuch to the 
Supreme Court.

The disagreements—between President 
Trump and congressional Republicans, among 
those Republicans, and within an exception-
ally riven administration—are more notable. 
Against the conspicuous success of the Gor-
such nomination and confirmation is the 
conspicuous failure to repeal and replace the 
Affordable Care Act (“Obamacare”). Loudly 
proclaiming their opposition to it, Republi-
cans won back the House of Representatives 
in 2010. They subsequently contended that 
repeal was impossible with a Democratic Sen-
ate. After voters elected a Republican one in 

2014, the GOP argued that both houses were 
necessary but insufficient: only with a Re-
publican president to sign a GOP health care 
bill could one be passed. In 2016, contrary to 
nearly every pundit and pollster’s forecast, the 
nation elected Donald Trump…and Republi-
cans have since gone on to fail repeatedly at 
what they have described since 2010 as their 
first order of business. 

That Obamacare’s demise is proving as dif-
ficult to arrange as Rasputin’s is only one sign 
of the GOP’s troubles, which extend beyond 
the Beltway. Roy Moore’s victory over Luther 
Strange in Alabama’s Republican Senate pri-
mary indicates that Trumpism—anti-estab-
lishment populism—is a wider, deeper phe-
nomenon than Trump himself. The president 
endorsed and campaigned for Strange, the 
former Alabama attorney general appointed 
in 2017 to replace Jeff Sessions, who gave up 
his Senate seat to become United States at-
torney general. In this choice, Trump aligned 
with, rather than opposed, the GOP congres-
sional leadership, who feared that the out-
spoken Moore would complicate their 2018 
campaign strategies. Despite, or because of, 
these preferences, Moore won a clear victory 
by running against the Republican establish-
ment in a way similar to Trump’s primary vic-
tories against more conventional opponents 
in 2016. If the wave that carried Trump to 
the White House did not crest in November 
2016, then the transformation of the Republi-
can Party has only just started. Whether that 
increasingly populist party is capable of gov-
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erning, as opposed to posturing, is crucial but 
questionable.

Class versus Identity

Amidst their troubles, republicans 
can find solace in: a) the evidence that 
the Democrats are even more screwed 

up; and b) the knowledge that as long as our 
two-party, zero-sum system endures, power 
can be won and wielded by the party that is 
merely less screwed up. The Democrats’ as-
tonishing, mortifying loss in 2016 brutally 
extinguished any remaining embers of hope-
and-change optimism. The 2008 victories did 
not, everyone now knows, herald a new era 
of Democratic hegemony. Subsequent intra-
party debates over why 2016 happened and 
how to prevent more defeats like it have been 
unusually acrimonious. One reason is that 
Republicans nominated the presidential can-
didate Democrats thought was least electable, 
making his victory especially galling. Another 
is that a close loss lends itself to a long list of 

“but for” explanations. Trump defeated Hill-
ary Clinton in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and 
Wisconsin by a total of 77,744 votes, a sliver 
(.057%) of the nearly 137 million ballots cast 
nationwide. But for that sliver, Clinton would 
have won those blue states’ electoral votes, a 
total of 46, and the presidency. 

Above all, Democrats have argued over 
whether Clinton lost because the party’s co-
alition is too narrow, or too shallow. Specifi-
cally, should Democrats do more, or less, to 
win votes from the white working class? Ac-
cording to CNN’s exit polls, such voters, typi-
cally defined as whites without four-year col-
lege degrees, accounted for 34% of the 2016 
electorate, and favored Trump over Clinton 
in a landslide, 66% to 29%. Trump’s success 
extended a trend: John McCain won 58% of 
white working-class votes in 2008; Mitt Rom-
ney received 61% in 2012.

The case that Democrats should try harder 
to win white working-class votes is virtually 
self-evident. In a closely divided democracy, 
writing off one third of the electorate seems 
suicidal. Even if Democrats never again re-
ceive majorities from this constituency, as they 
did during the New Deal, smaller margins 
of defeat, such as those suffered by Barack 
Obama, are manifestly preferable to those 
voters’ overwhelming repudiation of Hillary 
Clinton. The difference may plausibly account 
for Obama’s two victories as opposed to Clin-
ton’s defeat.

And yet, the “I’m With Her” theory of 
the case in 2016 was that Clinton’s disregard 
of the white working class was not only a 
plausible campaign strategy but her likeliest 

path to victory. Democratic pollster Stanley 
Greenberg laments that the Clinton cam-
paign’s “malpractice” led to emphasizing the 

“rainbow base” at “the expense of the work-
ing class.” The campaign’s “fatal conclusion,” 
he argues, was that “she could not win white 
working-class voters, and that the ‘rising elec-
torate’ would make up the difference.” It is all 
too fitting, in this view, that Clinton “finished 
her campaign with rallies in inner cities and 
university towns.”

By “rainbow base” and “rising electorate” 
Greenberg refers to a Democratic coalition of 
blacks, Hispanics, other minority groups, and 
whites with college degrees, especially with 
advanced or professional degrees. (According 
to CNN, voters of all races with a postgradu-

Biden and Senator Bernie Sanders, Clinton’s 
opponent for the 2016 nomination, have in-
sisted that the white working-class voters who 
favored Donald Trump so decisively were not, 
by and large, bigots. Rather, Sanders said ear-
lier this year, Trump understood “that there’s 
a lot of pain in this country.” Greenberg 
thinks Clinton could have defeated Trump 
if she had addressed that pain with the sort 
of economic populism that defined the Sand-
ers campaign—by decrying, for example, “the 
special-interest and big-money influence that 
was keeping government from working for 
the middle class.” Instead, though a Clinton 
campaign ad showed her hugging the child 
of illegal immigrants, there was never an ad 
showing the nominee “with an autoworker’s 
daughter.”

What Clinton Wrought

If, on the other hand, sociological 
facts exert more power over votes, lives, 
hearts, and minds than economic ones, 

the Democratic Party must choose between 
its rainbow base and the white working class. 
And, all those who think a choice is nec-
essary also think there’s only one choice: 
sticking with and shoring up the base. For 
Joan Walsh, author of What’s the Matter 
with White People? (2012), “political corner-
cutting” designed to woo less affluent white 
voters is not only “politically risky, given the 
party’s majority-female-and-voters-of-color 
base,” but also “morally wrong.”

The risk? Curtailing identity politics in 
order to emphasize greater economic secu-
rity could result in a net loss for Democrats 
if the number of disaffected rainbow voters 
who stay home exceeds the number of white 
Trump voters attracted to a corner-cutting 
Democrat. Walsh has “come to despair” that 
economic populism has the capacity to attract 
significant numbers of white working-class 
voters, and over “the difficulty of luring [such] 
voters without turning away the Democratic 
Party’s loyal base.” And the moral wrong? Ac-
cording to Walsh, any Democratic pivot to 
the white working class requires denying “the 
primacy of racism”—denying that Trump did 
so well with such voters because they were 
willing to accept, and in many cases eager to 
embrace, “the very real racism and sexism that 
[he] deliberately channeled” in 2016.

In other words, retooling their message 
to make it more appealing to white working-
class voters will probably leave Democrats 
worse off, due to more-than-offsetting loss-
es from the rainbow base. But even if that 
analysis proves incorrect, it would still be 
better to lose elections than to win them by 
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ate education accounted for 18% of the 2016 
electorate, and favored Clinton by a margin 
of 58% to 37%.) This rainbow coalition was 
constructed to secure Democratic electoral 
victories despite working-class whites’ grow-
ing estrangement from the party. Greenberg 
believes that the Clinton campaign bet, and 
lost, the presidency on rejecting class politics 
in favor of identity politics.

Why can’t Democrats appeal to the rain-
bow base and the white working class? It 
depends on whether the latter are primarily 
working-class, or primarily white. If econom-
ics is central, then Democrats should be able 
to do much better with this electoral bloc by 
responding to its aspirations, anxieties, and 
resentments with a newer, post-industrial 
New Deal. Both former Vice President Joe 
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running morally bankrupt candidates and 
campaigns, ones who extenuate rather than 
deplore racism and sexism. Political parties 
must determine how to win elections, but 
also remember why. To win by betraying 
the fundamental reason for contesting an 
election in the first place validates the oth-
er party’s rejection of one’s own principles. 
Such victories are worse than defeats, more 
dishonorable but also more damaging in the 
long run to a party’s raison d’être. 

The remarkable but inescapable conclusion 
of this line of argument is that Democrats 
would be better off if there had never been a 
Bill Clinton presidency. In the 1990s, after 
Republicans had held the White House for 
12 long years, most Democrats were latitudi-
narian about Clinton’s rhetorical and substan-
tive apostasies from liberal dogma on crime, 
abortion, immigration, welfare, and other 
charged issues that intersect identity politics. 
Over time, however, disdain for Clintonian 
triangulation grew. Barack Obama spoke 
to this attitude in January 2008 when, run-
ning against Hillary Clinton, he said that Bill 
Clinton had not changed America’s trajectory 
the way Ronald Reagan had, which implied 
that Clintonism amounted to the continu-
ation and validation of Reaganism. By 2016, 
the party consensus was clear and vehement: 
Clinton’s compromises in the 1990s were 
deeply regrettable, if not contemptible. Both 
Clintons found that securing her nomination 
and uniting the party required apologizing for 
things they had said and done two decades 
earlier.

Because the Obama presidency affirmed 
identity politics in so many ways, beginning 
with his being the first black president, his 
legacy has been subject to relatively muted 
Democratic criticism. This does not mean 
that Democrats are happy about compro-
mises made over the past decade. In the 
years between working in the Clinton and 
Obama administrations, Rahm Emanuel 
was a congressman from Chicago (where he 
is now mayor) and chairman of the Demo-
cratic Congressional Campaign Committee. 
In that capacity, he recruited moderate can-
didates to run, often successfully, in “purple” 
rural and suburban districts. As a result, 
Democrats won House majorities in 2006 
and 2008, the only time since the 1994 Newt 
Gingrich revolution they have done so. Col-
umnist Ryan Cooper now speaks for many 
Democrats, however, when he condemns the 
idea that his party might adopt the Emanuel 
template to fight back in the Age of Trump. 
The party needs “barnstorming populists,” 
he says, not the “milquetoast figures” pre-
ferred by “unpopular, uninspiring, morally 

compromised transactional politicians like 
Rahm Emanuel.”

Since the 2016 election, Columbia Univer-
sity’s Mark Lilla has become the most promi-
nent Democratic critic of identity politics, 
most recently in his new book, The Once and 
Future Liberal. His motive is being fed up with 

“noble defeats.” By contrast, what Democrats 
like Walsh and Cooper cannot tolerate are 
tainted victories. Greenberg and Lilla believe 
that greater Democratic outreach to white 
working-class voters can pay electoral divi-
dends without repudiating the party’s core 
beliefs. Walsh and Cooper speak for Demo-
crats who consider such efforts to be futile, 
counterproductive, and shameful. 

The competing arguments cannot both 
be right. It is possible, however, that both are 
wrong, or at least too flawed to solve the Demo-
crats’ problems. Barack Obama’s infamous as-
sessment in 2008 shows both positions’ defects:

You go into these small towns in Penn-
sylvania and, like a lot of small towns in 
the Midwest, the jobs have been gone 
now for 25 years and nothing’s replaced 
them. And they fell through the Clinton 
administration, and the Bush adminis-
tration, and each successive administra-
tion has said that somehow these com-
munities are gonna regenerate and they 
have not.

By the end of the Obama Administration, 
manufacturing employment regained almost 
all the ground lost during the Great Reces-
sion—it stood at 12.56 million jobs in Janu-
ary 2009 and 12.36 million in January 2017. 
More Americans than that worked in manu-
facturing in the 1940s, however, when the 
country’s population was less than half what 
it is today. Treading water isn’t going to cause 
the small towns of Pennsylvania and the Mid-
west to regenerate. 

As a result, it’s hard to believe that aggres-
sive economic populism will restore Demo-
crats’ Rust Belt prospects. A New Republic 
autopsy on John Kerry’s 2004 defeat is truer 
today than it was 12 years ago. “Democrats 
have run up against the limits of what they—
or anyone else—can do to create and protect 
good jobs,” Noam Scheiber wrote. As a result, 

“working-class whites seem more and more 
aware of the fact that Democrats have lost the 
ability to deliver stable, well-paying jobs.” If, 
as Obama discerned in 2008, working-class 
voters have concluded that no party or poli-
tician can deliver security and progress, then 
they will naturally gravitate to Republicans 
on the basis of national security, social issues, 
and cultural affinity.
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To Have and Have Not

Two recent books—white work-
ing Class (reviewed on page 27) by 
Joan C. Williams, a professor at U.C. 

Hastings College of the Law in San Francisco, 
and Dream Hoarders by Richard V. Reeves of 
the Brookings Institution—gauge the chasm 
between this group of voters and the Demo-
cratic Party in ways that give little reason to 
expect economic populism will repair the 
relationship. Throughout 2016, for example, 
Democrats made clear their belief that work-
ing-class voters wouldn’t and shouldn’t put 
their faith in a billionaire real estate mogul. 
It didn’t work out that way, Williams argues, 
because the white working class “resents pro-
fessionals” of the sort over-represented in the 
rainbow base coalition, “but admires the rich.” 
Members of the working class are not rich, of 
course, but find the desire to be rich entirely 
comprehensible. By contrast, why someone 
would want to be, say, a community organizer 
is baffling and more than a little disquieting. 
Worse, members of the working class have 
little direct contact with the rich, but a good 
deal with professionals—much of which con-
sists of being bossed around, second-guessed, 
and condescended to.

Reeves elaborates why Democratic ef-
forts to win working-class votes by running 
against the rich have yielded meager elec-
toral returns. According to Occupy Wall 
Street and the Sanders presidential cam-
paign, the most crucial division in American 
life is between the 1% and the 99%. (In 2015, 
a household needed an income of just over 
$400,000 to be in the top percentile of the 
income distribution.) Reeves argues, to the 
contrary, that “the most important fracture 
in American society” is actually between the 
top 20% (households with an income above 
$116,890 in 2015) and the other 80%: the up-
per middle class, and everyone else. Echoing 
Williams, Reeves says that Trump support-
ers without a lot of money “have no problem 
with the rich,” but detest “upper middle-class 
professionals: journalists, scholars, tech-
nocrats, managers, bureaucrats, the people 
with letters after their names.”

What’s more, Reeves argues, this work-
ing-class attitude may reflect spite or resent-
ment, but is ultimately based on an accurate 
assessment of how modern America works. 
Through interlocking policies, especially ones 
affecting taxes, education, and real estate, the 
upper quintile has both fortified its advantag-
es and steadily increased its ability to transmit 
them intergenerationally. Mortgage interest 
and property taxes, for example, are deduct-
ible from the federal income tax. According 

to a 2014 Urban Institute study, about 70% 
of the benefits from those two deductions 
goes to households in the top quintile of the 
income distribution, compared to 8% for the 
middle quintile and less than 2% for the bot-
tom two quintiles. 

Additionally, good schools and nice houses 
usually go together. A high property tax base 
improves a school district’s finances, even as 
being located in a desired school district en-
hances a home’s market value. More resources 
can be devoted to education, and fewer to 
dealing with disciplinary problems and learn-
ing disabilities, in schools that educate ad-
vantaged rather than disadvantaged students. 
Finally, the journalists, scholars, technocrats, 
managers, and bureaucrats overrepresented 
in upper-quintile school districts are especial-
ly adept and confident when it comes to prod-
ding educators to do better or fix a problem. 
With all these advantages flowing to children 
who are already advantaged, it is easier for 
them to get into the selective colleges that play 
a large role in determining career paths and 

draws our attention to the social science dis-
tinction between two kinds of economic mo-
bility: absolute and relative. The former is 
about purchasing power, “a measure of wheth-
er you are economically better off than your 
parents were at the same age,” in his words. If 
you’re 45 years old, with a household income 
of $75,000, and your parents had an income 
of $50,000 (adjusting for inflation and family 
size) when they were in their mid-40s, then 
you’ve experienced absolute upward mobility. 
By contrast, if your household income was at 
the 50th percentile of the income distribu-
tion when you were a kid, and is at the 75th 
percentile now that you’re an adult, you’ve 
experienced relative upward mobility. Reeves 
describes it as “a measure of which rung of the 
ladder you stand on in your generation, com-
pared to the rung your parents stood on in 
their own generation.”

Absolute mobility is most easily attained 
during prosperous times, such as the long 
economic boom from 1945 to 1973. There’s 
no simple or easy way to guarantee strong, du-
rable economic growth, of course, but one of 
its clear benefits is that it can be widely shared. 
There’s no reason one family’s affluence has to 
come at any other’s expense. 

Relative mobility, on the other hand, is in-
herently a zero-sum game. No matter what 
we do, Reeves notes, there will always be ex-
actly one fifth of the population in each in-
come distribution quintile. This means there 
can only be as much upward relative mobility 
as there is downward mobility. Everyone loves 
the idea of a Horatio Alger society where it’s 
a common occurrence and realistic aspiration 
for people who spent their childhoods in the 
poorest quintile of the income distribution 
to spend their adulthoods in the richest one. 
That ideal cannot be realized, however, unless 
it’s also common for people who grew up af-
fluent to end up significantly less so. But the 
whole point of the lifestyles of the self-satisfied 
and comfortable—which includes helicopter 
parenting, hired coaches for college entrance 
exams and application essays, and regulatory 
and legislative moats around gentry suburbs—
is to eliminate the risk of downward intergen-
erational mobility. For all the talk about glass 
ceilings, Reeves argues, the more severe prob-
lem is that the upper middle class is building 
an ever thicker and less permeable glass floor.

New Alignments?

The democrats’ two main options, 
class politics and identity politics, be-
come clearer in light of Reeves’s analy-

sis. Both give ample opportunity for the well-
credentialed upper middle class to sound no-

The Democrats’
need for the white

working-class vote will
be as substantial as
their difficulty in

securing it.

marriage prospects, the variables most likely 
to affect socioeconomic mobility.

The upper-quintile facility at shaping pol-
icy in its interests, and at portraying these 
exertions as altruistic rather than self-serving, 
extends far beyond the educational system. In 
2015, a developer proposed plans to build 224 
affordable housing units in Marin County—
California’s most affluent—where the median 
home price is $1.25 million. Newly formed 
civic groups argued that their opposition to 

“high density development” was necessary to 
“protect and preserve the character of the area.” 
In 2017, these efforts succeeded when a Dem-
ocratic state legislator from Marin County 
secured passage of a bill that, as described by 
the Los Angeles Times, “lets Marin’s largest 
cities and incorporated areas maintain extra 
restrictions on how many homes developers 
can build.” Hillary Clinton won 79% of the 
vote in Marin County, compared to 16% for 
Donald Trump.

Reeves’s nightmare is the emergence of 
an American caste system. To explain it, he 
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largest, most harmonious electoral coalition 
possible in 2008, attempted to explain red-
state attitudes in blue-state terms. It’s “not 
surprising” that residents of towns that have 
declined for decades “get bitter,” he said, and 

“cling to guns or religion or antipathy toward 
people who aren’t like them or anti-immi-
grant sentiment or anti-trade sentiment as 
a way to explain their frustrations.” So, yes, 
there was fanaticism about guns and religion 
in the working class, as well as bigotry, but 
the socioeconomic context made it under-
standable and even sort of forgivable.

The remarks, delivered at a San Francisco 
campaign fundraising event, did not endear 
Obama to the working-class voters who were 
the subjects of his anthropological riff. Nor 
did they dispose affluent Democrats to give 
the white working class the benefit of the 
doubt. Walsh says she tried in her 2012 book 
to argue that the “white ethnic” backlash of 
the 1960s was about that era’s whole skein 
of social dislocations, not just race. She now 
believes, however, that the Trump victory, 
like Richard Nixon’s “silent majority,” was 
really about whites’ “racial resentment, belief 
in white superiority, and fear of their coming 
‘minority’ status in the United States.” Ta-
Nehisi Coates, the “most influential writer 
in America today,” according to the New 
Yorker’s George Packer, is even more categori-
cal. In the Atlantic, he contends that “racism 
remains, as it has since 1776, at the heart of 
this country’s political life,” and draws a direct 
line from John Calhoun and Jefferson Davis 
to Donald Trump.

Slate’s L.V. Anderson spoke for many up-
per-quintile Democrats when she stated that 
Trump’s victory caused white liberals to “see 
our unjust, racist, sexist country for what it 
is.” This “othering” of Trump voters allows 
white liberals to define themselves against 
unjust, racist, and sexist attitudes—thereby 
congratulating themselves for lacking and op-
posing them. Williams calls this out as elite 
whites “displacing the blame for racism onto 
other-class whites.” And, given how frequent-
ly and fervently they extol it, affluent liberals 
do seem strangely reluctant to incorporate the 
wondrous benefits of diversity into their own 
lives. In the 2010 census, Marin County’s pop-
ulation was 80% white and 2.8% black. That 
those 224 affordable new homes would have 

left Marin looking a bit more like America 
must not have occurred to the affluent, highly 
educated Clinton voters living there. 

Coates derides Packer for characterizing 
the Democratic Party as a coalition of “rising 
professionals and diversity.” Packer’s “rubric 
of ‘diversity,’” Coates complains, dismisses 
the highest aspirations of identity politics, 
including “resistance to a policing whose sole 
legitimacy is rooted in brute force” (empha-
sis added). Williams, however, cautions that 
such “demonization of the police underesti-
mates the difficulty of ending police violence 
against communities of color.” More basically, 
it ignores that police must frequently “make 
split-second decisions in life-threatening situ-
ations,” a challenge that doesn’t characterize 
the workdays of people with letters after their 
names. 

Joan Walsh believes that because “the ‘ris-
ing American electorate’ is still rising,” the 
Democratic Party should concentrate on its 

“most loyal constituencies, starting with black 
women,” rather than emphasize appeals to 
the white working class. The problem is that 
one originator of the rising electorate thesis, 
John Judis, keeps throwing larger and larger 
buckets of cold water on it. He recently in-
sisted in the New Republic that a “majority-
minority” America will not arrive before mid-
century, and that if and when it does happen 
it will not guarantee the Democrats unassail-
able electoral advantages. The crude, linear 
extrapolation of recent demographic trends 
and partisan loyalties is “straight-out wrong 
and profoundly misleading,” he now thinks. 

If Judis is correct, the Democrats’ need for 
the white working-class vote will be as sub-
stantial as their difficulty in securing it. This 
does not mean that Democrats must resign 
themselves to a long exile as the country’s 
minority party. Republican dominance from 
2003 to 2007, after all, gave way to Democrat-
ic control of the White House and Congress 
after 2008. But as each party becomes more 
dependent on the other’s mistakes or unpopu-
larity, the probability increases that new po-
litical alignments will eventually supplant the 
two-party system America has known for 150 
years.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books.

ble while acting selfishly, as in Marin County. 
The jihad against the 1% serves the purposes 
of the less prosperous 19% of the upper quin-
tile. (Reeves reports that more than a third of 
the demonstrators at one Occupy march in 
2011 had incomes in excess of $100,000.) By 
claiming they have the same cause and same 
enemy as the less affluent 80% of the income 
distribution, upper middle-class Democrats 
can draw attention away from the policies and 
political tactics that do so much to strengthen 
the top quintile.

The “size and strength of the upper middle 
class means that it can reshape cities, domi-
nate the education system, and transform the 
labor market,” Reeves writes. Furthermore, 
it “has a huge influence on public discourse, 
counting among its members most journal-
ists, think-tank scholars, TV editors, pro-
fessors, and pundits in the land.” And, most 
dismaying of all, the transmission of these ad-
vantages means they will expand and solidify. 

“As inequality between the upper middle class 
and the rest grows, parents will become more 
determined to ensure their children stay near 
the top.” This “dream hoarding,” he warns, is 
how “[i]nequality and immobility…become 
self-reinforcing.” 

Furthermore, the merely affluent are acutely 
aware of how much better their lives would be 
if they had the truly rich’s wealth and power. 
Those rungs of the ladder are within their view. 
For the working class, by contrast, “The dream 
is not to become upper-middle-class, with its 
different food, family, and friendship patterns,” 
Williams writes. It is, instead, “to live in your 
own class milieu, where you feel comfortable—
just with more money.” Opposition to the rich 
also addresses distinctively upper middle-class 
concerns with “positional goods,” such as liv-
ing in the most prestigious zip codes. Like oc-
cupying the top income percentile or quintile, 
positional goods are inherently scarce. Prevent-
ing the Silicon Valley or hedge-fund billion-
aire from using donations and connections to 
grease his child’s way into Harvard won’t help 
a plumber get his kid a scholarship at the state 
university. But it might open up an admission 
slot that can be filled by the child of upper mid-
dle-class strivers.

The dream hoarders’ relation to identity 
politics is also neither simple nor pure. Can-
didate Obama, for the sake of building the 
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Book Review by Henry Olsen

Blue-Collar Blues
White Working Class: Overcoming Class Cluelessness in America, by Joan C. Williams.

Harvard Business Review Press, 192 pages, $22.99

In her new book, white working class, 
which expands the notable Harvard Busi-
ness Review article she wrote two days af-

ter the 2016 election, Joan Williams attempts: 
1) to explain to political, media, and business 
elites the white working class’s composition, 
concerns, and desires; and more importantly 
for her, 2) to persuade her fellow progressives 
that white working-class voters can be won 
back only if Democrats focus more on class 
and less on race, gender, and other themes.

Williams, a professor at U.C. Hastings 
College of the Law, succeeds in her first task, 
though she says little that will be new to any-
one who has studied this group closely. She 
overlooks, too, a key segment of the white 
working class, those above the poverty level 
but earning less than $41,000 annually. As a 
result, her book underestimates the economic 
desperation that shapes these voters’ views 
and actions. 

But Williams fails completely in her sec-
ond goal. She seems oblivious to the ways 
progressive ideology is simply anathema to 
many white working-class voters. “Green” and 
multicultural ideologies are essential to the 
modern Left, and impossible to discard. The 
resulting policies are simply contrary to the 
economic interests of the white working class, 
especially the more downscale segment that 
Williams exempts from her analysis.

It does not follow, however, that the future 
is therefore rosy for the GOP. Republican 
politicians and leaders, especially “movement” 
conservatives, have failed for decades to un-

derstand these voters. Just because working-
class whites do not like the Left does not 
mean that they are the Right’s natural con-
stituency, especially a Right with a doctrinal 
commitment to free markets and minimal 
government. Any attempt to make these vot-
ers a permanent part of a center-right coali-
tion must start with a thorough, candid as-
sessment of conservative ideology’s capacity to 
repel the working class as much as progressive 
ideology does.

Williams is at her best when 
she describes this class’s outlook. 
These voters, as I have often con-

tended, want three main things: comfort 
(meaning a relatively secure, basic modern 
standard of living), respect (the honor society 
pays to someone who contributes to it), and 
dignity (the internal sense of doing some-
thing worthy of honor and self-supporting 
or self-nurturing). So it was refreshing to see 
her turn to these same words in her descrip-
tion, especially the concepts of dignity and 
respect. As she correctly notes, these people 
do the hard work that sustains modern life: 

“they keep our power lines repaired, our sew-
ers functioning, our trains running.” It’s sim-
ply basic human psychology that people who 
do hard work want to know their contribu-
tions are valued, in ways both tangible and 
intangible. 

These simple requests are especially poignant 
in light of what those jobs do to the soul. As 
Williams puts it:

Their rigid, highly supervised jobs are 
often boring, repetitive, or both, which 
makes them psychologically challeng-
ing: think of medical technicians, fac-
tory workers, bus drivers. Men’s jobs, 
and some women’s, are physically de-
manding: consider construction work-
ers, long-haul truck drivers, physicians’ 
assistants. Women’s jobs—in nurs-
ing, customer service, managing small 
stores—can be emotionally demanding 
too.

Each of these jobs, like much humbler profes-
sions such as store cashier or stock boy, ren-
ders a service. The employee performs tasks 
laid out by others, and is judged by how well 
he executes someone else’s plans. 

When the served withhold the apprecia-
tion from the server that would affirm their 
shared humanity, the server is naturally re-
sentful. This tendency is exacerbated when 
the service performed is mentally or physi-
cally onerous. Because the demands for com-
fort, dignity, and respect stem from this need, 
when those reasonable expectations are not 
met, working-class Americans’ demands be-
come political.

Williams skillfully uses this basic insight 
to explain why working-class people resent 
the non-working poor. Inhabiting a precari-
ous status that depends on following rules 
and working hard, they expect others to do 
the same. The failure or refusal to buckle 
down draws their contempt, and when pub-
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lic benefits are provided to the non-working 
poor—often benefits for which the working 
class is ineligible—they feel cheated and dis-
respected. What is often called racism by lib-
erals is merely, for many working-class whites, 
moral condemnation of anyone, of any back-
ground, who fails to exhibit the traits they 
associate with valid moral claims for comfort, 
respect, and dignity.

Conservatives too often look at 
these claims with barely concealed 
disdain. If you want comfort, dignity, 

or respect in our eyes, they imply (and some-
times say), you need to earn it according to our 
values: if you don’t like serving me, become 
a leader yourself. Start a business. Become 
more entrepreneurial. Embrace risk, and reap 
the psychological and material rewards that 
only sustained, self-directed work can bring. 
If you can’t earn your own success, they argue, 
you have no moral right to use politics to get 
what you desire.

This view flies in the face of white working-
class values, which emphasize family and com-
munity over work. Working-class Americans 
reject what Williams calls the professional 
class’s “work devotion.” Professional elites, 
she argues, place great emphasis on work as 
a source of happiness and accord high priority 
to it. They readily uproot—and in the worst 
cases, abandon—their families in pursuit of 
better work opportunities. Working-class 
whites see work as a means to life, but pro-
fessional classes see it as “a vocation, a calling, 
a métier,” as David Brooks wrote in Bobos in 
Paradise (2000).

This “work devotion” leads professionals to 
interact with other people in ways that work-
ing-class whites see as suspect. Professionals’ 
status and success depends as much on whom 
they know as on what they actually do. Thus, 
they network and use their interactions with 
others for professional purposes, not solely or 
even primarily to form real relationships. “This 
peculiar combination of the personal and the 
strategic strikes the working class as insincere,” 
Williams writes. This leads to a belief in plain 
speech as a moral virtue for the working class.

One can easily see how Mitt Romney, the 
heir of an auto executive and a kind of arche-
type of the networking professional, would 

fail to connect with these voters. And why 
Donald Trump, a rich builder who extolled 
the worth of the working person and spoke 
plainly, would be a hero to them, too.

Williams’s fine explanation of the white 
working-class mindset should persuade pro-
gressives to form a bigger, more powerful 
center-left coalition by reaching out to these 
voters. Instead, she betrays her own progres-
sive mindset by focusing on the wrong things. 
The green agenda, for example, is one reason 
so many of these people suffer falling wages 
and disappearing jobs. Many make their liv-
ing in areas peculiarly dependent upon fos-
sil fuel production and consumption: people 
who drill for oil and gas, or mine coal, but 
also those who log trees, or drive gas-burning 
trucks, or make things in fossil fuel-burning 
factories. Anything that restricts energy pro-
duction or drives up its cost will make the 
working class more economically precarious. 
Yet Williams never even mentions the green 
climate-change agenda as a potential barrier 
to making common cause with these workers.

Trade is another sticking point 
she unaccountably omits. Many work-
ing-class whites face strong competi-

tion from foreign labor who compete with 
them on price. This segment of America has 
been increasingly hostile to trade agreements 
like NAFTA, something Trump and Bernie 
Sanders recognized. Failure even to seriously 
discuss this suggests her understanding of her 
book’s subject is severely limited.

Williams ignores the fact that Sanders of-
fered a progressive agenda designed to attract 
working-class voters in 2016. In many states 
voters were free to cast ballots in either party’s 
primary, which effectively meant that Sanders 
and Trump were competing for the same vot-
ers. Time and again, Trump’s working-class 
agenda, unencumbered by progressive iden-
tity politics and ecological preoccupations, 
demolished Sanders’s. When given a choice 
between leftist populism and vigorous cen-
trist populism, working-class whites chose 
the latter in a landslide.

Nor can Williams account for the gen-
eral election results. Recall that she excluded 
households earning below $41,000 a year 
from her definition of “white working class,” 

thereby leaving tens of millions outside her 
purview. Counties with large numbers of 
these people often show some of the largest 
gains for Trump compared with Romney. 
Consider Ohio’s Ashtabula County, north-
east of Cleveland: 93% white with a median 
household income below $41,000 a year. It 
swung 32% in Trump’s favor (versus Romney 
in 2012), making Trump the first Republi-
can nominee since Ronald Reagan in 1984 to 
carry the depressed region, whose steel-based 
prosperity is a fading memory.

That said, white working-class voters, es-
pecially the least affluent among them, do not 
share every conservative value. They distrust 
big business and its captains. They highly 
value entitlement programs like Social Se-
curity, Medicare, and Medicaid, which often 
keep them and their families from poverty or 
death. They like muscular, active government 
when it is deployed in their interest, as Presi-
dent Trump has promised to do in trade and 
immigration. These voters are not natural al-
lies of the Left, but neither are they steadfast 
friends of the Right.

Conservatives who seek to at-
tract them should emulate our idol, 
Ronald Reagan. As I contend in my 

new biography of the Gipper, The Working 
Class Republican, Reagan’s political success 
came about precisely because he shared work-
ing-class values. He extolled work and labor, 
took entitlements off the table when focusing 
on federal spending cuts, and wasn’t afraid to 
protect the working man when unfair trad-
ing practices threatened his job. “He doesn’t 
seem like a Republican,” one Reagan enthusi-
ast said in 1984. “He’s more like an American, 
which is what we really need.” Conservatives 
who, as Reagan did, understand and express 
the congruence of working-class mores and 
traditional conservative values can take ad-
vantage of progressive myopia. No other path 
leads to the Promised Land of long-term con-
servative rule.

Henry Olsen is a senior fellow at the Ethics and 
Public Policy Center, and the author, most recent-
ly, of The Working Class Republican: Ronald 
Reagan and the Return of Blue-Collar Con-
servatism (Broadside Books).
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Book Review by Joseph Epstein

How to Talk Like a Politician
Enough Said: What’s Gone Wrong with the Language of Politics?, by Mark Thompson.

St. Martin’s Press, 352 pages, $27.99

Twelve or so years ago i heard 
that well-known political scientist 
Jackie Mason on the subject of the po-

litical rhetoric of the day, specifically on that 
of George W. Bush and Bill Clinton. In his 
characteristic Yiddo-staccato accent, Mason, 
as memory serves, said: 

This Bush, oy, what a terrible speaker! 
He can’t get out a sentence without a 
hesitation, a stammer, a stutter. He’s un-
grammatical. From a subordinate clause 
he doesn’t know, which doesn’t stop him 
from butchering even the simplest of sen-
tences. Everything is uh, ooh, ah. Like I 
say, terrible, a horrible speaker!

Bill Clinton on the other hand—
now there’s a speaker! Everything is flu-
ent, mellifluous, it all flows, comes out 
like molasses. Never any hesitations, 
faux-pas, smooth, everything just right, 
perfect.

So what’s the moral of the story? The 
moral is, you want to be a terrific speak-
er, you shouldn’t believe a fookin’ thing 
you say.
 
Pericles, Cicero, Edmund Burke, Abraham 

Lincoln, Winston Churchill, and a few other 
well-known political orators might beg to dif-
fer, yet there does seem a fairly high truth quo-

tient to Mason’s analysis, at least when applied 
to contemporary politicians. Who really fully 
believes the utterances of our politicians? So 
much of what they say, after all, doesn’t even 
originate with them, but are the words of 
speechwriters and staffers. Did John F. Ken-
nedy ever say anything that Ted Sorsenson or 
Richard Goodwin or Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., 
didn’t write out for him? The most memorable 
political utterances of the past 30 years have 
come in the form of lies, evasions, and disin-
formation. One thinks of George H.W. Bush’s 

“Read my lips” or Clinton’s “I did not have sexual 
relations with that woman” or Colin Powell—a 
serious and dignified man —destroying his stel-
lar reputation by unknowingly lying before the 
United Nations about Iraq’s weapons of mass 
destruction. In 2004 the young Barack Obama 
gave a stirring speech before the Democratic 
National Convention about the essential unity 
of America and then, as he began his presiden-
cy four years later, set out in so many ways to 
disunite the country. The recent record of po-
litical oratory in American politics, let us agree, 
has not been dazzling.

The grand oratorical tradition 
begins mainly with the Romans. 
Largely eschewing an interest in sci-

ence—the Romans lifted their science from 
the Greeks—and not greatly productive in 

the realm of original art, popular Roman edu-
cation, as French historian Jérôme Carcopino 
notes in Daily Life in Ancient Rome (1941), 

was a failure; if there was any real Ro-
man education we must not look for 
it among the elementary teachers, but 
among the grammarians and orators 
who to a certain extent provided the 
aristocracy and the middle classes of 
Imperial Rome with some equivalent of 
our secondary and higher education.

This education was training in public argu-
ment and utterance: deliberative, forensic, 
and epeidictic. 

Along with military success, oratory was 
the main route to distinction in Rome. Taci-
tus, in his Dialogue on Oratory, writes: “For 
the more powerful a man was as a speaker, 
the more easily did he obtain office, the more 
decisively superior was he to his colleagues in 
office, the more influence did he acquire with 
the leaders of the state, the more weight in 
the senate, the more notoriety and fame with 
the people.” Tell that to the verbally costive 
Mitch McConnell or to the lubricious Chuck 
Schumer. In the Rhetoric, Aristotle observes: 

“it helps a speaker to convince us if we are to 
believe he has certain qualities himself, name-
ly, goodness, or goodwill to us, or both.” Tell 
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that to the entire U.S. Congress and the last 
four presidential administrations. 

The low quality of political oratory in our 
day doubtless has a lot to do with the elector-
ate’s combined impatience with complexity 
and taste for blatancy. The phenomenon is not 
restricted to the United States. From Eng-
land a friend of mine writes that “the country 
seems to be going mad, with a clear chance of 
having as our next P.M. a superannuated Trot 
aged 68 [Jeremy Corbyn] who makes Bernie 
Sanders look like Mrs. Thatcher.” Here in the 
United States, of course, we have Donald J. 
Trump, whose election to the presidency ap-
pears to have had less to do with him, a far 
from attractive human being, than with dis-
gust with business as usual in Washington 
(the “swamp” and all that). So heterodox has 
been Trump’s speaking method that he has 
successfully defied the good sense of Aristo-
tle, who writes that “political oratory affords 
few chances for those leisurely digressions 
in which you may attack your adversary, talk 
about yourself, or work on your hearers’ emo-
tions; fewer chances, indeed, than any other 
[oratory] affords, unless your set purpose is to 
divert your hearers’ attention.”

The subject of enough said: what’s 
Gone Wrong with the Language of Poli-
tics? is the extent to which our descent 

into a lower level of political discourse than 
anyone can remember is owed to the degrada-
tion of political language itself. Mark Thomp-
son is currently the chief executive officer of 
The New York Times Company, and before 
that, from 2004 to 2012, was director-general 
of the BBC. In an earlier day those might have 
seemed impressive credentials; in our day, such 
has been the diminishment of the prestige of 
both institutions, they suggest instead a want 
of trenchancy and a cause for distrust. But 
Thompson is rather better than his résumé. 
His book, an act of intellectual exploration, 
demonstrates an earnest attempt to be politi-
cally disinterested joined with wide learning 
on a complex subject. Setting out to discover 
what sent our political life off the rails, he puts 
language at

the heart of the causal nexus. As much as 
anything, our shared civic structures, our 
institutions and organizations, are liv-
ing bodies of public language, and when 
it changes, so do they. The crisis in our 
politics is a crisis of political language.

He cites Thucydides, in the History of the 
Peloponnesian War, remarking on the break-
down of language as in part responsible for 
Athens’s descent into tyranny and anarchy; 

Cato the Younger noting a similar loss of the 
fundamental meaning of words during the 
Catiline Conspiracy; and Thomas Hobbes 
during England’s Civil War sensing that the 
religious controversies of the time, in Thomp-
son’s words, “had fatally weakened the lin-
guistic common ground on which an ordered 
state depends.” Is ours another such era, a pe-
riod where careful language has given way to 
buzz words, argument to insult, discourse to 
rivalling prejudices?

Enough said provides substantial 
reason to believe that it is. Much of our 
contemporary political language con-

sists of buzz words: “death panels,” “affirma-
tive action,” “heartless injustice,” “black lives 
matter,” “climate change,” “the one percent,” 

“identity politics,” “the death party” (that 
would be the Republicans on health care), and 
so on into the night. What buzz words do, of 
course, along with divide rooms, is eliminate 
the need for thought.

Such a linguistic atmosphere goes a fair 
way to explaining the electoral success of our 
current president. “Donald Trump’s appeal as 
a presidential candidate,” Thompson writes, 

“depends significantly on the belief that he is a 
truth-teller who will have nothing to do with 
the conventional language of politics.” Trump 
himself, of course, has done little more than 
replace the older buzz words with new ones 
of his own devising: “fake news,” “crooked 
Hillary,” “whiny Democrats,” and the rest. 
He relies on hyperbole (“I love the Mexican 
people”) and repetition (“The tax cuts will 
be great. They will be great.”). The tweet, as 
a form of communication, is nicely set up to 
highlight buzz words, and Trump may well 
go down as our first tweeting president, and 
many—among his enemies and supporters 
both—hope our last. 

How did our political linguistic descent 
happen? “Over the past three decades,” 
Thompson writes early in his book, “I’ve 
watched the current crisis unfold, and in the 
coming chapters, I’m going to use my own 
experiences and observations to tell my ver-
sion of the story of how we got here.” Some 
lay the blame on the politicians; others on 
the media; yet others on the new technolo-
gies of social media; and still others on the 
public itself. With so many thumbs having 
been stuck in this pudding, Thompson is 
properly skeptical of a single-villain explana-
tion, and over the course of his book inves-
tigates all these potential causes, or culprits, 
though without finally arriving at any single 
thundering conclusion.

For Thompson two great watershed mo-
ments in recent political history were the 

election in 1979 of Margaret Thatcher and 
in 1980 of Ronald Reagan. He looks into the 
rhetoric of both, and finds Thatcher’s wanting 
and Reagan’s oddly successful. 

While Mrs. Thatcher’s speeches are 
marked, Thompson notes, by “their serious-
nessness and willingness to delve deep into the 
underlying policies themselves,” she failed to 
establish her own character outside the harsh 
label of The Iron Lady: “She was what she 
was…[and] unlike many other modern politi-
cians…her views and her public persona did 
not change greatly between campaigning and 
governing, or during her twelve years in office.” 
In this she failed to realize that the public has 
become more interested in the appearance 
of its politicians than in their policies. What 
Thompson (following Aristotle) refers to as lo-
gos, or logical argument, has given way among 
the public and media to ethos, or demonstra-
tion of character. 

Reagan grasped this in a way Thatcher 
failed to do. “He had,” Thompson writes, 

“an unrivaled command of every register of 
modern oratory, from the most informal 
and subversive to the most grandiloquent, 
and he could move from one to another in a 
trice.” A master of the media, Reagan “could 
sense the media’s mood too, knew their ap-
petites and their little ways, and until his 
faculties began to fail him in the last years 
of his presidency, he could mesmerize them 
like a cobra.” No one who witnessed it can 
forget Reagan’s “There you go again” riposte 
in his debate with Jimmy Carter, leaving the 
incumbent president with his tongue out, his 
pants around his ankles. If Reagan, like ev-
ery other president of the modern age, used 
speechwriters, they knew that their job, as 
Thompson puts it, “was based on a pre-exist-
ing style. It was his style. In fact, it was him.” 

With tony blair and bill clin-
ton, we enter the era of spin. Blair 
and Clinton represent the smooth 

operator—the slicker—in politics; everything 
was under control, not to worry, hakuna matata. 
At least it would seem so, thanks to a new bag 
of tricks, from speeches to disinformation to 
leaks and other forms of media manipulation 
used to establish what came to be called “the 
narrative”—a vogue word that, stripped of its 
false lustre, means little more than the politi-
cian’s approved version of the story. Politicians, 
campaign managers, chiefs of staff, certainly 
press secretaries became spinmeisters all. 

With the advent of spin, political journal-
ism turned nasty, which is to say, adversarial. 
English journalism, with its gutter press, al-
ways tended to be tough on its country’s poli-
ticians. Thompson notes that the television 
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journalist Jeremy Paxman’s BBC interviews 
came to be called “snuff movies for politicians.” 
In the United States, as late as the John F. 
Kennedy presidency, the press viewed itself as 
among what might be called the helping pro-
fessions. During Kennedy’s three years in of-
fice, the media agreed never to photograph the 
president smoking cigarettes or playing golf; 
and the upstairs baroque bonkery, though 
known to all, was of course a subject strictly 
verboten. (Earlier, the mistresses of Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt and Dwight Eisenhower 
went unremarked upon.)

In american politics this accomoda-
tionist spirit changed during the presiden-
cy of Lyndon Johnson. More American 

journalists had gone to university, where they 
had become liberalized, and their opposition 
to the war in Vietnam and Johnson’s running 
of it lent this opposition a strong, some would 
say stringent, moral tone. Such American 
journalists as David Halberstam, Seymour 
Hersh, and Frances FitzGerald won their 
spurs through adversarial reporting on Viet-
nam, and stuck them into the hides of all sub-
sequent politicians. By the time of Richard 
Nixon, a figure of liberal contempt well before 
he came into the presidency, the adversarial 
journalist—now known by the honorific title 
of “investigative journalist”—was a hero of 
culture. News under the reign of the inves-
tigative journalist became, as I heard it for-
mulated by Dan Rather, “any story someone 
didn’t want known.” What the investigative 
journalist investigated of course was politi-
cal skullduggery, and, lucky fellow, he seemed 
never to be out of work. 

Analytic political journalism gave way to 
adversarial political journalism. Whether 
conducted by Chuck Todd on the left or Chris 
Wallace on the right, television interviews 
with American politicians became chiefly 
disputational, as the interviewer searched 
out that misunderstanding, contradiction, or 
straight out lie—in short, that great gotcha 
moment. Opinion in cable news and else-
where, Thompson writes, “has to a significant 
extent replaced news as its core proposition.” 
The same of course holds for Facebook, Twit-
ter, and the blogosphere—sheer opinion, lit-
tle else. 

Given the complexity of current public pol-
icy, small wonder that political journalists and 
the public fall back on opinion, nicely backed 
by those two hardy perennials: prior beliefs 
and prejudice. (The actual written-out docu-
ment that is Obamacare, I’m told, runs to no 

fewer than 2,000 pages; I myself intend to 
read it my first free weekend in the next life.) 
Owing to this complexity, in electoral politics 
two separate rhetorics obtain: that of the cam-
paigner and that of the governing politician. 

Barack Obama is perhaps the most ob-
vious example of the two rhetorics, “the 
change we need” giving way almost over-
night to the tight-lipped and sometimes 
testy managerialism. The word-worlds 
of Obama the campaigner and Obama 
the president turned out to be so dif-
ferent that it was almost as if they were 
twin brothers with contrasting person-
alities—the electorate twice voting for 
the passionate rebel, each time finding 
themselves stuck with a professor who, 
despite his undoubted intelligence and 
command of the issues, seemed some-
how to have mislaid the unbounded 
sense of possibility and hope that made 
him so attractive in the first place.

The complexity of policy, the hardening of 
positions, the air of general distrust and ideo-
logical inflexibility all have made for an ever 
more divise politics. “In my time as a journal-
ist and editor,” Thompson writes, “I’ve seen 
compromise itself become a pejorative, and the 
adjective uncompromising a compliment.” The 
effect of this, he holds, has been to make “the 
zone of ambiguity and flexibility…rhetorically 
unsupportable.” 

Only when coming upon thomp-
son’s extensive acknowledgments—
fully eight pages of them in which 

he thanks everyone but his mother’s obstetri-
cian—does one become aware that Enough 
Said had its origin in a lecture series that he 
gave during a term as visiting professor of 
rhetoric at St. Peter’s College, Oxford. This 
explains the division of his book into separate 
subjects, or chapters, that don’t always quite 
fit together. A chapter on the incursions of 
marketing—and market researchers—into 
the domain of politics, and especially politi-
cal campaigning, is included. As anyone who 
writes about political rhetoric in our day must, 
Thompson supplies a chapter on George Or-
well’s most famous—though far from best—
essay, “Politics and the English Language.” 
He quite properly underscores that Orwell 
would have found the political correctness of 
our day “repugnant and absurd.” He notes the 
deficiency in Orwell’s penchant for the short 
word by holding up those two short-word spe-

cialists, Sarah Palin and Donald Trump, both 
of whom Orwell would have found insuffer-
able. The real enemy for Orwell was the politi-
cal euphemism: what would have infuriated 
him was the word “pacification” used to cover 

“bombing” during Vietnam days, the use of 
“inner-city turmoil” to cover the breakdown of 
African-American culture in ours. 

Perhaps this is the place to note that Thomp-
son’s own language is not without its occasional 
imperfections. He uses “intriguing” to mean 
merely interesting; falls back on “prioritize” 
and “impactful”; avails himself of the clichés 

“feedback” and “empathy,” “take” (for view) and 
“reach out”; and the always improper “semi-
nal,” a word that, in its application as a term 
of praise, invariably downgrades the power of 
semen. Only once does he use the politically 
correct, now alas obligatory, feminine posses-
sive pronoun, as in the sentence: “No one goes 
to the funeral of a friend wanting to hear an 
objective list of her strengths and weaknesses.”

In the realm of the obligatory, if one 
gives a series of lectures of a dark cast on 
the state of political language, leading on 

to the near shattering of the political order, 
one no doubt feels dutybound to offer a few 
solutions to the problems one has so starkly 
formulated. So, after limning the declining 
public trust in politicians, the rise of hate 
speech, the spectacle of students using the 
role of oppressor to oppress free speech, the 
denigration of rationality in political language 
in favor of ersatz versions of the authentic, the 
rise of the anti-politician over the practiced 
politician, and much more, Mark Thompson 
shifts into Polonius mode. He calls for the 
return of objectivity and political impartial-
ity, for the separation of fact from opinion in 
journalism, for the continued need for serious 
investigative reporting, for the reform of pub-
lic journalism (the BBC, PBS, NPR), for the 
teaching of rhetoric to the young, for “high 
principles that require risks and sacrifices.” 
Likening the political situation of our time 
to a plane gone into a spiral dive, he encour-
ages us to “take a deep breath. Look calmly at 
the instruments. Straighten the wings.” The 
thinness of all this advice is a reminder that 
the one cheering moment in Hamlet is when 
Polonius gets stabbed. 

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



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2017
Page 32

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Book Review by Vincent Phillip Muñoz

The Founders in Full
The Political Theory of the American Founding: Natural Rights, Public Policy, and the Moral Conditions of Freedom,

by Thomas G. West. Cambridge University Press, 428 pages, $34.99

As discussed by robert reilly in the 
CRB’s summer issue (“For God and 
Country”), it has become fashionable 

in certain conservative intellectual circles to 
blame our current social and political pathol-
ogies on the American Founding. In his wide-
ly discussed 2012 essay in First Things, “Un-
sustainable Liberalism,” to take a leading ex-
ample, my Notre Dame colleague Patrick De-
neen suggested America’s liberal experiment 
has failed and, in fact, was always doomed to 
fail. Influenced in part by Alasdair MacIntyre, 
Deneen and other critics interpret America 
to be a part of the modern project of unre-
strained emancipation: rights without duties, 
autonomy without morality, freedom without 
responsibility. The principles of the American 
Founding are not worth conserving, they sug-
gest, because those very principles have led to 
spiritual, moral, and political decay. 

In his sweeping new book, The Political 
Theory of the American Founding: Natural 
Rights, Public Policy, and the Moral Conditions 
of Freedom, Thomas G. West ably demon-
strates that those critics badly misunderstand 
the founding. The Paul Ermine Potter and 
Dawn Tibbets Potter Endowed Professor in 
Politics at Hillsdale College and a senior fel-
low at the Claremont Institute, West articu-
lates the founders’ shared political philosophy 

and explains how it animated their public 
policy. In doing so, he reveals the moral foun-
dations of America’s natural rights republi-
canism and uncovers the founders’ underap-
preciated efforts to sustain a good and decent 
regime through the cultivation of moral char-
acter and economic justice. West’s aim is one of 
recovery, not advocacy—he likens his effort to 
archaeology—but in rediscovering America’s 
intellectual heritage, he also provides a basis for 
conservative patriotism as well as the outline of 
a public policy based on natural rights. 

The book opens with a substantial 
seven-chapter presentation of the found-
ers’ political philosophy. West wisely fo-

cuses on official public documents, including 
state constitutions and bills of rights, to avoid 
overemphasizing the private thought of Thom-
as Jefferson or James Madison or any other in-
dividual founder. West’s stated goal—in which 
he largely succeeds—is to “bring out the agree-
ment” among the founders and to explain “why 
the founders set up the regime they did.” 

Rejecting a version of the “amalgam” the-
sis suggested by Michael Zuckert in Natural 
Rights and the New Republicanism (1994) and 
The Natural Rights Republic (1997)—that the 
founders blended disparate elements of liber-
alism (individual rights, freedom), republican-

ism (common good, equality, morality) and 
Protestant Christianity into a workable mix-
ture—West holds that, “the natural rights 
doctrine—including the concepts of equality, 
the laws of nature, and the social compact ba-
sis of government—is the core of the found-
ers’ political theory.” And at that core of the 
core is the principle of natural human equal-
ity. Following the late Harry V. Jaffa, West 
holds that the founders understood equality 
to mean that no human being is born inferior 
in the sense of being naturally subject to the 
dominion of another. All adult individuals, in 
other words, have a natural and equal title to 
govern themselves. The principles of equality 
and liberty thus understood do not contradict 
each other but, rather, form two sides of the 
same coin. To say “all men are created equal” 
(Declaration of Independence) is to say “all 
men are born equally free and independent” 
(1784 New Hampshire Bill of Rights). 

Natural rights, the idea of the state of na-
ture, and social compact theory follow from 
the principle of natural equal liberty. Because 
all men are equally free by nature, they have 
moral claims vis-à-vis one another, i.e., natu-
ral rights. Among those rights is the right not 
to be compelled to be a member of a politi-
cal community. Just government, according-
ly, must be instituted via the consent of the 
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governed, and if an individual is born into an 
existing social compact, he or she has a natu-
ral right to emigrate. If a government fails to 
respect natural rights and consent, then the 
people may exercise their right to alter or 
abolish it. 

West helpfully and clearly ex-
plains that the founders advanced 
these concepts as moral doctrines. 

Their state-of-nature social compact theory is 
not falsifiable by demonstrating its historical 
shortcomings or even the founders’ own fail-
ures to meet its demands. To suggest as much, 
as leading Progressive-era political scientists 
did and many political scientists still do, is to 
fail to understand the type of argument it is. 
The founders’ political philosophy offers itself 
as a theory of justice, not a scientific or histor-
ical account of state formation. That theory 
certainly informed the founders’ practice, but 
the theory itself stands (or falls) on its own. 
Indeed, the founders’ failures in practice—
most notably, the continuation of slavery in 
a regime based on equality—are most clearly 
seen in light of their principles. 

Those principles, West confidently con-
cludes, are not derived from Thomas Hobbes. 
The founders believed in an objective moral 
law springing not from the passion for self-

preservation, but rather from “nature and 
nature’s God.” The orderly structure of na-
ture, including human nature, which reflects 
the Creator’s will and design, was under-
stood to include a moral law of which natural 
rights were a part. West cites the following 
passage from Alexander Hamilton’s “Farmer 
Refuted” essay as an example of the founders’ 
understanding:

Good and wise men…have supposed, 
that the deity, from the relations, we 
stand in, to himself and to each other, 
has constituted an eternal and immu-
table law, which is, indispensably, obliga-
tory upon all mankind, prior to any hu-
man institution whatever. This is what is 
called the law of nature.... Upon this law, 
depend the natural rights of mankind.

West states candidly that without a sover-
eign God the notion of a morally obligatory 
law of nature is not possible. This would seem 
to suggest that the moral obligation to respect 
others’ natural rights requires the sanction of 
divine authority. Yet he holds that even absent 
belief in a divine legislator, philosophical re-
flection about the essential role of freedom in 
human happiness—not to mention the sober 
realization that we are governed by men, not 

angels—sufficiently supports the founders’ 
natural rights doctrine. Mixing the precepts 
of ancient and modern political philosophers, 
West teaches that individual freedom is an es-
sential aspect of political justice, and that fol-
lowing the dictates of justice is its own reward. 

Whether or not west’s own 
amalgam is correct, all agree that 
the founders did not rely on phi-

losophy alone to sustain their natural rights 
republic. When the book turns to the found-
ers’ political practice, it takes an unusually 
interesting turn. Rather than examine the 
Constitution’s design or the arguments pre-
sented in The Federalist—as scholars typically 
do—West explores what might be called nat-
ural rights public policy. In doing so, he un-
covers long neglected evidence of the founders’ 
efforts to cultivate citizens’ moral character 
through public education, government sup-
port of religion, and the promotion of the tra-
ditional family. 

Public education, especially university ed-
ucation, was designed to promote knowledge 
of natural rights and obedience to the law of 
nature. The purpose of pre-university educa-
tion, Jefferson wrote, is “to instruct the mass 
of our citizens in these, their rights, interests, 
and duties, as men and citizens.” The 1789 act 
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chartering the University of North Carolina 
declared that “it is the indispensable duty of 
every legislature to consult the happiness of 
a rising generation, and endeavor to fit them 
for an honorable discharge of the social du-
ties of life, by paying the strictest attention to 
their education.” In his First Annual Message 
to Congress, President Washington encap-
sulated the founders’ concern with education 
and how they understood it to be essential to 
the maintenance of political liberty:

Knowledge is, in every country, the sur-
est basis of public happiness…. To the 
security of a free constitution it con-
tributes in various ways: by convincing 
those who are entrusted with the public 
administration, that every valuable end 
of government is best answered by the 
enlightened confidence of the people; 
and by teaching the people themselves 
to know and to value their own rights; 
to discern and provide against invasions 
of them; to distinguish between oppres-
sion and the necessary exercise of lawful 
authority; between burdens proceeding 
from a disregard to their convenience, 
and those resulting from the inevitable 
exigencies of society; to discriminate the 
spirit of liberty from that of licentious-
ness—cherishing the first, avoiding the 
last; and uniting a speedy but temperate 
vigilance against encroachments, with an 
inviolable respect to the laws.

Within a generation or so after the found-
ing, West reports, most of the Northern 
states and a few in the South funded public 
schools, privately owned “academies” (high 
schools), and universities. The federal govern-
ment funded education in the federal territo-
ries where it had authority to do so. 

Because not all would attend uni-
versities and because university educa-
tion, even then, did not always result 

in moral virtue, the founders took steps to 
encourage religion, too. West notes, correctly, 
that none of the original 13 states held state 
endorsement of religion to violate the rights of 
religious freedom. Insofar as religion fostered 
the common good of morality, it was believed 

to be a legitimate object of public concern. In-
deed, several founding-era state constitutions 
explicitly authorized tax support of religious 
ministers as a way to cultivate an educated and 
moral citizenry. Religious liberty required 
only that individuals not be coerced to prac-
tice religion or penalized for not practicing it. 
West acknowledges that Jefferson and Madi-
son held somewhat contrary views to what he 
presents as the founders’ common position. 
He could have reconciled some of those dif-
ferences by recognizing that while Madison 
believed religion could help cultivate citizen 
virtue, he also was deeply skeptical of govern-
ment’s ability to cultivate sound religion—a 
point on which it’s not so clear Madison was 
wrong. 

The most fundamental way the founders 
sought to cultivate morality, however, was 
through healthy marriages and intact fami-
lies. West writes that the founders under-
stood traditional marriage to be part of the 
natural rights republic for the same reason 
religion is—it’s necessary to cultivate the 
moral citizenry necessary for a successful free 
society. Hence, the founders adopted state 
laws punishing fornication and sodomy, and 
promoting traditional marriage. They sought 
to constrain sexual licentiousness and protect 
the family because through intact families, 
parents (especially fathers) are most likely to 
fulfill their natural duties to their children. 
Quoting John Witherspoon’s Lectures on 
Moral Philosophy, West concludes, “From the 
perspective of the social compact, the main 
purpose of the ‘union of parents’ is the ‘com-
mon care’ of the children.” 

Interestingly, West reports that the 
founders were lax in enforcing their prohi-
bitions against homosexual activity. In prac-
tice, he says they adopted the original “don’t 
ask, don’t tell” policy, an approach that ba-
sically lasted until Progressive-era vision-
aries, inspired by utopian notions of moral 
perfection, sought to use the force of law to 
eliminate human vice. Nonetheless, given 
contemporary mores, the book’s portrayal 
of the founders as moderate social conser-
vatives is bound to be scorned. West should 
be applauded, though, for uncovering and 
articulating the founders’ “political theory 
of the family,” a topic that has received scant 

attention (one notable exception being Scott 
Yenor’s 2013 report for the Heritage Foun-
dation, “The True Origins of Society: The 
Founders on the Family”). 

Attention to morality also ani-
mates West’s treatment of the found-
ers’ political economy, the other major 

area of natural rights public policy he exam-
ines. An inherent aspect of mankind’s equal 
natural liberty, he explains, is the individual’s 
ownership of his own labor, which includes 
the right to use his talents to acquire property 
and the right to enjoy the fruits of his labor. 
Natural justice, then, demands that political 
communities recognize individuals’ rights to 
1) own and use property in land and other 
goods and 2) sell or give property to others 
on terms of their own choosing. Respect for 
the natural rights of property also demands 3) 
government support of sound money. These 
basic elements of a free market economy all 
follow from our natural human equality.

West emphasizes how much governmental 
action is needed to protect the natural rights 
of property. Government must survey land so 
it can be divided and sold, establish a nonma-
nipulable medium for exchange, prohibit mo-
nopolies, recognize and protect intellectual 
property, establish rules and regulation to 
facilitate commerce, and create courts of jus-
tice to adjudicate disputes. Libertarians may 
favor free markets, but West argues that free 
markets would not have thrived in America 
without government. 

By reintroducing the moral underpin-
nings of the founders’ natural rights republic, 
Thomas West has made an extraordinary con-
tribution to our understanding of American 
political thought. He shows that the found-
ers’ republicanism is a part of their liberalism; 
that duties and rights, properly understood, 
are not at odds. In doing so, The Political The-
ory of the American Founding not only helps 
us better understand America’s principles, it 
explains why we ought to cherish them and 
fight to restore them to their rightful place in 
our political life. 

Vincent Phillip Muñoz is the Tocqueville Associ-
ate Professor of Political Science at the University 
of Notre Dame.
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Book Review by Ralph Ketcham

Losing Focus
American Revolutions: A Continental History, 1750–1804, by Alan Taylor.

W.W. Norton & Company, 704 pages, $37.50 (cloth), $19.95 (paper)

Alan taylor’s american revolu-
tions: A Continental History, 1750–
1804 is a wonderful book. Taylor pro-

vides a careful, concise account of the quarrels, 
wars, diplomacy, frontier and internal skir-
mishes, and uprisings that occurred in North 
America, from Canada down through Central 
America and the Caribbean, between 1750 and 
1804. The result is the placing of the “Ameri-
can Revolution” between white American col-
onists and the British Empire (1775–1783) in 
a much larger context. One can see in Taylor’s 
simple chapter titles the range and scope of 
his book: “Colonies,” “Land,” “Slaves,” “Reb-
els,” “Allies,” “Loyalties,” “Wests,” “Oceans,” 

“Shocks,” “Republics,” “Partisans,” and “Lega-
cies.” Only the chapters on Loyalties, Wests, 
and Oceans center on the events usually un-
derstood as the American Revolution.

A Pulitzer-Prize winning professor of 
history at the University of Virginia, Taylor 
explains how in the 17th and 18th centuries 
largely white European slave-owning colo-
nists settled between Boston and Charleston, 
helping Britain gain dominance in North 
America against Spain and France and their 

neighboring colonies. In the process, Taylor 
explains, the colonists came to think of them-
selves, like their British forbearers, as “espe-
cially blessed and enlightened by commerce, 
civil liberties, the common law, and their 
Protestant faith,” compared to the “economi-
cally backward, religiously superstitious, cul-
turally decadent, and submissive to despotic 
rule” French and Spanish colonies. Possessed 
of British ideas of government by the consent 
of the governed, the colonists took part in the 
titanic struggle for control of the vast lands 
of the Ohio and Mississippi Valleys. Siding 
with the mother country in the “Great War 
for Empire” against France (1754–1763), the 
colonists helped France lose her lands in Can-
ada and east of the Mississippi to Britain, and 
west of the river and in Florida to Spain.

Assured of their right and destiny to fill 
the lands between the Appalachians and the 
Mississippi, the colonists sent settlers and 
militia to drive out Native Americans and 
their European supporters, launching a half-
century of frontier warfare. Supposedly seek-
ing freedom for all, settlers moved with their 
slaves into the new lands and made vassals 

of, or exterminated, the Native Americans. 
What Thomas Jefferson imagined would be 
an “Empire of Liberty” was often an empire 
of oppression for non-whites and led to many 

“revolts” among the slaves and Native Ameri-
cans, as well as among groups of white settlers 
seeking “sovereignty” in the newly occupied 
western lands. 

Making careful and learned use 
of studies of slaves, Native Ameri-
cans, and Loyalists, including his 

own previous works, The Internal Enemy: Slav-
ery and War in Virginia: 1772–1832 (2013) 
and The Divided Ground: Indians, Settlers, and 
the Northern Borderland of the American Revo-
lution (2006), Taylor presents a fuller view of 
the American Revolution. He offers new de-
tails about the use by Lord Dunmore, Virgin-
ia’s last British governor, of freed slaves to bat-
tle Virginia patriots seeking to protect their 
property in their slaves. Loyalists from Massa-
chusetts to South Carolina formed militias to 
fight the patriot army of George Washington 
and support the British armies sent to North 
America. Skirmishes and “revolutions” against 
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oppression permeated the larger American 
Revolution. Taylor’s view of that revolution is 
more nuanced and conflicted than the tradi-
tional one. Historians have long known many 
details of this view, but Taylor offers a clear 
and well-organized account.

Reminiscent of Charles Beard’s landmark 
progressive tract, An Economic Interpretation 
of the Constitution of the United States (1913), 
Taylor’s approach sees the patriots as a well-
organized, elitist group of Northern mer-
chants, financiers, market-connected farmers, 
small businessmen, state political leaders, and 
Southern slave owners determined to protect 
their property and extend the limited self-rule 
they had enjoyed during the years of Britain’s 
benign neglect. The loyalists were largely 
back-country yeoman farmers in need of Brit-
ish protection, and well-established, wealthier 
farmers and city-dwellers who sought to pre-
serve their local political power and good so-
cial standing with their British overlords. The 
American Revolution was thus a class struggle 
between what John Adams said was the one 
third of the population who supported the 
Revolution and the one third who opposed 
it (the other third supposedly were neutral or 
indifferent to it). This division persisted un-
der different terms during efforts to form the 
state constitutions after 1776, government 
under the Articles of Confederation, efforts 
to form and ratify the new Constitution, and 
to establish partisan control of the new gov-
ernment in the 1790s.

Taylor notes that most revolution-
ary patriots had “genteel manners, fam-
ily connections, elite education, and su-

perior wealth.” He quotes “a New York gran-
dee, Robert R. Livingston, Jr.” who argued 
that “‘the better sort’ alone should govern be-
cause ‘the learned, the wise, the virtuous...are 
all aristocrats.’” “While seeking home rule,” 
Taylor argues, these aristocrats “meant still 
to rule at home.” They had little interest “to 
empower the poor, free the enslaved, or grant 
rights to women.” In conducting the war, es-
tablishing self-governing states, and govern-
ing under the Articles of Confederation, the 
patriot elite continued to fear uprisings of the 

common people (like Shays’ Rebellion) as a 
threat to their aristocratic rule, and worked to 
replace the Articles with a stronger national 
government. The establishment of such a gov-
ernment in 1789 left the elites in charge, and 
the undercurrent of class struggle submerged 
into the partisan politics of the 1790s. Wom-
en, slaves, yeoman farmers, frontiersmen, and 
the poor remained as oppressed and margin-
alized as they had been before the struggle 
with Great Britain had begun in the 1760s.

Taylor acknowledges that important ad-
vances in republican self-government were 
achieved by the elite patriots of 1776–1789, 
but argues that there was no radical change 
in the lives of the common people. In em-
phasizing the period’s economic and social 
features, though, Taylor too much down-
plays the changes in government that were 
epochally important in creating a new state 
in the former British colonies. John Adams 
noted that far from beginning in 1776, the 
essence of the revolution was over by then. It 
had, he declared in his old age, occurred “in 
the minds and hearts of the people” as they 
had debated their decreasing allegiance to the 
British Empire in the previous decade. “This 
radical change in the principles, opinions, sen-
timents, and affections of the people was the 
real American Revolution.” What had hap-
pened in 1776, Abraham Lincoln noted “four 
score and seven years” later, was that “Our 
forefathers brought forth upon this conti-
nent a new nation conceived in liberty and 
dedicated to the proposition that all men 
are created equal.” These new convictions 
and sentiments, soon to be validated in the 
Revolutionary War, effected the real Union 
that would draft and ratify the Constitution 
in 1787-88 and establish republican govern-
ment in the 1790s. 

Chief justice john marshall and 
ex-president and congressman John 
Quincy Adams—revered patriots of 

the revolutionary war and leaders of the new 
government—held the same view of the Union 
in the 1830s. Marshall, in a Fourth of July ad-
dress, approved Adams’s assertion that “the 
Declaration of Independence itself is also a 

declaration of a previously existing union. That 
the independence of the states is a graft on the 
stock of the union, and is nourished by that 
stock.” Quincy Adams replied that his “view 
of the Declaration of Independence [was of] a 
Proclamation of Union already formed, by the 
whole People of the United States.” It is “almost 
unaccountable to me,” he reaffirmed, referring 
to the preamble to the Constitution, “that these 
three initial words in our present compact of 
National Union have no meaning, and that the 
parties to the bargain are the States.” Adams 
and Marshall were refuting John C. Calhoun’s 
thesis that the union was simply an agent of 
the states, enabling them to live together as 
each preserved its special interests and regional 
needs, and could be dissolved by any of the 
states to save their “peculiar institutions.” 

Rather, the Union, conceived in liberty and 
dedicated to equality, gave timeless purpose 
to the Constitution it created. It provided 
government “of the people, by the people, and 
for the people” in a government intending, 
to “transmit this City not only not less, but 
greater, better, and more beautiful than it was 
transmitted to us,” to borrow the words of 
Athens’s Ephebic Oath. This was the inspira-
tion of most of the founders and of the mil-
lions of citizens who followed them—more 
deeply important, probably, than the welter 
of regional, race, class, gender, and selfish in-
terests Alan Taylor outlines so fully. He fur-
nishes us with a learned and brilliantly inclu-
sive understanding of the myriad dimensions 
of the revolutions taking place in the Atlantic 
world in the last half of the 18th century. But 
he too little emphasizes the supremely signifi-
cant political revolution, full earnest and bril-
liant in its own right.

Ralph Ketcham (1927–2017) was the Maxwell 
Professor Emeritus of Citizenship and Public Af-
fairs at Syracuse University, and the author of 
many books, including James Madison: A Biog-
raphy (University of Virginia Press), Presidents 
Above Party: The First American Presiden-
cy, 1789–1829 (University of North Carolina 
Press), Individualism and Public Life (Wiley-
Blackwell), and The Idea of Democracy in the 
Modern Era (University Press of Kansas).
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Book Review by Jay Cost

The Return of the States
The American Revolution, State Sovereignty, and the American Constitutional Settlement, 1765–1800,

by Aaron N. Coleman. Lexington Books, 272 pages, $46.99

Modern historical research 
seems to confirm our contempo-
rary American prejudice that the 

federal government’s gradual triumph over 
the states—starting with the Revolution, 
through the Confederation and the Constitu-
tion, and finally in the Civil War—was natu-
ral, inevitable, and proper. No right-thinking 
person, inside or outside the academy, could 
support the old, discredited principle of state 
sovereignty.

What’s lost in this consensus is just how 
contested the question of state power was at 
the beginning. Scholars overlook the fact that 
advocates on both sides of the national/state 
divide shared the same revolutionary goals. 
Aaron Coleman’s The American Revolution, 
State Sovereignty, and the American Constitu-
tional Settlement, 1765–1800, marks a welcome 
change in this regard. A valuable contribu-
tion to the study of early American political 
thought, it seeks to rescue the tradition of state 
sovereignty from the “taint” attached to it.

A constitutional historian at the University 
of the Cumberlands in Kentucky, Coleman 
complains that a “teleological” conceit informs 
too much writing on the founding. Advocates 
of a consolidated national union are taken as 
advancing rational arguments based on pure 
motives, against their Anti-Federalist, and 
later Republican, opponents, who argued er-
roneously, ignorantly, and even disingenuously. 
Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick, in The Age 
of Federalism (1993), for example, assert that 
James Madison’s use of strict construction to 
oppose Alexander Hamilton’s economic policy 
was based on resentment. Strict construction, 
they claim, “is in a special sense the resort of 
persons under ideological strain. It represents 
a willingness to renounce a range of positive 
opportunities for action in return for a prin-
ciple which will inhibit government from un-
dertaking a range of things one does not ap-
prove of.” In one sweeping passage, an entire 
viewpoint is peremptorily declared American 
constitutionalism’s bastard stepchild.

Coleman rebuts such scholarship by mak-
ing three related points about state sovereign-
ty. First, a version of it was at the very core of 
Revolutionary thinking: the argument against 
Parliament’s right to govern internal colonial 

affairs was explicitly premised on the sover-
eign right of the colonies to rule themselves, in 
conjunction with the monarch. Second, state 
sovereignty was seen as a bulwark of public 
liberty. Americans thought the states, being 
in closer proximity to the people, would better 
reflect their values and interests than a distant 
and uninterested sovereign. Third, Coleman 
shows that state sovereignty was widely con-
sidered a central value throughout the entire 
period in question. The primacy of state sov-
ereignty is at the heart of what Coleman calls 
the “American Constitutional Settlement.” 

Still, coleman oversells his thesis. 
His understandable frustration with 
the teleological historical consensus 

seems to get the better of him. He implies that 
the Federalists (and later the nationalists) act-
ed in bad faith: they reneged on their corporate 
promise, made during the ratification period, 
to limit the expansiveness of the new govern-
ment. But how could such a collective pledge 
by the “nationalists” have been made, if the 
line between the two sides was so fuzzy in the 
early days? Hamilton was always a Federalist, 
but Madison and Benjamin Rush moved from 
the Federalist side to the state sovereigntist 
or Republican camp in a short period. Simi-
larly, Oliver Ellsworth, who was essential in 
securing the Connecticut Compromise at the 
Constitutional Convention—a win for state 
sovereignty—became one of the most vehe-
ment Hamiltonians. Massachusetts’ Elbridge 
Gerry opposed the Constitution, ardently de-
fended Hamilton’s First Report on Public Cred-
it, and later served as James Madison’s vice 
president. Albert Gallatin—who became the 
majordomo of the Virginia Dynasty—strad-
dled both sides of the divide during the 1790s, 
opposing Federalist incursions on civil rights 
and simultaneously defending the Bank of the 
United States.

It is not at all clear that there was much of a 
“settlement” during the period in question, out-
side a basic commitment to dual sovereignty. 
Instead, there appears to have been a back-
and-forth over the nature of those sovereign-
ties, with each specific determination based 
on the merits of the case. State equality in 
the Senate was an easy pill to swallow, as that 

had been the organization of the Confedera-
tion Congress; but that concession was part of 
an overall revision that shifted power to the 
national government. By the same token, the 
Bank of the United States passed through 
Congress with relatively little fuss, in no small 
part because the Bank of North America had 
existed under the Confederation. On the oth-
er hand, the establishment of a federal com-
mon law was such a radical innovation that it 
prompted fierce opposition.

The “settlement” continued evolving dur-
ing the Jeffersonian era. Presidential selection 
shifted from state legislatures to the people at 
an early stage, diminishing the ability of state 
governments to intervene directly in the na-
tional government, and furthering the notion 
that the new government was a union of the 
people. In his own way, President Thomas Jef-
ferson helped the Federalist cause, by keeping 
the Bank of the United States, embracing a 
broad notion of implied power in the Louisi-
ana Purchase, and using a heavy federal hand 
to enforce the 1807 Embargo Act.

A constitutional settlement im-
plies a resolution of previously out-
standing disputes. That does not 

seem present in this period. Instead, we find 
two forms of sovereignty existing in tension. 
It took generations of political haggling to 
fix the boundaries of this divide. Given that 
there was no third party to arbitrate the dis-
pute over state and federal power, this was 
perhaps inevitable.

Despite these reservations, I highly recom-
mend Aaron Coleman’s book—not just as a 
work of interesting and original research, but 
as a useful corrective to the bent of those “na-
tionalist” historians who see in this period the 
inevitable working out of national triumph 
over state authority. The sovereign authority 
of the states, Coleman shows, was there at the 
beginning of Revolutionary thought, and re-
mained an integral part of the national con-
versation for generations.

Jay Cost is a contributing editor of the Weekly 
Standard, and the author of A Republic No 
More: Big Government and the Rise of Amer-
ican Political Corruption (Encounter Books).
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Essay by Diana Schaub

George Washington Slept Here

What might be called “creedal 
tourism” is an American specialty. 
Alexis de Tocqueville (unsurpris-

ingly) was the first to note and interpret the 
phenomenon. Arguing in Democracy in Amer-
ica that the Puritan idea—that unique combi-
nation of the spirit of religion with the spirit 
of freedom—constituted the American “point 
of departure,” he marveled at how Plymouth 
Rock had become a venerated object: 

Does this not show very clearly that the 
power and greatness of man is wholly 
in his soul? Here is a stone that the feet 
of some miserable persons touched for 
an instant, and this stone becomes cel-
ebrated; it attracts the regard of a great 
people…. What has become of the 
thresholds of so many palaces? Who 
cares about them?

Although citizens and foreign tourists might 
today pay a visit to Versailles or the Tower of 
London, those historical sites are remnants of 
regimes long since past. By contrast, much of 
the tourism in the United States involves plac-
es, events, persons, and objects that evoke and 
confirm fundamental political beliefs. Think of 
the Liberty Bell, Independence Hall, and Bos-
ton’s Freedom Trail; think of Mount Vernon, 
Monticello, and Gettysburg. 

Philadelphia, long a center of patriotic 
tourism, now has a new entry: the Museum 
of the American Revolution (styled a little too 
preciously “M*AR”). The museum traces its 
origins to one precious relic: George Wash-
ington’s war tent, which served as the gen-
eral’s office and sleeping quarters for eight 
long years, as he remained in the field with his 
rag-tag, suffering army, declining to furlough 
himself. The tent is dramatic in its own right 
(and dramatically revealed on stage at the 
close of a short film), but the tale of its shift-
ing and contested ownership for the past 240 
years (elements of which are included in the 
museum’s account) makes it more remarkable 
still. It is a tale of veneration and filial piety 
all round, which links—whether by hap-
penstance or providence—the Revolutionary 
War to the Civil War. Furthermore, the piv-
otal act of transmission was performed by a 
faithful slave. 

Washington and Lee

The story starts when the mar-
quee (along with other possessions of 
the great man) passed by Washing-

ton’s will to his wife’s grandson (Washing-
ton’s step-grandson and adopted son), George 
Washington Parke Custis, and then to Cus-
tis’s daughter, Mary Anna Randolph Custis, 

who married Robert E. Lee. In his poem “Lee 
in the Capitol,” Herman Melville took note of 
the terrible irony of the Washington-Lee fam-
ily connection: 

The Chief who led invasion’s van—
Allied by family to one, 
Founder of the Arch the Invader warred  

 upon: 
Who looks at Lee must think of
 Washington;
In pain must think, and hide the thought,
So deep with grievous meaning it is
 fraught.

Early in the Civil War, while her husband 
led the forces of insurrection, Mrs. Lee fled 
Arlington House, their home on the Potomac, 
leaving many of the Washington family heir-
looms locked in the cellar. The household keys 
were entrusted to her maid, a slave named 
Selina Norris Gray, who had been taught to 
read and write (against Virginia law) by Mrs. 
Lee and who remained behind. The alabaster 
mansion of the rebel general was soon seized, 
both for its symbolic value and its strategic 
position overlooking the District of Colum-
bia. In 1864, the estate was repurposed as Ar-
lington National Cemetery. In the meantime 
though, with 14,000 Union troops encamped 
on the surrounding heights, Selina Gray, who 
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stayed at her post for the duration of the war 
(even after the Emancipation Proclamation), 
witnessed the pilfering of household items 
and feared for the safety of what the fam-
ily called “the Washington Relics.” After she 
alerted the troops’ commander to the danger, 
the Washington items were relocated to the 
U.S. Patent Office where they were put on 
public display—becoming something of a 
propaganda coup. They were, according to a 
newspaper account, “the only purely authen-
tic souvenirs of the greatest man in modern 
times.” 

The story is drenched in the ironies of 
American history. Gray was a piece of human 
property whose motives for acting showed an 
acute awareness of the sanctity of property. 
She acted, at least in part it would seem, out 
of domestic care for the things (one is tempt-
ed to say the “other” things) belonging to her 
mistress. But she also acted out of patriotism, 
ensuring the survival of objects sacred to the 
nation. These were the Washington Relics, 
and she was herself a descendant of the Cus-
tis slaves from Mount Vernon. (Her grandson, 
by the way, is buried at Arlington, a spot he 
earned by his service in World War I.) 

 After the war, Mrs. Lee petitioned the 
federal government for the return of all her 
property. An early decision by President An-
drew Johnson to return the tent was counter-
manded as a result of a congressional inquiry, 
which determined that the artifacts were “the 
property of the Father of his country, and as 
such are the property of the whole people and 
should not be committed to the custody of 
any one person, much less a rebel like General 
Lee.” After Lee’s son sued the government, 
the Supreme Court ruled in 1882 in his favor. 
At that point, rather than disinter the 17,000 
loyal dead buried on the grounds, the U.S. 
government purchased the Arlington estate 
from its reinstated owner. Secretary of War 
Robert Todd Lincoln, the oldest and only 
surviving son of Abraham Lincoln, closed 
the deal with George Washington Custis 
Lee, the oldest son of Robert E. Lee and the 
step-great-great-grandson of George Wash-
ington. In 1901, President William McKin-
ley, the last veteran of the Civil War to serve 
as president, returned the personal property 
as well. Finally, in 1909, the tent was sold by 
Lee’s daughter (with proceeds to benefit the 
Home for Needy Confederate Women in 
Richmond) to W. Herbert Burk, an Episco-
palian minister devoted to the preservation 
of Valley Forge. He assembled a large collec-
tion of Revolutionary era objects and docu-
ments that, through more twists and turns, 
became the core holdings of the Museum of 
the American Revolution. 

Bringing the Past Alive

In a certain sense, the arrival of a 
museum, specifically a history museum, 
is bad tidings. Living history requires no 

museum. When the mausoleums take the 
bodies, the museums try to keep the spirit, 
but it’s not easy. Already in 1838, Abraham 
Lincoln warned that “the scenes of the revo-
lution…must fade upon the memory of the 
world.” Later generations could read about 
those scenes, but they could no longer be “so 
vividly felt.” In the immediate aftermath of 
the Revolution, the surviving “participators”—
who were “found in every family,” Lincoln 
said—had constituted “a living history.” That 
history bore “the indubitable testimonies of 
its own authenticity, in the limbs mangled, 
in the scars of wounds received.” Such living 
history had the distinct advantage of being 

“understood alike by all, the wise and the igno-
rant, the learned and the unlearned.” 

The Museum of the American Revolution 
does what it can to defeat “the silent artil-
lery of time,” to reanimate those lost scenes. 

is well chosen for it illustrates both the frac-
tiousness of the colonies and Washington’s 
ability to calm and inspire democracy (an ex-
plicit theme in other gallery displays), all as 
seen through the eyes of a 10-year-old.

There have been criticisms bemoaning 
the dumbing-down and desacralization of 
the Revolution (by Andrew Ferguson in The 
Weekly Standard and Edward Rothstein in the 
Wall Street Journal). There has also been tem-
pered praise (Michael Lewis in Commentary). 
I’m inclined to second the praise. The museum 
is pitched to those at the mid-point between 
Lincoln’s “learned and the unlearned,” which 
is to say middle-school kids vacationing with 
pedagogically-inclined parents. That might be 
called dumbing-down, or it might be called 
education: there is no leading higher without 
first somehow making contact with students 
where they are. On the day I visited, the signs 
were encouraging: a family at the entrance to 
the museum conversing with a costumed Ben 
Franklin about his diplomatic service; a father 
and son discussing the Stamp Act in the pub 
across the street after their visit; a group of 
youngsters aboard the privateer ship engaging 
hands-on in the teamwork (and command) 
required for firing a 12-pounder; my 21-year-
old son remarking “so really the seeds of the 
Revolution were planted much earlier in the 
1750s”; and I myself learning plenty I didn’t 
know before. 

Politically Correct?

Particularly welcome was the at-
tention given to the writing of the 
state constitutions during the late 

1770s. There were helpful timelines and maps, 
and overall a decent balance of political and 
military history with social history. And the 
featured quotations, in large font, from John 
Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin 
Rush were excellent. Also successful was the 
museum’s focus on symbols, especially flags 
(like the 13-star “new constellation” flag that 
flew over Washington’s headquarters and two 
centuries later was carried into space by John 
Glenn), but other devices as well, like the 
Great Seal of the United States, the Join-or-
Die snake cartoon, the interlocking Ameri-
can Congress circle-of-states image, and nu-
mismatic emblems. Ben Franklin, who had 
a knack for graphic design, was involved in 
almost all of these unifying endeavors. 

Two other main criticisms have been lodged: 
the outsized presence of the Oneida Nation 
(major benefactors to the museum) and, more 
seriously, political correctness—that constant 
drumbeat of race, class, and gender. As to the 
Oneida Indians, we would be well-advised to 

Ideological bias
leads to forgetfulness

about the link between
liberty and limited 

government.

Thus, the actual objects from the past—the 
uniforms, flags, muskets, and powder horns; 
the broadsides, letters, maps, and books; the 
porcelain, paintings, and busts—are supple-
mented with all manner of “digital interac-
tives,” “immersive experiences,” and even old-
fashioned tableaux. Lincoln said that the revo-
lutionaries “were a forest of giant oaks; but the 
all resistless hurricane has swept over them.” 
At the M*AR though, one can stand beneath 
a life-size replica of Boston’s Liberty Tree (a 
great Elm chopped down by Tories in 1775); 
on the fake trunk, there is an inset panel of 
real wood from the very last of the Liberty 
Trees (Maryland’s 400-year-old Tulip Poplar 
destroyed by Hurricane Floyd in 1999). In-
vited to touch, we all did.

Then there is the tableau of a scene de-
scribed by Israel Trask, one of the youngest 
patriots to serve in the Revolution (a real-life 
Johnny Tremain). It recreates the 1775 snow-
ball fight-turned-brawl between the Virginian 
and New England regiments of Washington’s 
army, at the moment when the general inter-
vened to establish order and unity. The scene 
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ness charge. It is actually not a distortion of 
the past to note the presence of three races in 
early America or to be aware of why blacks 
and reds might have been less inclined to sup-
port the initial experiment in self-government, 
racially restricted as it was in practice (though 
not in principle). Insightful later observers ad-
opted a similar lens. Far and away the longest 
chapter of Tocqueville’s Democracy in Amer-
ica is entitled “Some Considerations on the 
Present State and the Probable Future of the 
Three Races That Inhabit the Territory of the 
United States.” 

Back to the Future

This is not to deny the leftward 
slant of the museum’s interpretive 
frame. This was most evident in the fi-

nal movie, “The Ongoing Revolution,” which 
closed with contemporary clips that went 
by fast but seemed to be from the “marriage 
equality,” Occupy, and Black Lives Matter 
movements. Why not the Tea Party or pro-
life movements? Among other things, such 
persistent ideological bias leads to forgetful-
ness about the link between liberty and lim-
ited government. Nonetheless, the M*AR is 
right to present the Revolution as involving 
an idea whose fate is still at stake. Each gen-
eration does indeed have a mission of trans-
mission. In his Lyceum Address, Lincoln de-
scribed the post-founding generation as the 
inheritor of two things that had again and 
always to be transmitted: “this goodly land” 
and “a political edifice of liberty and equal 
rights.” In his most extensive gloss on the 
meaning of the Declaration—his 1857 Dred 
Scott speech—Lincoln argued that the “stan-
dard maxim of free society,” set forth in the 
Declaration, was meant to have a “constantly 
spreading and deepening” influence.

The new Museum of the American Revo-
lution certainly emphasizes the spreading in-
fluence of revolutionary truths: the abolition 

of slavery, the vote for women, Native Ameri-
can citizenship, and expanded protection for 
civil rights. And it doesn’t entirely neglect the 
more difficult matter of deepening the Decla-
ration’s influence. Mostly by example (which 
is perhaps fitting), the point emerges that the 
collective project of self-government requires 
individuals who are themselves self-governing, 
and even self-sacrificing. More than any other 
object, Washington’s battle tent drives home 
the message about the inseparability of liberty 
and virtue.

The museum did a much better job of 
conveying the soul-based requirements of 
transmission when it designed the exit from 
the exhibit. One walks past a wall of photos 
of old men and women, of grave mien, born 
before the Revolution, who lived into the 
age of photography. (Michael Lewis percep-
tively remarks in his review for Commentary 
that “up until now we have known the faces of 
the American Revolution only as periwigged 
platitudes.”) That wall of photos angles in to 
another short wall, covered in a variety of mir-
rors, bearing the logo “Meet the Future of the 
American Revolution.” Your face and the fac-
es of your fellow museum-goers—“the old and 
the young, the rich and the poor, the grave 
and the gay, of all sexes and tongues, and col-
ors and conditions,” whom Lincoln spoke of 
in the Lyceum Address—are the last images 
you see. Corny? Yes it is. But also effective in 
prompting reflection on one’s own patriotism 
and awakening a sense of large responsibili-
ties. By ingeniously yoking together rever-
ence and resolve, the exit becomes a threshold 
to the future. To quote Lincoln on the task 
of transmission one final time: “this task of 
gratitude to our fathers, justice to ourselves, 
duty to posterity, and love for our species in 
general, all imperatively require us faithfully 
to perform.”

Diana Schaub is professor of political science at 
Loyola University Maryland.

follow the lead of General Washington who, 
in a speech to the tribe in the summer of 1778, 
declared: “I would confirm to you the good 
will of my heart towards all of your nation, 
the good Oneidas…who are a brave and wise 
people…. Brothers—You have fought along 
with our warriors—you have helped them to 
take one large army and to recover two of our 
great Towns, Boston and Philadelphia.” The 
Oneida were, in fact, our first allies in the con-
flict. That they remain proud of their commit-
ment to the new nation and seek to remind 
their now-fellow-citizens of their services (as 
scouts, spies, warriors, and maybe most cru-
cially, emergency provisioners at Valley Forge) 
makes them still a wise people. 

More broadly, the museum’s treatment 
of the Iroquois Confederacy offers lessons 
in foreign policy. Although the central con-
flict was certainly between the colonies and 
the mother country, other parties in Ameri-
ca and Europe were drawn in and had their 
own complex calculations of self-interest and 
justice. Remember the culminating charge 
against King George in the Declaration of In-
dependence, that he was turning the Native 
Americans against the colonists. Our separa-
tion from Great Britain led to the dissolution 
of the political bands among the Six Nations, 
as the Mohawk, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Sen-
eca tribes (the Declaration’s “merciless Indian 
savages”) sided with the British, while the 

“good” Oneida and Tuscarora sided with us. 
Remember, too, that in Jefferson’s draft of the 
Declaration, the final charge against the king 
included another element as well: George 
III’s role in first establishing and maintaining 
slavery in the colonies (in violation of the Af-
ricans’ “most sacred rights of life and liberty”), 
followed by the king’s role in fomenting slave 
insurrections against the colonists (thus set-
ting “the Liberties of one people…against the 
lives of another”). 

Recollecting these words brings some 
needed perspective to the political correct-
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Book Review by Jean M. Yarbrough

We’ll Always Have Paris
Jefferson: Architect of American Liberty, by John B. Boles.

Basic Books, 640 pages, $35

In an essay written in 1996 for the 
Atlantic, the Irish politician and scholar 
Conor Cruise O’Brien lobbed a liter-

ary grenade into the stately field of Jefferson 
studies. Arguing that Thomas Jefferson was 
a radical who supported genocide and a rac-
ist to boot, he demanded that the founder be 
toppled from the pantheon of American he-
roes. There was, O’Brien insisted, no place in 
an increasingly post-racial and multicultural 
America for such a hypocrite. 

A year later, Annette Gordon-Reed un-
settled matters still further in Thomas Jeffer-
son and Sally Hemings: An American Contro-
versy. Using her legal training to interrogate 
received opinions and giving more weight to 
the oral traditions of Jefferson’s slaves than 
past historians had done, Gordon-Reed set 
off a firestorm by arguing that Jefferson, rath-
er than his Carr nephews, was the likely fa-
ther of Sally Hemings’s children. Although 
Gordon-Reed conceded that the case was not 
airtight, she concluded that Jefferson was the 
most plausible candidate since he was present 
at Monticello nine months before Sally gave 
birth to each of her four children.

All this took place a year before 
the publication in the scientific journal 
Nature of new DNA tests on a male 

descendant of Eston Hemings, Sally’s young-
est son. The results further strengthened, but 
by no means proved, the case for Jefferson’s pa-
ternity of one or more children with his slave, 
while ruling out the Carr line (which lacked 
the distinctive Jefferson Y-chromosome). The 
tests did not, however, rule out another male 
in the Jefferson line, who most likely would 
have visited Monticello when Jefferson was in 
residence, including Jefferson’s brother, Ran-
dolph, and his four or five young adult sons. 
Nor did they shed any light on the paternity 
of the remaining Hemings children, since 
DNA tests had not been performed on them. 
It is possible, too, that Sally had sexual rela-
tions with more than one man, though DNA 
testing on multiple descendant lines of Tom 
Woodson (a Monticello slave), whose oral tra-
dition also claimed Jefferson as father, turned 
up negative. 

To put all of this in context, it is helpful to 
recall that the DNA story broke just as the 
third president’s namesake, William Jefferson 

Clinton, was embroiled in a sex scandal of his 
own while in the White House. The mere 
possibility that Jefferson might have been bed-
ding his slave, the half-sister of his deceased 
wife, proved irresistible to defenders of the sit-
ting president. That the DNA evidence was 
far from conclusive, showing only that some 
male in the Jefferson line had fathered one of 
Sally’s children, was generally brushed aside. 
One notable exception was the late Lance 
Banning, distinguished historian at the Uni-
versity of Kentucky, who in these pages and 
elsewhere examined the evidence with ad-
mirable impartiality (“Thomas Jefferson and 
Sally Hemings: Case Closed?” CRB, Summer 
2001). Although Banning did not dismiss the 
evidence, he remained unpersuaded. (Full 
disclosure: The final report of the Scholars’ 
Commission examining the question of Jeffer-
son’s paternity, to which I contributed, along 
with Banning and CRB editor Charles Kesler, 
was unconscionably delayed and was not pub-
lished until 2011. The majority of those who 
participated did not exonerate Jefferson, but 
maintained that the evidence so far adduced 
did not prove the case.)



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2017
Page 42

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Despite banning’s cautionary 
note, most historians quickly fell in 
with Gordon-Reed’s interpretation. 

Slavery, race, and sex took center stage. Pe-
ter Onuf, who at the time held the Thomas 
Jefferson Memorial Foundation Chair in the 
University of Virginia’s History Department, 
spearheaded the drive. Together with Jan El-
len Lewis, a professor of history and now dean 
of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences at Rutgers 
University, the two turned out an edited vol-
ume in 1999, Sally Hemings and Thomas Jef-
ferson: History, Memory, and Civic Culture. 
A year later, Monticello announced its own 
findings supporting Jefferson’s paternity, fol-
lowed by an issue devoted to the topic in the 
William and Mary Quarterly in 2001. Then, in 
2002, Onuf sponsored a conference, “Writ-
ing the Life of Thomas Jefferson” at the Uni-
versity of Virginia, which included, among 
others, Annette Gordon-Reed and Jan Ellen 
Lewis to make sure that the message got out 
to biographers and historians. (I was also a 
participant.) Building on this momentum, 
Gordon-Reed followed up with The Heming-
ses of Monticello: An American Family (2008), 
which abandoned any doubts that Jefferson 
was the father of all of Hemings’s children, 
and further asserted that their “intimate rela-
tionship” began in Paris while a teenage Sally 

was attending to Jefferson’s daughters. The 
book won a Pulitzer Prize as well as a Na-
tional Book Award. 

Here is a romance custom made for our 
times. In this postmodern age, which insists 
that there are no truths, only stories, Gordon-
Reed maintains that despite the differences 
in age and power, theirs was a relationship 
founded on tenderness and mutual affection 
rather than coercion and exploitation. Al-
though her conclusion does not—indeed can-
not—take the curse off slavery, it does cast 
Jefferson in a new and more sympathetic light, 
with the added bonus of moving the Heming-
ses to a central place at Monticello. Although 
there is still no conclusive evidence for any of 
this, the scholarly consensus forged among 
historians by Gordon-Reed and Onuf is such 
that it is nearly impossible for anyone writing 
on Jefferson these days to overlook the reign-
ing “narrative.” 

Enter john b. boles, professor of 
history at Rice University and former 
editor of the Journal of Southern History, 

who in Jefferson: Architect of American Liberty 
has produced the first full-scale biography of 
the founder since Merrill D. Peterson’s Thom-
as Jefferson and the New Nation: A Biography 
(1970)—which is to say, since the issues of slav-

ery and race have come to take center stage. At 
the same time, Boles is careful to state that we 
mustn’t let our own views of slavery and race 

“overwhelm our view of Jefferson,” and “impov-
erish” our understanding of his significant ac-
complishments, especially “his commitment to 
political liberty and intellectual and religious 
freedom.” Indeed, he goes even farther, assert-
ing that in the context of Jefferson’s own times, 

“race and slavery were generally not of central 
importance.” Nevertheless, it is primarily the 
new scholarship in this field, led by “today’s 
leading Jefferson scholars, Annette Gordon-
Reed and Peter S. Onuf,” that makes a new full-
scale biography necessary, and with it a new ap-
praisal of Jefferson’s place in our civic memory. 
Although Boles never mentions Conor Cruise 
O’Brien’s diatribe, his final words, insisting 
that, as the “architect of the nation’s high-
est ideals,” Jefferson will always belong in the 
American pantheon can be read as an extended 
response to the Irish critic. 

By “the nation’s highest ideals” Boles 
means Jefferson’s commitment to political 
liberty, religious freedom, and an education 
befitting free citizens of a great republic, the 
three achievements for which he wished to 
be remembered on the obelisk marking his 
gravesite. Accordingly, Boles spends consider-
able time on Jefferson’s drafts of constitutions 
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for the newly independent Virginia. Race and 
slavery may not have been Jefferson’s central 
concerns, but never are they absent, either. 
Early on, he backed provisions for the aboli-
tion of slavery, though his emancipation pro-
posals were always linked to colonization. 
Boles is certainly correct when he observes 
that no major politician of the founding era 
(and considerably after) thought that a bira-
cial republic was possible, especially when one 
race had been enslaved by the other, and when 
most of the master race held the opinions (or 
worse) Jefferson expressed in his Notes on the 
State of Virginia about black intellectual infe-
riority. Still, Boles strives to place his subject 
in historical context. Although he later points 
out that George Washington’s provision in his 
will emancipating his slaves after the death of 
his wife would reflect very badly on Jefferson 
in the 20th and 21st centuries, Boles couches 
his remark by pointing out that Jefferson was 
in dire financial straits, and so was not at lib-
erty to dispose of his property the way Wash-
ington was. Also, owing to a Virginia law en-
acted after Washington’s death, emancipated 
slaves were required to leave the state within 
a year or risk being re-enslaved. On the whole, 
Boles gives us a portrait of a man troubled by 
slavery, but increasingly resigned to pass the 
problem on to the next generation. 

Jefferson’s draft constitutions also 
proposed ingenious ways of widening suf-
frage for white males, even as they evinced 

a certain distrust of unfiltered popular will. 
He doubted that the majority of people were 
distinguished for their wisdom, and favored a 
system that would refine their choices by hav-
ing the lower house elect the upper house. Yet 
later on, he became convinced that a govern-
ment was republican only to the extent that 
all its branches were drawn directly from the 
people and immediately accountable to them. 
Boles doesn’t discuss the latter view, so the 
reader has no way of assessing which Jefferson 
was the better architect of America’s loftiest 
ideals. Even more surprisingly, he says noth-
ing about Jefferson’s proposal (first mentioned 
in 1810) to subdivide Virginia’s counties into 
wards that would enable the people to exer-
cise political power directly on those matters 
within their competence. Yet Jefferson con-
sidered the wards the sturdy base of his envi-
sioned federal pyramid and the cornerstone of 
his distinctive republicanism. 

Although Jefferson famously listed his au-
thorship of the Declaration of Independence 
as one of the three accomplishments for which 
he wished to be remembered, Boles’s discus-
sion of its significance with regard to political 
liberty is surprisingly weak. The two schol-

ars he cites, Carl Becker and Danielle Allen, 
make an odd couple. Becker, who published 
his study, The Declaration of Independence, in 
1922, seems to undercut the assertion that 
Boles’s own work is “fully grounded in mod-
ern scholarship.” In an endnote, Boles writes 
that Allen’s Our Declaration: A Reading of 
the Declaration of Independence in Defense of 
Equality (2014) “has significantly shaped my 
view of the Declaration,” but fails to explain 
how. Given that Allen places a greater empha-
sis upon equality than on liberty, this point 
would have been worth pursuing, especially 
given Boles’s subtitle. This omission points to 
a larger problem: the book’s lack of attention 
to Jefferson’s political thought. In a biography 
that makes Jefferson the spokesman for the 
nation’s highest ideals, Boles’s cursory treat-
ment of political ideas frequently disappoints.

Take his discussion of the Kentucky Reso-
lutions. Boles focuses on the important Resolu-
tion 8, which defends nullification as the prop-
er remedy if the federal government exceeds its 
delegated powers. But because he fails to dis-
cuss Jefferson’s understanding of the nature of 
the Union as a compact between two parties, 
each state and all the other states, he does not 
make clear why Jefferson insisted that states 
have the right to nullify a federal law. Nor does 
he explain that Jefferson regarded nullification 
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as a natural right, outside the constitutional or-
der. Instead, Boles seeks to reassure the reader 
that nullification does not mean secession, but 
rather the right of a state to declare a federal 
law “void and of no effect”—as if there were 
nothing revolutionary about that. 

The great challenge in attempt-
ing a full-scale biography is to cover the 
major events and ideas of a person’s life 

while also including those personal details that 
make the historical figures come alive. Boles 
only partly succeeds. He leaves us in no doubt 
of Jefferson’s wide-ranging genius: diplomat, 
architect, inventor, musician, gardener, and of 
course, political actor and thinker, but it’s not 
always clear how the many vignettes he sketch-
es fit his overall narrative arc. At times, Boles 
shifts so rapidly from one event to another—
say, from Jefferson’s improvements to Benja-
min Latrobe’s polygraph, to his compilation of 
the “authentic” teachings of Jesus, to his daugh-
ter Maria’s death, to the duel between Aaron 
Burr and Alexander Hamilton—all in a dizzy-
ing few pages, that it is easy to lose the story’s 
main threads. And, as in the case of the wards, 
important political proposals are left out. 

Boles does, however, add fresh details to a 
few well known events, giving his account an 
immediacy that not even he could have fore-
seen. Take, for example, his discussion of the 
election, or revolution, of 1800. Today we cel-
ebrate Jefferson’s ascension to the presidency 
as the peaceful transition of power from one 
political party to the other. But we learn here 
of one “outrageous Federalist attempt” to 
change the rules determining valid Electoral 
College votes, so as to ensure a Federalist vic-
tory. Republicans, in turn, feared that the 
Union might not hold “if one party refused to 
accept the express decision of the people and 
attempted to steal the election.” Elsewhere, he 
explains how Jefferson used the crisis over the 
1820 Missouri Compromise (which kept slav-
ery from expanding further north) to win po-
litical support for his new university by point-
ing out the dangers of sending Virginia’s sons 
north for their education. His discussion of 
Jefferson’s idiosyncratic Christianity, too, has 
a distinctly modern ring. 

Boles is also fair-minded in blaming Jef-
ferson for being too quick to criticize John 

Adams’s efforts to avoid an all-out war with 
France in the waning years of Adams’s presi-
dency. The same holds true for his even-hand-
ed discussion of the moderating influence his 
protégé and fellow Virginian James Madison 
exerted on Jefferson.

Without doubt, however, the 
impetus for a new biography is the 
new scholarship related to Sally 

Hemings. (Apart from this, it is surprising 
how much the author relies on older scholar-
ship, except for the work of his own graduate 
students.) Boles tries to put their “intimate 
relationship” in perspective, by situating it 
within the larger framework of Jefferson’s 
extraordinary life. Although Sally makes 
her appearance early, it is not until Chapter 
29, “Living with Paradox,” that Boles ties up 
the threads. As he makes clear, he considers 
Annette Gordon-Reed’s The Hemingses of 
Monticello “the definitive account.” Following 
Gordon-Reed, Boles states as fact that the 
45-year-old widower’s intimate involvement 
with his teenaged slave began in Paris. Ear-
lier, Boles speculates that Jefferson’s teasing 
mention to the Italian-English artist Maria 
Cosway of a Dutch painting depicting “Sar-
ah Presenting Hagar to Abraham” may have 
expressed “a subconscious desire” for “an ac-
ceptable substitute wife.” He also notes that 
Jefferson’s library contained a French medi-
cal book advancing the “bizarre theory” that 
scholarly men need sexual release, preferably 
with younger women, to remain healthy!

Although Boles concedes that we cannot 
know for certain what their relationship was 
(that they had a sexual relationship of some 
sort he regards as settled), he accepts Gordon-
Reed’s conclusion that it was probably “genuine 
affection—if not love itself.” Although French 
law did not recognize slavery, and Sally could 
have petitioned the French courts for permis-
sion to remain in Paris, she chose to return to 
Monticello with Jefferson, even though “she 
would not be free and she and Jefferson could 
never marry.” Never marry? She also “appar-
ently extracted from him a promise to free any 
children they might have.” That Jefferson in his 
will freed Sally’s sons, Madison and Eston (not 
immediately but when they reached the age of 
21, and along with others of the Hemings clan, 

but not Sally herself) is offered as further proof 
of the veracity of these accounts.

Boles follows Gordon-Reed in asserting 
that according to family legend, Sally was preg-
nant by the time they arrived back in Virginia, 
but here conflicting oral traditions confuse the 
identity of her first child. He mentions, but 
doesn’t consider, the findings of DNA testing 
that do not bear out the paternity of the de-
scendants of one of those claiming to be Jeffer-
son’s son. Boles also notes that Jefferson did not 
take Sally with him to Philadelphia, New York 
City, or Washington, D.C., which meant that 
they were separated a good deal during these 
years. Nor did he take her with him to Pop-
lar Forest, his nearby Virginia retreat. All this 
seems odd for the romantic portrait on offer. 
On the other hand, the fact that Jefferson was 
in residence at Monticello nine months before 
Sally gave birth to each of her children, along 
with the DNA evidence on Eston Hemings’s 
descendant, weigh against Jefferson. As Ban-
ning put it, the case is far from closed, even now. 

It should be obvious that most of the 
love story sketched here is sheer specula-
tion, in which each bit of circumstantial 

evidence provides the foundation for further 
airier speculations about the nature of their re-
lationship, despite Boles admitting that “[w]e 
know nothing of Sally’s personality,” and most 
of what we do know comes from the hearsay 
accounts of her son, Madison Hemings, pub-
lished in an 1873 newspaper interview in Ohio. 
To the end of her life, Sally remained sphinx-
like. Despite the strengths of new biography, 
John Boles lets his imagination run wild when 
he writes that regardless of the vast difference 
in “their educational backgrounds,” and, we 
could add, much else, “they shared memories 
of Paris,” which, along with Jefferson’s kind 
and gentle nature, casts a tender glow over 
their romantic bond. Much like Humphrey 
Bogart and Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca, 
Boles leaves us with the happy thought that 
Jefferson and Hemings will always have Paris. 

Jean M. Yarbrough is professor of government and 
Gary M. Pendy, Sr., Professor of Social Sciences 
at Bowdoin College, and the author of American 
Virtues: Thomas Jefferson on the Character of 
a Free People (University of Kansas Press).
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Book Review by Richard Samuelson
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John Adams’s Republic: The One, the Few, and the Many, by Richard Alan Ryerson.
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John Adams and the Fear of American Oligarchy, by Luke Mayville.
Princeton University Press, 232 pages, $29.95

“I can never too often repeat that 
aristocracy is a monster to be chained,” 
John Adams cautioned Benjamin Rush, 

“yet so chained as not to be hurt, for he is a 
most useful and necessary animal in his place. 
Nothing can be done without him.” Since the 
republic’s earliest days, critics have accused 
Adams of harboring aristocratic sympathies. 
In truth, he both feared aristocracy and rec-
ognized that fostering an aristocracy of the 
talented and virtuous—what we today call an 
elite—was essential for the good of the nation. 
Some kind of elite, Adams believed, was inev-
itable; the only question was whether it would 
be self-serving or public-spirited. Two recent 
books—Richard Ryerson’s John Adams’s Re-
public: The One, the Few, and the Many and 
Luke Mayville’s John Adams and the Fear of 
American Oligarchy—ably demonstrate this 
element of his thought. 

Ryerson’s is the more polished book. At 
over 400 pages of text, and nearly a hundred 
of notes, it is a hefty tome. Ryerson, the long-
time editor-in-chief of the Adams Papers, is 
unsurpassed in his knowledge of Adams’s 

writings, particularly of Adams’s writings up 
to the mid-1780s on which he worked. His 
method is historical: “the foregoing study, has 
proceeded under the…assumption that Ad-
ams’s political ideas arose out of certain fea-
tures of his birth family and community, to be 
shaped by his profession and the culture of his 
native province, and given their final form by 
the course of his public career in America and 
Europe.” The harmonious, well-ordered New 
England community, run by a public-spirited 
elite, was his model society. Shocked by the 
greed and self-interest he saw during the 
Revolution, Adams was convinced that the 
wealthy new American aristocracy—based 
upon commerce and speculation, rather than 
land—had to be tamed. 

Ryerson reads Adams carefully, and his 
account of Adams’s use of terms like “aris-
tocrat,” “republican,” and “executive” is well 
done, though it says something about his fo-
cus that he doesn’t also trace Adams’s use of 

“checks and balances.” Ryerson is rare among 
scholars in pointing out that Adams’s Defence 
of the Constitutions [1787–1788] was written 

as a series of letters to his son-in-law William 
Smith. Adams sought to teach the rising gen-
eration how to think about constitutionalism 
through this “guidebook for lawgivers” (as po-
litical scientist C. Bradley Thompson called 
it). Ryerson at times substitutes chronology 
for analysis, and his focus on the linguistic 
flow and sources of Adams’s writings dis-
tracts from an account of Adams’s argument 
as a whole. 

Mayville’s book provides an 
excellent complement to Ryer-
son’s historical account. Where 

Ryerson’s is long, biographical, and elegant, 
Mayville’s is short, theoretical, and focused. 
Mayville, a postdoctoral research scholar at 
Columbia University’s Center for American 
Studies, argues that Adams had a long-stand-
ing concern with “the threat of oligarchy.” He 
divides his book into four chapters: “A Peren-
nial Problem” (the oligarchy/aristocracy prob-
lem is not going away); “The Goods of Fortune” 
(some will always hold power through caprice 
rather than merit); “Sympathy for the Rich” 



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2017
Page 46

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

(man’s natural sympathies will always, among 
numerous equal citizens, produce a reverence 
for the rich and powerful); and “Dignified 
Democracy” (examining Adams’s efforts to 
entice Americans to virtue rather than riches). 
Together, they outline Adams’s concern with 
the peril posed by elites, and examine his ef-
forts to ameliorate the danger.

Ryerson describes Adams’s growing fear 
of the vulgar rich; Mayville argues that Ad-
ams feared that modern republicanism itself 
was vulgar. Ryerson believes this development 
represented an important change. Yet as early 
as April 1776 Adams reminded Mercy Otis 
Warren that Americans were not Spartans:

Our dear Americans perhaps have as 
much of it [virtue] as any Nation now 
existing, and New England perhaps has 
more than the rest of America. But I 
have seen all along my Life, Such Self-
ishness, and Littleness even in New 
England, that I sometimes tremble to 
think that, altho We are engaged in the 
best Cause that ever employed the Hu-
man Heart, yet the Prospect of success 
is doubtfull not for Want of Power or of 
Wisdom, but of Virtue.

How to ennoble the new regime? 
The most talented must be made to 
serve their country, rather than their 

selfish desires. That was what a well-designed 
regime did. One of Adams’s odder schemes 
for accomplishing this, which Mayville high-
lights, was his campaign for establishing high-
toned titles for public office holders. Adams 
hoped these would serve as counterweights 
to oligarchic passions, as hereditary titles did 
in the Old World. The honorable pursuit of 
earned titles would lead the noblest minds 
away from avaricious money-making and into 
public service. Adams supported titles not, as 
critics charged, because he wished to foster an 
American aristocracy, but, instead, because he 
believed one would exist whether Americans 
liked it or not. The choice was between a pub-
lic-spirited aristocracy or a selfish oligarchy, 
not between aristocracy or democracy.

Mayville notes Adams’s (possible) reliance, 
in this regard, on Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who 
argued for “the role of illustrious offices and 
signs of rank in countering the popular pas-
sion for material wealth.” Mayville’s account of 
Adams’s connection to Rousseau is fascinat-
ing—after all, Adams was America’s greatest 
contemporary critic of the French Revolution. 
According to Mayville, Adams read Rousseau 
closely and comprehensively, and earlier than 
others have thought (He notes, for example, 
that “Adams is the only American recorded 

to have engaged with Rousseau’s Dissertation 
on Political Economy and his Considerations on 
Poland”). His account of what Adams possi-
bly learned from Jean-Louis de Lolme, best 
known for his The Constitution of England, 
is similarly fresh. De Lolme, Mayville notes, 

“departed from Montesquieu by singling out 
aristocracy, rather than the people or the 
monarch, as the primary source of disorder in 
republics.” This is a fine corrective to an old 
historical charge: that Adams learned his love 
of aristocracy from de Lolme.

Not all of adams’s schemes were 
as chimerical as his defense of titles. 
He chiefly relied upon constitutional 

architecture to check the rise of a debased com-
mercial aristocracy. Adams maintained that an 

“aristocratical” senate, a strong, independent 
executive power, and a house of “the people” 
would secure the public good. This three-part 
lawmaking structure (including, if Adams 
had his way, a full veto for the president) was 
the beating heart of his proposed system. In 
his plan, the legislative, executive, and judicial 
powers would remain separate; any overlaps 
would allow each branch to protect itself from 
the others. Neither book addresses Adams's ef-
fort to merge the classical mixed regime of the 
one, the few, and the many with the modern 
separation of powers. Not coincidentally, Ry-
erson and Mayville are concerned about the 
power of the rich, but neither considers what 
Adams could teach us about the power of unac-
countable administrative bureaucracy.

In Adams’s model, the pushing and pulling 
between Senators Henry Clay, Daniel Web-
ster, and others on one side, and President 
Andrew Jackson and the people on the other, 
demonstrates the kind of public-spirited con-
tention that Adams expected to take place un-
der a good constitution. Abraham Lincoln—
who rose to national prominence during his 
losing Senate battle against Stephen A. Doug-
las—was exactly the kind of noble statesman 
Adams hoped would lead the nation. At least 
for part of the 19th century, Pennsylvania’s 
John Dickinson seemed prophetic in thinking 
the “Connecticut Compromise” would fea-
ture states as proxies for baronies, and sena-
tors playing the role of lords. It is probably no 
coincidence that James Madison penned his 
letter to Jefferson denouncing Adams’s De-
fence the very same day Dickinson introduced 
that idea to the Constitutional Convention.

Both Ryerson and Mayville make signifi-
cant contributions to the field. But neither 
adequately assesses Adams’s understanding of 
the interplay of human nature and constitu-
tional architecture. Adams thought both com-
mon people and elites are predictably irrational. 

A good constitution is required to keep any 
would-be elite in line, and, at the same time, to 
keep the lazy many from bartering away their 
liberty for a bowl of porridge. Adams thought 
the aristoi needed nudging even more than the 
demos did. His mockery of the French philos-
ophes anticipates 20th-century mockery of the 
cult of expertise. It is not a coincidence that 
his great-grandson, Charles Francis Adams 
II, tried to head off the delegation of powers 
to unelected administrative elite. There is, in 
other words, a shade of Machivaelli’s “the end 
of the people is more decent than that of the 
great, since the great want to oppress and the 
people want not to be oppressed” in Adams. A 
well-crafted constitution would channel the 
human tendency to “emulation,” a favorite 
term of Adams’s, to draw Americans up, from 
the common farmer or mechanic to the most 
powerful senator or the president. It would, if 
the system worked, make it more likely that a 
statesman like Abraham Lincoln was around 
when we needed him. 

Adams believed constitutions, and 
the principles upon which they are 
based, shape political character. That 

he placed Book 8 and the start of Book 9 of 
Plato’s Republic at the very center of volume 
one of his Defence (after his discussion of po-
litical philosophers, and just before he turns 
to history) is no accident. A surprising num-
ber of examples in the rest of the Defence’s first 
volume, and in volumes two and three, pro-
vide historical illustrations of the Republic’s 
cycle of regimes. The work, in other words, 
contains philosophy and then examples. From 
those examples, lawgivers might learn how to 
break the cycle, or, at least, mitigate it. 

And what, according to Adams, were to 
be the principles at the heart of the Ameri-
can regime? The principles of nature. Adams 
famously called a republic “a government of 
laws, not of men.” He was quoting James Har-
rington. The context is worth noting: “Em-
pire of laws, not of men,” Harrington wrote, 
is “according to ancient prudence.” In contrast, 

“modern prudence” counsels that “some man, 
or some few men, subject a city or a nation, 
and rule it according to his or their private in-
terest: which, because the laws in such cases 
are made according to the interest of a man, 
or of some few families, may be said to be the 
empire of men, and not of laws.” The empire 
of laws is concerned with right; the empire of 
men, with power. 

Checks and balances were the means to 
secure the rule of law. Adams also borrowed 
his favorite metaphor for checks and balanc-
es from Harrington: two girls cutting a cake. 
One cuts and the other chooses, making a fair 
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division likely. Such a process, repeated time 
and time and time again in the political sys-
tem, would help form the American character. 
Adams returned to this idea in the Defence’s 
conclusion:

The best republics will be virtuous, and 
have been so; but we may hazard a con-
jecture, that the virtues have been the 
effect of the well ordered constitution, 
rather than the cause. And, perhaps, it 
would be impossible to prove that a re-
public cannot exist even among highway-
men, by setting one rogue to watch an-
other; and the knaves themselves may in 
time be made honest men by the struggle.

Checks and balances were not merely a means 
of preventing the abuse of power. Done right, 
they pointed republican souls toward virtue.

For Adams, in other words, the rule of law, 
rightly understood, was the rule of a higher 
law. Near the end of the Defence’s introduc-
tion, Adams quotes (in Latin) Augustine’s 
paraphrase of Cicero: “where there is no jus-
tice there can be no right…denying the defi-
nition commonly given by those who miscon-
ceive the matter, that right is what is useful 
to the stronger.” He later quotes Cicero on 
the rule of law: “Those laws, which are right 

reason, derived from the Divinity.” Without a 
transcendent standard, justice is arbitrary.

Adams lamented modern political 
thought’s tendency to focus on power 
at the expense of law and morality. 

The refusal to accept natural limits on change 
in human life was of a piece with the rejec-
tion of nature as a moral standard. Adams’s 
political thought, ultimately, revolves around 
the effort, however imperfect, to steer the re-
public away from the shoals of this modern 
immorality—what we now call nihilism. As 
he writes in Discourses on Davila [1790-91]:

Is there a possibility that the government 
of nations may fall into the hands of 
men who teach the most disconsolate of 
all creeds, that men are but fireflies, and 
that this all is without a father? Is this 
the way to make man, as man, an object 
of respect? Or is it to make murder itself 
as indifferent as shooting a plover, and 
the extermination of the Rohilla nation 
[the people Governor-General of India 
Warren Hastings was charged with de-
stroying] as innocent as the swallow-
ing of mites on a morsel of cheese?… A 
certain duchess of venerable years and 
masculine understanding, said of some 

of the philosophers of the eighteenth 
century, admirably well,—“On ne croit 
pas dans le Christianisme, mais on croit 
toutes les sottises possibles.” [“They don’t 
believe in Christianity, but they believe 
in every possible nonsense.”]

This, essentially, was the heart of Adams’s 
response to the French Revolution. It’s what he 
meant when he said to Thomas Jefferson “there 
can be no philosophy without religion” (a few 
lines before writing “You and I, ought not to 
die, before We have explained ourselves to each 
other”). Every “philosophy” is, ultimately, built 
upon certain foundational beliefs.

Richard Ryerson and Luke Mayville each 
provide compelling accounts of Adams’s fears 
of oligarchy and hopes for an American aris-
tocracy. Neither fully appreciates the relation-
ship of Adams’s mixed regime with his concern 
for the separations of power and both with 
the rule of law. Beyond that neither gets to the 
moral, philosophical-religious dimension of 
Adams’s politics, and its relation to the rule of 
law, rightly understood. Until scholars under-
stand this relation, the true depths of Adams’s 
constitutionalism will remain unplumbed.

Richard Samuelson is associate professor of history 
at California State University, San Bernardino. 
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“All who care about the health of nations and the 

integrity of faith will want to read this important book.”
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Book Review by Dorothea Wolfson

Remember the Ladies
Abigail Adams: Letters, edited by Edith Gelles.

Library of America, 1180 pages, $40

The library of america edition of 
Abigail Adams’s Letters shows her cor-
respondence moving seamlessly from 

the trivial to the sublime. Even her gossip of-
fers philosophical gems and penetrating re-
flections on America’s social and political life. 
The editor, Edith Gelles, a scholar at Stanford 
who has written two biographies of Abigail 
and one of John and Abigail together, has in-
cluded previously unpublished letters, giving 
us a fresh look at many aspects of John Ad-
ams’s wife and her world. 

Gelles describes Abigail as “a homegrown 
Tocqueville,” whose observations reveal as 
much as Democracy in America’s. The com-
parison is apt. Like Alexis de Tocqueville, 
Adams meditates on what distinguishes 
America from Europe, particularly France. 
Both observers understood that the man-
ners or “mores” of a democratic people, high-
ly malleable, could either stabilize or upset 
self-government’s foundations. 

Adams’s life (1744–1818) embodied 
many qualities Tocqueville observed 
in 1831 during his trip to America, 

where he discerned the continuing Puritan 
influence. Her character, revealed in these let-
ters, explains Tocqueville’s belief that Ameri-
can women were superior to their European 
counterparts. And, finally, her marriage to 
her “dearest friend” John demonstrates what 
Tocqueville meant about the importance of 
the close conjugal tie in America, and how 
democratic love in its best sense was a union 
of equal minds and intertwined hearts, the 
surest foundation for democratic health and 
prosperity.

Adams mingled with America’s founders 
and shared impressions of them in her corre-
spondence. For example, she wrote of George 
Washington to her husband, “I was struck 
with General Washington…. Dignity with 
ease, and complacency, the Gentleman and 
Soldier look agreeably blended in him.” Abi-

gail also captures the sublimated ambition of 
Washington when he served as president: “Yet 
this same [president] has so happy a faculty 
of appearing to accommodate & yet carrying 
his point, that if he was not really one of the 
best intentiond Men in the world he might be 
a very dangerous one.”

She has especially interesting observations 
on Alexander Hamilton, disdained by her 
husband as “the bastard brat of a Scotch ped-
dler.” Abigail, in the wake of Hamilton’s con-
stant meddling in John’s political fortunes, ze-
roed in on the love of fame as Hamilton’s driv-
ing force. In a letter not included in Gelles’s 
volume, Abigail called him 

a Man ambitious as Julius Caesar, a sub-
tle intriguer. His abilities would make 
him Dangerous if he was to espouse a 
wrong side. His thirst for Fame is in-
satiable. I have ever kept My Eye upon 
him.
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Her friendship with thomas 
Jefferson, which had its ups and 
downs, comes alive in her letters. 

They shopped for each other: she requested 
silk slippers from France, for example, while 
he asked her to purchase a damask tablecloth 
set from England. In a letter to her sister she 
described Jefferson “as one of the choice ones 
of the Earth.” The admiration was mutual. 
In a letter to James Madison, Jefferson wrote 
that Mrs. Adams was “one of the estimable 
Characters on earth.” 

Her friendship with Jefferson underwent 
great strain after the election of 1800 when 
Jefferson’s surrogates (in particular, the infa-
mous Republican journalist James Callender) 
impugned her husband’s character. As a result, 
their correspondence ceased for nearly four 
years until she broke the ice when Jefferson’s 
daughter Polly died. Jefferson took advantage 
of the opening her condolence letter provided 
by reiterating how much he valued his friend-
ship with both John and Abigail, one that 
had weathered deep political differences, he 
reminded. The only objection he ever had to 
John, Jefferson wrote Abigail, was the mid-
night appointment of Federalist judges before 
leaving the presidency in 1801.

For her part, Adams explained that the 
one offense she could not forgive Jefferson was 
supporting Callender, which rendered the 
third president a “rewarder and encourager of 
a Libeller.” This was too much of a betrayal 
for her—a “personal injury” that finally “cut 
asunder the Gordian knot” that had united 
the families in friendship. She even gloated 
a bit, noting how “the serpent you cherished 
and warmed, bit the hand that nourished it.” 
(Callender later turned on Jefferson by pub-
lishing stories that accused him of an affair 
with Sally Hemings, one of his slaves.) But 
Adams’s toughness was accompanied by deep 
wells of compassion. Citing Proverbs, she con-
cluded her letter with the sentiment, “Faithful 
are the wounds of a Friend.” 

Her letters invoke Proverbs frequently, 
and Psalms even more so. Fittingly, she is par-
tial to Proverbs 31’s account of the “woman of 
valor,” whose “price is above rubies.” She re-
fers to these verses throughout her correspon-
dence as a template of sorts for conducting 
herself as a wife, mother, and, importantly, a 
learned woman. One letter discusses a Lon-
don lecture series on the “Mechanisms and 
Motions of the Universe.” She writes that at-
tending these lectures “was like going into a 
Beautiful Country, which I never saw before, 
a Country which our American Females are 
not permitted to visit or inspect.” Though fe-
males are limited to the “Study of Household 
Good,” she argues that as “rational Beings,” 

they should be able to receive with “propriety…
the highest possible cultivation of the mind.” 

At the same time, adams acknowl-
edges that “having it all,” as we now say, 
is difficult. Being a learned woman is 

so hard, she lamented, that “I do not wonder 
they are considered as black swans,” since do-
mestic duties prevent devoting time to intel-
lectual pursuits. Yet unlike later generations 
of women, she did not protest a woman’s do-
mestic role. “I shall only contend for Domes-
tick Government, and think that best admin-
istered by the Female,” she wrote her husband. 

Indeed, her prodigious intellect notwith-
standing, Abigail considered herself to be a 
wife and mother above all, roles she clearly 
relished. The love she felt for her husband 
hardly fits with today’s stereotypes of the Pu-

ritans. She described her love for John as “a 
spark of Celestial fire” that “will burn with 
Eternal vigor.” And yet for nearly half their 
first 20 years of marriage, John and Abigail 
lived apart while he served his country in 
Philadelphia and Europe. During the war 
years, her “domestic duties” included housing 
soldiers and refugees from Boston, managing 
a farm, investing in public lands (through an 
uncle, since women were not allowed), facing 
down a smallpox epidemic, losing her moth-
er to dysentery, and burying an infant child, 
all while taking care of her other four young 
children. Her later letters depicting the death 
of her only surviving daughter “Nabby” to 
breast cancer, and her son, Charles, to alco-
holism are poignant. In other words, Abigail 
saw herself first and foremost in terms of her 
relations to others—that is, as the dear wife 
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ropean decadence and social hierarchy. As she 
wrote in one letter, “I hope however to find 
amongst the French Ladies manners more 
consistant with my Ideas of decency, or I shall 
be a mere recluse.”

She was not, in fact, a recluse in 
France. She actively explored “many of 
the Beauties and some of the Deformi-

ties of this old World,” as she wrote in 1785. 
She set about to study the manners of the 
French and surprisingly found that her puri-
tan sensibilities were perhaps not as firm as 
she might have hoped. When a French lady 
with rouged cheeks “wraptruously put her 
Arms round a Gentleman and Salute him 
first upon one check and then upon the other, 
I consider it as a thing of mere course.” An-
other letter confides, “The first dance which I 
saw upon the Stage shocked me [but]…. Shall 
I speak a Truth and say that repeatedly see-
ing these Dances has worn off that disgust 
which I first felt, and that I see them now 
with pleasure.” 

Adams saw that a society’s health cru-
cially depends upon its women’s equality 
and virtue. In Tocqueville’s view, the suc-
cess of the early American republic rested 
on its women being architects of democratic 
mores. These traditional values, as Adams 
would have pointed out, are compatible with 
women’s full equality. Adams understood, in 
other words, the delicate equipoise democ-
racy must strike between the older teachings, 
such as found in Proverbs 31, and the mod-
ern principle of equality. 

The decadence that so appalled Adams in 
France—though she recognized its powerful 
allure—is now America’s reality, where casual 
hookups and sex tapes engender fame, for-
tune, and power. It’s a culture, alas, that all 
American women today must learn to navi-
gate at their peril, and on which our political 
institutions now rest. In our context, Abigail’s 
call to “Remember the Ladies” takes on an en-
tirely new meaning, and could be addressed to 
both America’s men and its women.

Dorothea Wolfson is director of the M.A. in Gov-
ernment program at Johns Hopkins University.

ceiving all that adorns and Beautifies the 
female Character, delicacy modesty and dif-
fidence, as wholy laid aside, and nothing of 
the woman but the Sex left.” As immodest 
as the Parisian dancing girls may have been, 
they could not compare to the presence of 
so many prostitutes in the city—“52,000 li-
cenced unmarried woman, Who are so lost 
to a sense of shame and virtue,” she wrote, 
that they publicly register their names at the 
police station. Perhaps this was no surprise 
to Adams, who wrote of Paris that “pleasure 
is the business of life.” 

In a 1785 letter she wrote that in 
France, the “doctrine of Reverenceing thy-
self is little practiced among the Females 

of this Nation; for in this Idea if I compre-
hend it aright is included an incorruptible 
virtue joined to the strickest modesty.” She 
tells her sister that the “American Ladies” are 
much admired in London and implores: “O 
my Country, my Country; preserve; preserve 
the little purity and simplicity of manners you 
yet possess. Believe me, they are jewells of in-
estimable value.” One of her chief concerns 
was that her sons Thomas and John Quincy 
not marry European women when they went 
abroad with their father: “I hope my Dear 
Thomas will hold Yourself free, for an Ameri-
can wife.” And when John Quincy wrote from 
London that he had fallen in love, Abigail re-
sponded that she hoped for “the Love I bear 
My Country, that the Syren, is at least half 
Blood,” which Louisa Johnson, daughter of an 
English mother and American father, turned 
out to be. 

Some of the most evocative letters in the 
collection are about the threat, but also the 
power, of French mores. In 1786, Adams 
made a pilgrimage to Leiden, Holland, a way 
station for Pilgrims journeying to America. 
She wrote: “I visited the Church at Leyden 
in which our forefathers worshipd when they 
fled from hierarchical tyranny and persecu-
tion. I felt a respect and veneration upon en-
tering the Doors, like what the ancients paid 
to their Druids.” Adams carried this spirit of 
her “forefathers” throughout Europe, stand-
ing apart from and judging rather harshly Eu-

of John, a doting mother and mother-in-law, 
as well as daughter, grandmother, aunt, niece, 
sister, and cousin.

How, then, do we reconcile ad-
ams’s more “traditional” views about 
women with her most famous let-

ter, written to her husband in March 1776? 
In it, she calls on her husband and his male 
colleagues to “remember the ladies.” She also 
warns John, in a less quoted passage, to “re-
member [that] all men would be tyrants if 
they could” and that there are many “vicious 
and lawless” men who are not only threats to 
democratic government but to women, using 
them “with cruelty and indignity.” She follows 
this hard-headed insight—which reflects the 
broader purposes of the American Revolu-
tion to defeat despotism—with a flirtatious 
threat of insurrection: “If perticuliar care and 
attention is not paid to the Ladies we are de-
termined to foment a Rebellion, and will not 
hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which 
we have no voice or Representation.”

The feminist consensus is that the “Re-
member the Ladies” letter fired the first salvo 
in the women’s movement, and that Adams 
was the first in a line of American feminist 
thinkers extending to Elizabeth Cady Stan-
ton, Susan B. Anthony, Betty Friedan, and 
Gloria Steinem. Yet some biographers ac-
knowledge the difficulty in reconciling the 

“feminist” with the Puritan, finding this 
juxtaposition “maddeningly contradictory.” 

“How does one explain a conservative who 
advocated independence for America and 
equality for women?” asks one biographer 
quoted in “The Abigail Industry,” an article 
by Gelles. 

In fact, this collection demonstrates that 
Adams found no contradiction between rec-
onciling concern for virtue with upholding 
women’s dignity and equality. We see this es-
pecially in her comparisons between French 
and American women, echoes of which would 
later be found in Tocqueville.

In one letter, for example, Adams de-
scribes French dancers on stage in their 

“drawers.” She writes, “I can never look upon 
a woman in such situations, without con-
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Book Review by Neal B. Freeman

He Didn’t Like Ike
A Man and His Presidents: The Political Odyssey of William F. Buckley Jr., by Alvin S. Felzenberg.

Yale University Press, 488 pages, $35

Depending on how you count, al-
vin Felzenberg has just published 
the 10th, 11th, or 12th book about 

William F. Buckley, Jr., which makes Felzen-
berg the Larry Fortensky of biography. For 
those who have given short shrift to the tab-
loid press over the years, Mr. Fortensky was, 
depending on how you count, the seventh or 
eighth husband of Elizabeth Taylor. As the 
happy couple departed for their honeymoon, 
Fortensky, a game and ruggedly-built con-
struction worker, reportedly said, “Well, I 
know what to do, but I’m not sure that I can 
make it interesting.”

Not to worry: Felzenberg knows what to 
do and how to make it interesting. A Man 
and His Presidents: The Political Odyssey of 
William F. Buckley Jr. is a deeply researched 
and crisply written story of the man who 
more than any other synthesized and popu-
larized modern political conservatism. In my 
estimate—informed by ten or eleven other 
Buckley books, not to mention a 45-year 
friendship with Buckley—Felzenberg’s is 
the most useful and heuristic volume since 
Buckley associates Linda Bridges and John 
R. Coyne, Jr.’s Strictly Right: William F. Buck-
ley Jr. and the American Conservative Move-
ment (2007).

The “odyssey” (which often seems more of 
a straight-line projection of young Buckley’s 
iron purpose than a storm-tossed and un-
predictable voyage) begins with Dwight D. 
Eisenhower, whom National Review’s early 
readers will remember as the implausible vil-
lain of Buckley’s mid-1950s worldview. Fel-
zenberg, a professor of government and com-
munications at the University of Pennsylva-
nia’s Annenberg School who has served in 
two presidential administrations, attributes 
this animus to the fact that Ike, for all his 
well-earned fame and easy charm, was not 
Robert A. Taft, a “true conservative” in the 
view not only of young Buckley but of Wil-
liam F. Buckley, Sr.—an important influence 
on his son’s politics. Both Buckleys, like Taft, 
had warmed to the America First cause in 
the late ’30s; both Buckleys, like Taft, had 
refused to accept New Deal aggrandize-
ment as a permanent feature of American 
life. And then there was this: young Buckley 
wanted to start a magazine, and Ike was in 
the way. Which, I believe, was in part how 
Eisenhower, the most conservative presi-
dent of the 20th century save only for Calvin 
Coolidge and Ronald Reagan, became the 
bête noire of America’s most influential con-
servative magazine. 

In felzenberg’s telling, most of buck-
ley’s relationships with “his” presidents 
were less consequential than perfunctory. 

John F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, Jimmy 
Carter, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush 
make appearances in these pages, do a brief 
turn upon the political stage, and then are 
dismissed in a chapter or less. (Buckley died 
in 2008, just before Obama ascended the 
throne.) The exception is a nicely nuanced ac-
count of Buckley’s long if low-wattage friend-
ship with George H.W. Bush. The two met at 
Yale, where as veterans of the wartime mili-
tary they stood out as being older and more 
proximately ambitious than many of their 
classmates. They quickly became big men on 
campus: Bush as captain of the baseball team, 
Buckley as chairman of the Yale Daily News. 
And both were good students—though Bush 
was the stellar academic performer, finishing 
near the top of his class. Buckley and Bush be-
came warm friends at Yale and would remain 
so for the rest of their lives, but they never be-
came brothers in political faith.

Buckley’s relationship with Richard Nixon 
was much more complicated, but then every-
body’s relationship with Nixon was much 
more complicated. Felzenberg does an admira-
ble job of tracking them as they move through 
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the kaleidoscopic phases of their evolving ca-
reers, the one trying to use the other for tacti-
cal gain here, the other joining, or shucking, a 
convenient alliance there. (Following Nixon’s 
zig-zags through his own poorly-lit, psycho-
logical obstacle course, reminds more than oc-
casionally of Whittaker Chambers’s lambent 
dictum, “to live is to maneuver.”) What was it 
that kept Buckley and Nixon at the bench all 
those years, trying to fashion a durable rela-
tionship? My guess is that each recognized in 
the other one of the most remarkable political 
minds of the age. (Some of the most stimulat-
ing evenings of my life were spent at Buckley’s 
table. Willmoore Kendall’s evaluation of his 
former student was on the mark: “Buckley is 
the world’s finest conversationalist.” But even 
those magical Buckley evenings faded by com-
parison with Nixon dinners in the Octobers of 
even-numbered years. Nixon had been a part 
of five—five—national tickets and was the 
world’s finest analyst of American politics.)

The centerpiece of this book, not 
surprisingly, is the story of Buckley’s 
relationship with Ronald Reagan. In 

the early going, despite Buckley being 14 years 
younger, Reagan was the student hungry for 
knowledge and direction and Buckley the in-
structor, more and more diligent in his duties 
as he came to appreciate the special qualities 
of his charge. My sense of the relationship is 
that Reagan stopped thinking of himself as 
the student sometime before Buckley did—
Reagan had the politician’s genius for making 
others feel more important to him than they 
were—but there is no question that Reagan 
benefited enormously from the private tuto-
rial. It didn’t hurt the relationship, either, that 
of Buckley’s many friends, only “Ron” had a 
spouse with as much style and moxie as Patri-
cia Taylor Buckley. The two couples became a 
fast, four-way friendship.

I congratulate Felzenberg for seeing the 
Buckley archive at Yale for what it is—a rich 
and invaluable resource—and not what sever-
al earlier biographers have mistaken it for—a 
repository of revealed truth, the whole truth, 
and nothing but the truth. The young Buck-
ley, unlike you and me, and unlike even Nixon 
and Reagan, knew in his twenties that a) he 
would be famous, and that b) he would care 
what people wrote about him. He thus tended 
the central file fastidiously. I don’t mean to 
suggest that there is any falsification in those 
voluminous folders. There wasn’t even any 
systematic cosmeticization. But of the sev-
eral thousand surviving Buckley letters, more 
than a few were intended as much for the file 
as for the recipient.

A couple of years ago, for example, I read 
with mounting incredulity Kevin Schultz’s 

book-length treatment of the relationship be-
tween Buckley and the novelist Norman Mail-
er, titled, astonishingly, Buckley and Mailer: 
The Difficult Friendship that Shaped the Sixties 
(2015). Schultz, who had apparently spent 
months spelunking in the New Haven stacks, 
may have been a victim of the Buckley archive. 
All you had to do was spend five minutes in the 
same room with Buckley and Mailer to know 
that they could never be friends. They never 
embraced but circled each other, neither eager 
but both prepared to duke it out with the oth-
er side’s most formidable controversialist. Re-
grettably for fans of literary blood-feuds, push 
never came to shove. In the interim, they ex-
changed warm and witty letters, copied to file.

I should also cite felzenberg’s mea-
sured treatment of James Burnham, Buck-
ley’s longtime colleague as a senior editor 

at National Review. A little revisionism on 
Burnham’s place in the conservative movement 
is overdue. Buckley said more than once that 
Burnham was the most important intellectual 
force at the magazine. True enough. But Buck-
ley’s audience was not listening as carefully as 
Buckley was speaking. Buckley had three pri-
mary ambitions for National Review. He want-
ed it to be a platform-writing, candidate-pro-
moting political magazine; an agenda-shaping, 
coalition-building ideological force (despite ur-
gent appeals from Ludwig von Mises to abjure 

“ideology” in all its forms); and a transmitter 
and protector of the inherited culture. Buckley 
wanted no part of an academic journal.

When it came to political decisions, Jim 
Burnham’s was an articulate voice, sometimes 
mesmerizingly so, but it did not always carry 
the meeting. During the time I was partici-
pating in endorsement decisions, for instance, 
there were three sharply contested GOP nom-
inations—in 1964, 1968, and 1976. Burnham 
pressed the case, respectively, for Rockefeller, 
Rockefeller, and Ford. The magazine support-
ed Goldwater, Nixon, and Reagan. And as the 
philosophical debate raged—the compass-
setting process, in effect, for the embryonic 
political movement—Burnham was more be-
mused observer than active participant. The 
principal debaters were the “freedom” faction’s 
Frank Meyer and the “virtue” faction’s Brent 
Bozell. What emerged from that robust, pro-
tracted, and occasionally exasperating colloquy 
was the now-familiar “Buckley-style” fusion-
ist conservatism. Burnham seemed more be-
mused than ever. When the culture war flared, 
as it did intermittently, Burnham frequently 
saw the episode as back-of-the-book material.

Burnham was an impeccable editor, an 
acute analyst, a fine deadline writer, and a 
consummate bureaucrat. (So consummate, 
in fact, that his intramural rival, Meyer, soon 

found himself rendered extramural, sent into 
internal exile in upstate New York.) I admired 
him greatly and give him principal credit for 
professionalizing the magazine—for making 
it if not more acceptable to intellectual elites, 
then at least less easily dismissed. I found him 
a deft and dedicated anti-Leftist more than he 
was a conservative, hyphenated or otherwise.

I have but three nits to pick with fel-
zenberg’s account. First, there are scores 
of blind quotations in this book, many 

of them spicy, a few of them blood-drawing. 
As a reader who likes to know who is zinging 
whom, I flipped to the footnotes and found, 
frequently, only page references to other 
books by other authors, the quotations hav-
ing been sourced to interviewers rather than 
interviewees. Disappointing.

Second, Felzenberg at least twice describes 
Buckley as “athletic.” As one who shared brief 
excursions with him into soccer, lacrosse, 
fencing, softball, bowling, darts, golf, and vol-
leyball—detecting no trace of athletic ability 
in him in the process—I was jarred slightly 
by the adjective. Perhaps the reference was to 
sailing. Or skiing. Or the trebuchet.

Third, where is Bill Rusher? National Re-
view publisher William A. Rusher was for 
many years the director of political opera-
tions not only for the magazine itself but for 
its fissiparous offshoots that provided both 
structure and filigree to the conservative 
movement. Rusher was Buckley’s bridge to 
both Goldwater and Reagan, and Rusher’s 
extremely complicated relationship with 
Nixon always colored Buckley’s only slightly 
less complicated relationship with Nixon. In 
these pages, Rusher appears as a marginal fig-
ure in Buckley’s political life. He wasn’t.

My theory of the author’s misdemeanor is 
this: Buckley and Rusher communicated con-
stantly, sometimes hourly, striding between 
offices separated only by a short hallway. They 
communicated in writing only when there was 
a simmering problem to be resolved or a strate-
gic question to be argued. The daily harmony 
of close and productive collaboration may thus 
have gone largely unrecorded. Perhaps we 
should blame the Yale archive here, too.

Let not the central point be clouded. Al 
Felzenberg has written a fine book, a valuable 
contribution to our understanding of the man 
who, after declaring as a college student that 
he intended to change the world, proceeded 
as an author, editor, and political activist to 
do just that.

Neal B. Freeman, a former editor and columnist 
for National Review and the founding producer 
of Firing Line, is the author of Skirmishes (Na-
tional Review Books).
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Book Review by Michael Nelson

The Striver
Richard Nixon: The Life, by John A. Farrell.

Doubleday, 752 pages, $35

Nearly a half century ago, in 
his 1968 election and 1972 reelec-
tion, Richard Nixon helped initiate 

the movement of blue-collar workers from the 
New Deal Democratic coalition to the Re-
publican Party that accelerated under Ron-
ald Reagan in the 1980s, and was decisive in 
Donald Trump’s 2016 victory.

In many ways, Nixon was Trump’s opposite. 
He grew up poor, not wealthy; became a lawyer, 
not a businessman; was socially and physically 
awkward, not athletic and outgoing; was in-
tensely intellectual, not impulsive and intuitive; 
and was a longtime, not a fickle, Republican, 
convinced when choosing between the parties 
in his early adult years that “a continuing drift 
toward a planned economy was perilous.” 

The most important difference between 
Nixon and Trump, of course, is that Nixon 

spent nearly all of his adult life in politics and 
government: four wartime years at the Office 
of Price Administration and in the navy, four 
years in the House of Representatives, two 
years in the Senate, eight years as vice presi-
dent, and 12 years as a presidential candidate 
or ardent campaigner for his party’s nominees 
in every national election from 1960 to 1972. 
But there’s also the quality that Nixon biog-
rapher John A. Farrell could with equal accu-
racy find in Trump: “He yearned, above all, to 
be a great man. He had that sense of drama.”

Farrell, who has previously writ-
ten about Clarence Darrow and Tip 
O’Neill, recounts with literary grace and 

surpassing empathy Nixon’s life as a striver, al-
ways feeling that he was on the periphery but 
wanting desperately to be at the center. His 

father, Farrell writes, was a “cranky blowhard” 
and his mother was remote and, for much of 
Nixon’s youth, preoccupied with caring for two 
of his brothers, both of whom died from grue-
some diseases. His family’s hardscrabble fi-
nances, which kept him working long hours in 
their barebones grocery store, prevented Nixon 
from applying for the scholarships Harvard and 
Yale alumni encouraged him to seek. At Whit-
tier College, small and local, he co-founded a 
new social club, the Orthogonians, because the 
rich kids’ society (the Franklins) wouldn’t take 
him. “Glee clubs and choirs prized his voice,” 
Farrell writes—who knew?

Nixon left California for law school at 
Duke, which offered him a full ride but whose 
degree back then, even though he finished 
first in his class, did not open doors at the 
best New York firms. His election to Con-
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gress in 1946 against wealthy incumbent Jerry 
Voorhis was resented by Washington society, 
which found the “handsome, pipe-smoking” 
Democrat properly liberal and clubbable. The 
same was true when he took down Alger Hiss, 
whom Nixon knew (and Farrell knows) to 
have been a Communist spy even as he was 
serving in the upper reaches of the State De-
partment. “Johns Hopkins and Harvard,” 
Hiss sniffed when Congressman Nixon asked 
about his alma mater. “And I believe your col-
lege is Whittier.”

Farrell rightly observes that the Hiss case 
had a galvanizing effect on the budding con-
servative movement, bringing together “[Sen-
ate Republican leader] Bob Taft’s Old Guard, 
young literati like William F. Buckley, Jr., the 
blue-collar admirers of Senator [Joseph] Mc-
Carthy, and an inchoate crop of Sunbelt ac-
tivists.” Among other things Hiss “inflamed 
their hostility toward the Ivy League elite.” 
So did the Left’s disdainful reaction to Nix-
on’s defeat of nose-in-the-air Helen Gahagan 
Douglas, who accused him of having a taste 
for “nice unadulterated fascism” in their 1950 
Senate election. Two years later Republican 
presidential nominee Dwight D. Eisenhower 
put the 39-year-old Nixon on the ticket both 
for—in Nixon’s own words—his “rocking, 
socking campaign” style and his commitment 

to an active role for the United States in inter-
national affairs. This commitment was deeply 
rooted. Nixon had supported the Marshall 
Plan against the wishes of his southern Cali-
fornia congressional district, then worked to 
convince isolationist constituents to change 
their minds. “Nixon had given them his 
best judgment,” Farrell observes, “and they 
thanked him for it.”

Nixon’s role in the 1952 presiden-
tial campaign was to dismantle the 
Democratic nominee, Adlai Ste-

venson, who like Voorhis, Hiss, and Doug-
las was a favorite of educated liberals. Nixon 
did so with relish. (Later, he would deride 
Stevenson privately in his diary as “the so-
called ‘liberal intellectual’ at his worst…as-
suming a superior, mincing attitude…which 
characterizes the Georgetown, Ivy League 
social set to whom he is the second coming 
of Christ.”) Nixon answered bogus charges, 
fueled by the then-left-wing New York Post, 
of being on the take with arguably the most 
effective televised speech in history, bar-
ing his young family’s meager finances and 
persuading average voters that, in Farrell’s 
words, “I am one of you, and they are screw-
ing us.” “Now,” Farrell adds, “it was Nixon 
who claimed a visceral connection with ‘the 

forgotten man,’ and the Democrats who…
looked like elitists.” 

Once in office, the politically aloof Eisen-
hower continued to deploy Nixon to “do the 
grubby work…that Ike deigned not to do” 
and then belittled him for doing it. But grass-
roots Republicans appreciated Nixon’s solici-
tude more than Eisenhower’s detachment and 
nominated him for president in 1960. When 
he lost narrowly to the glamorous, wealthy 
Harvard graduate John F. Kennedy and then 
lost by a large margin the 1962 California gu-
bernatorial election to incumbent Democrat 
Pat Brown, ABC News aired a documentary 
called The Political Obituary of Richard M. 
Nixon. It featured a triumphant Alger Hiss.

Nixon vowed to quit politics but 
didn’t. From the beginning, he had 
been a fighter who as the 1960s un-

folded not only stood for but also embodied 
the little guy whom the budding New Left 
movement and its media apologists disdained. 
Running once again for president in 1968, af-
ter several years in which rioting in the nation’s 
inner cities had become an expected part of 
the “long, hot summer” and murders, rapes, 
assaults, and robberies doubled, Nixon em-
braced “law and order.” It was the perfect issue 
with which to divide the New Deal Democrats. 
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Nixon disdained racist appeals (which, as Far-
rell shows, had always been anathema to him), 
leaving that to the segregationist independent 
candidate George C. Wallace. But after win-
ning Nixon was able to add Wallace’s 14% to 
his own 43% when running for reelection, se-
curing a 49-state landslide in 1972. He did so 
by opposing busing for racial integration, while 
leaving popular social programs like Medicare 
alone and even raising Social Security benefits 
by 20% and indexing them to inflation. Strong 
public support allowed Nixon to pursue his 
real passion, foreign affairs. He successfully 
divided the Communist world, playing China 
and the Soviet Union against each other by es-
tablishing détente with both.

Ending the war in Vietnam, inherited 
from his Democratic predecessors, proved 
a tougher nut to crack. Farrell’s book made 
news when it was published, revealing that 
Nixon had directed campaign aides to send 
word to South Vietnamese President Nguyen 
Van Thieu in October 1968 that he should 
wait until Nixon was elected before entering 
peace talks with the Communists. True, but 
Thieu didn’t need Nixon to tell him that a new 
Republican president would try harder than 
a Democrat to keep South Vietnam alive. 

“Probably no great chance [for peace] was lost,” 
conceded William Bundy, a national security 
official in Democratic administrations who 
had no love for Nixon. 

In a 1969 speech, the most successful of his 
presidency, Nixon identified his people as “the 
great silent majority,” a phrase that Trump 
picked up nearly a half century later. Who 
were they? “They donned their best clothes 
and went to church on Sunday,” Farrell writes. 

“They gave their time to the Boy Scouts…. 
They honored Old Glory. They laughed with 
Bob Hope and cheered John Wayne.” Start-
ing with Nixon, increasing numbers of them 
voted Republican.

Nixon always described himself as a “prac-
tical liberal,” which was another way of saying 

(in White House counsel John Ehrlichman’s 
phrase) that “the president doesn’t have a 
philosophy.” He cared about domestic policy 
only to the extent that it helped him get elect-
ed—as when he ran up the budget deficit and 
imposed wage and price controls on virtu-
ally every product, service, and occupation to 
jump start growth and temporarily suppress 
inflation during the run-up to the 1972 elec-
tion. The bill came due in the form of runaway 
inflation soon afterward. “The kick had been 
terrific,” Farrell observes; “the hangover was 
a killer.”

Nixon cared about getting elect-
ed for two reasons. The noble one 
was to do great things in foreign 

policy. The ignoble one was to gain and main-
tain power for its own sake, the summit of the 
career to which he had devoted his adult life. 
That’s the one that got him into trouble.

Having attained the presidency, Nixon 
couldn’t bear criticism from his enemies or the 
revelation of secrets, even if, as with the leak-
ing of the Pentagon Papers, they were embar-
rassing to other presidents, not him. Matters 
came to a head when he was told in 1971 that 
the Brookings Institution might have a safe 
full of files revealing his role in thwarting the 
1968 Vietnam peace talks. Nixon ordered the 
creation of a Special Investigations Unit within 
the White House—the self-described “Plumb-
ers”—to “blow the safe and get it.” Keystone 
Kops to a man, they didn’t, but instead of being 
decommissioned their unit was shipped off to 
the Committee to Re-Elect the President. 

Nixon lost track of what the Plumbers 
were doing, even though it was being done in 
his name. When their break-in at the Demo-
cratic National Committee’s Watergate office 
was foiled on June 17, 1972, he was “genuinely 
baffled,” writes Farrell, but “there was never a 
thought that they would not cover it up.” On 
June 23 he ordered CIA Deputy Director Ver-
non Walters to “call the FBI in and say that 

we wish for the country, don’t go further into 
this case, period!” How do we know this? Not 
just because the whole thing was recorded on 
tapes that eventually, in response to a unani-
mous Supreme Court decision, were made 
public. Walters also covered his backside with 
memos to the file, and FBI deputy director 
Mark Felt began meeting in a parking garage 
with a young reporter he knew at the Wash-
ington Post, Bob Woodward. Nixon hung on 
as president until August 1974, but resigned 
when Senator Barry Goldwater and other Re-
publican stalwarts told him he “didn’t have a 
prayer” in an impeachment trial.

Politics “is a piece of cake until you get to 
the top,” Nixon told former aide Ken Claw-
son soon after he resigned. Even though you 
have made it, “you find you can’t stop play-
ing the game the way you’ve always played it 
because it is part of you…. [Y]ou continue to 
walk on the edge of the precipice because over 
the years you have become fascinated by how 
close to the edge you can walk without losing 
your balance.”

These are cautionary words for any presi-
dent, including Trump, whom left-wing oppo-
nents have been scheming to remove from of-
fice ever since declaring in angry demonstra-
tions the day after the election that he is “Not 
My President!” His saving grace may be that, 
not having spent his life climbing the greasy 
pole of politics, he may not be tempted to take 
the desperate, foolish actions that Nixon took. 
If he does, he like Nixon will frustrate the 
hopes of the blue-collar Republicans whose 
votes made him president and who desper-
ately want him to succeed.

Michael Nelson is the Fulmer Professor of Po-
litical Science at Rhodes College, a senior fellow 
at the University of Virginia’s Miller Center 
of Public Affairs, and the author of Resilient 
America: Electing Nixon in 1968, Channel-
ing Dissent, and Dividing Government (Uni-
versity Press of Kansas).
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Book Review by Edward Feser

One Long Circular Argument
From Bacteria to Bach and Back: The Evolution of Minds, by Daniel C. Dennett.

W.W. Norton & Company, 496 pages, $28.95

How do you get blood from a 
stone? Easy. Start by redefining 

“blood” to mean “a variety of stone.” 
Next, maintaining as straight a face as pos-
sible, dramatically expound upon some trivial 
respect in which stone is similar to blood. For 
example, describe how, when a red stone is 
pulverized and stirred into water, the result-
ing mixture looks sort of like blood. Conde-
scendingly roll your eyes at your incredulous 
listener’s insistence that there are other and 
more important respects in which stone and 
blood are dissimilar. Accuse him of obscuran-
tism and bad faith. Finally, wax erudite about 
the latest research in mineralogy, insinuating 
that it somehow shows that to reject your the-
sis is to reject Science Itself. 

Of course, no one would be fooled by so 
farcical a procedure. But substitute “mind” for 

“blood” and “matter” for “stone,” and you have 
the recipe for Daniel Dennett’s From Bacte-
ria to Bach and Back. The philosopher Peter 
Geach once wrote that we should treat mate-
rialist claims to have explained the mind the 

way we would treat a claim to have squared 
the circle: the only question worth asking is 

“How well has the fallacy been concealed?” In 
Dennett’s case, not well. 

Indeed, what the tufts university 
philosopher and cognitive scientist gives 
us is a whole battery of blatant fallacies. 

For example, throughout the book, Dennett 
makes assertions to the effect that evolution 

“designed” this or that. Of course, evolu-
tion, which is an entirely impersonal natu-
ral process, doesn’t really design anything. 
The whole point of Darwinism, as Dennett 
well knows, is to get rid of notions like “de-
sign,” “purpose,” and the like. Rather, evo-
lution merely simulates design. It is as if the 
products of natural selection were designed, 
though really they are not—just as water 
flows downhill as if it “wanted” to get to 
the bottom, though of course it doesn’t re-
ally “want” anything at all. Talk of evolution 

“designing” things, like talk of what water 
“wants,” can only be metaphorical. 

The trouble is that Dennett’s entire edi-
fice makes sense only if it is not metaphorical. 
For example, like other materialists, Dennett 
models the mind on the idea of the computer. 
But computers are the products of human 
designers. Hence it makes no sense to try to 
explain the mind in terms of computers, since 
the existence of a computer itself presupposes 
the existence of a designing mind. Dennett’s 
way of dealing with this problem is to say that 
the human minds or “computers” that design 
computers in the ordinary sense are them-
selves designed in turn by evolution. But again, 
evolution doesn’t literally “design” anything, 
so this is no answer to the problem at all. It 
only seems to be an answer if we fail to dis-
tinguish the literal and metaphorical senses of 
the word “design.”

Dennett thrives on such ambiguity and im-
precision. Consider the use he makes of fellow 
celebrity atheist Richard Dawkins’s notion of 
a “meme,” which is a cultural artifact (such 
as an idea, a phrase, or a behavioral pattern) 
passed on from mind to mind the way a gene 
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is passed down from generation to generation. 
Dennett argues that the origin of the human 
mind can be found in the evolutionary compe-
tition between memes, his favorite examples 
of which are words. Human thought is the 
end result of a long chain of events that began 
when words “invaded” brains, and some of 
them ended up reproducing themselves more 
effectively than others. 

Dennett addresses various objec-
tions to this approach, but ignores 
the most glaring and serious prob-

lems. First, unlike genes (and like computers), 
words and other “memes” are human artifacts, 
the products of human convention. Apart 
from our custom of using a set of ink marks 
or sound waves as a word, these physical en-
tities would be as utterly devoid of meaning 
or symbolic function as a random splotch of 
oil or dirt. The existence of words thus presup-
poses the existence of human minds, so that it 
makes no sense to try to explain the existence 
of human minds in terms of the preexistence 
of words. Dennett puts the cart before the 
horse so many times, he risks prosecution for 
animal abuse. 

Furthermore, natural selection, whether 
among organisms or among “memes,” is sensi-
tive to survival value alone. It “cares” nothing 
about the truth or falsity of our thoughts or 
the logical rigor of our arguments. If comfort-
ing falsehoods and fallacious reasoning hap-
pen to be conducive to our survival, then they 
will be selected for. They will seem right to 
us even if they are not. But then, if Dennett’s 
account of the origin of human thought pro-
cesses were correct, we could have no reason 
to suppose that those processes track truth 
or conform to canons of logical inference. 
Again, they will appear to do so even if they 
do not. This undermines any confidence we 
could have in any idea or argument—includ-
ing Dennett’s.

Dennett’s position is self-defeating in an-
other way. He maintains that what philoso-
pher Wilfrid Sellars called the “manifest im-
age”—the world as it appears to us in everyday 
conscious experience (as opposed to the “sci-
entific image,” or the world as represented by 
physics, chemistry, biology, and the like)—is 
a “user-illusion.” That is to say, our perceptual 
awareness of the external world is a set of con-
venient fictions that allows us to navigate a re-
ality whose true nature is too complex for our 
brains to handle. 

Now, there are at least two fatal paradoxes 
here, which Dennett does not even address, 
much less resolve. The first is that the hu-

man self or “user” is, in his view, itself part of 
the illusion. Hence there is no one there for 
the “illusion” to be an illusion for. Dennett’s 
account thus destroys the foundations of its 
own intelligibility. Second, natural science, 
in the name of which Dennett puts forward 
his various theories, ultimately rests on the 
empirical evidence provided by conscious 
experience. Hence if conscious experience 
really were a “user-illusion,” it would follow 
that the foundations of empirical science are 
illusory. 

That would deprive Dennett of the rhetori-
cal device which, next to shameless ambiguity, 
is his favorite—namely, the interminable re-
hearsal of what he’s been reading in the latest 
science literature. The ideas Dennett reports 
are sometimes interesting enough in them-
selves, but ultimately do nothing to support 
his own main contentions or solve the grave 
problems facing them. Their real function is 
to foster the impression that the dubious phil-
osophical assertions he interposes between 
the pop science summaries are somehow 
themselves “scientific.”

Dennett’s third favorite rhe-
torical weapon, and the one he falls 
back on when the first two fail, is 

the vulgar abuse of those who disagree with 
him. Resistance to ideas like Dennett’s, he as-
sures us, is not really motivated by science or 
sound philosophy but by “fear,” “pride,” and 
the “love of mystery.” It reflects “emotional 
turmoil” at the very thought that our inner 
lives might yield to scientific analysis. It has 
no arguments in its favor better than appeals 
to mere “intuition,” “ignorant fantasies,” “an-
cient myths,” or even “magic.” Dennett tells 
us that his critics simply find views like his 

“unsettling,” and he is correct to this extent: a 
steady barrage of begged questions, red her-
rings, non sequiturs, straw men, ad hominem 
attacks, and other transparent fallacies can 
indeed be unsettling, especially coming from 
a professional philosopher. 

Dennett bemoans the legacy of what he 
calls “the Cartesian wound”—René Des-
cartes’s famous bifurcation between mind 
and matter—without realizing how beholden 
to it he is himself. Descartes had, for the pur-
poses of physics, redefined matter in entirely 
quantitative or mathematical terms. That is 
why he had to characterize the mind—which 
is the seat of qualitative features like the expe-
rience of a color, a sound, a pain, or a tickle—
as immaterial. It is also why he drew a sharp 
distinction between the way nature appears 
to us in conscious experience and the way it 

really is. Dennett does not reject this set of 
basic assumptions. On the contrary, he in-
sists that the difference between appearance 
and reality is even greater than Descartes said 
it was. Dennett is in fact an extreme Carte-
sian, rather than the anti-Cartesian he takes 
himself to be. 

Having pulled the qualitative features 
of conscious experience out of the material 
world, Descartes relocated them in a non-
physical substance. Dennett chucks out the 
non-physical substance, and the qualitative 
features of consciousness along with them. 
What would be truly revolutionary—and 
what Dennett never even considers—would 
be to reverse Descartes’s fundamental move 
and put qualitative features back into the 
material world. This would in no way re-
quire us to abandon the findings of modern 
mathematical physics. What it would re-
quire is merely the recognition that, while 
what physics tells us about the natural world 
is true, it is not the whole truth, but must be 
supplemented by philosophy.

The master fallacy that underlies 
Dennett’s entire book, however, is en-
shrined in the conceit that “many of 

the puzzles…of human consciousness evapo-
rate once you ask how they could possibly 
have arisen—and actually try to answer the 
question!” What this means, the reader dis-
covers, is that whenever Dennett finds some 
aspect of the mind that materialism cannot 
account for—design or purpose in the literal 
sense, the self, free will, meaning, subjective 
conscious experience—he concludes, not that 
materialism is false, but that the aspect in 
question must not be real after all. 

For Daniel Dennett, what is real is only 
what materialism can explain. Materialism is 
true, he reasons, because it can explain every-
thing there is to explain about the mind; and 
what it cannot explain must not really be there, 
he concludes, because materialism is true. From 
Bacteria to Bach and Back is Dennett’s dem-
onstration that he can stay on this merry-go-
round for hundreds of pages without getting 
dizzy.

Blood simply has to be somehow derivable 
from stone, you see, and if logic and evidence 
indicate otherwise, then logic and evidence 
must be wrong. Darwin famously described 
On the Origin of Species as “one long argument.” 
Dennett’s bloated tome is essentially one long 
circular argument. 

Edward Feser is the author, most recently, of Five 
Proofs of the Existence of God (Ignatius Press).
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Book Review by Clifford Orwin

I Don’t Feel Your Pain
Against Empathy: The Case for Rational Compassion, by Paul Bloom. 

Ecco Books, 285 pages, $26.99

Paul bloom and i live in different 
worlds, his consisting of labs, mine of 
texts. He has managed, however, to 

bridge the divide between us. Though a sci-
entific illiterate, I followed his argument in 
Against Empathy without difficulty, and it 
held my interest throughout. It helped that 
on page 96 Bloom cited my very favorite Jew-
ish joke, and that on page 154 he mentioned 
something else common to us, “a cold and re-
pressed Canadian heart.” (True, mine is natu-
ralized while his is presumably native, inas-
much as he currently teaches psychology and 
cognitive science at Yale.) 

Most of all, however, Bloom disarmed me 
by his respect and obvious affection for Adam 
Smith. The Theory of Moral Sentiments pops 
up in his argument again and again. This is a 
good sign, because of modern moral philoso-
phers Smith is the most sensible. Just as we 
can understand Smith’s project as an updat-
ing of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics in the 
light of modern philosophical psychology, so 
we can understand Bloom’s as an updating 
of Smith in the light of current experimental 

psychology. Indeed Bloom goes so far as to ad-
mit that “after many years and many millions 
of dollars, [of] the three major findings from 
the neuroscience of empathy research, none…
are [sic] exactly new—they reinforce ideas 
from philosophers hundreds of years ago—
but they add to our knowledge in valuable 
ways.” If Bloom publishes a second edition, he 
might usefully include an appendix specifying 
those valuable additions.

In his prologue Bloom suggests that if 
pressed for time readers might content them-
selves with his first chapter only, and in fact it 
effectively presents the main lines of his argu-
ment as a whole. That argument depends on 
taking empathy in a strict sense, as “mirror-
ing” or “the act of feeling what you think other 
people feel—experiencing what they experi-
ence.” He distinguishes this “emotional” em-
pathy from “cognitive” empathy, which consists 
of grasping the experience of the other without 
necessarily feeling it. Although both forms of 
empathy may play a role in supporting salutary 
actions or deterring harmful ones, neither is 
necessary or sufficient for either task. While 

endorsing compassion and kindness, he sharp-
ly distinguishes them from empathy. 

Bloom’s critique of empathy begins 
with the commonsense observation that 
there are many other sources of moral 

conduct. His next stage is to show that these 
may moreover be in tension with empathy. An 
enlightened consequentialism (Bloom’s pro-
visional moral prescription) will require more 
reliable guidance than empathy provides. Em-
pathy is “like a spotlight,” he writes, “directing 
attention and aid to where it’s needed.” “But 
spotlights have a narrow focus, and this is one 
problem with empathy.” In fact one might con-
clude that this is the core problem with empa-
thy, of which the others that Bloom urges are 
variations. Ultimately our capacity for empa-
thy is both too narrow and too idiosyncratic, 
too biased on behalf of ourselves and our own 
to provide a true moral compass.

The remaining chapters develop different 
aspects of this argument. In “The Anatomy 
of Empathy,” Bloom enlists modern studies 
in brain science to confirm both those pos-
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sibilities and those limits of empathy that he 
has already discerned on the basis of everyday 
experience. In “Doing Good,” he reports on 
some perverse effects of empathy as recorded 
in the laboratory, including its “innumeracy” 
(i.e., its lack of proportionality). In an “inter-
lude,” “The Politics of Empathy,” he refutes 
the notion that empathy always votes Demo-
cratic. “Political debates typically involve a 
disagreement not over whether we should 
empathize, [but with whom].”

In “intimacy,” bloom considers the 
role of empathy in various private rela-
tionships. In this context he explores the 

distinction between empathy and compas-
sion, drawing from Buddhism. Compassion 
need not involve empathy in the strict sense 
of sharing the other’s suffering, although it 
may benefit from something quite different, 
namely, our own past experience of similar 
suffering. Where empathy does figure in even 
the closest relationships, its effects are at best 
mixed. “Empathy makes us too-permissive 
parents and too-clingy friends…. We can of-
ten do much better.”

In another “interlude,” “Empathy as the 
Foundation of Morality,” Bloom finds little 
evidence for the claim that empathy, being fun-
damental to all morality, explains the emerging 
morality of children. In “Violence and Cru-
elty,” he opposes the popular notion that the 
world’s violence is due to a want of empathy 
and could be abolished through its cultivation. 
He argues, among other things, that violence 
is “a part of human nature, shared with other 
animals, evolved for punishment, defense, and 
predation—and unless we are transformed 
into angels, violence and the threat of violence 
are needed to rein in our worst instincts.” He 
further argues that contrary to much belief 
both popular and scholarly, morality in general 
plays a major role in violence, as does empathy 
in particular. “[Although] some people think 
about kindness [when they think about em-
pathy,] I think about war.” Here again he cites 
Smith on sympathetic resentment as a spur to 
action against perceived offenders. 

In the final chapter, “Age of Reason,” Bloom 
sets out to vindicate Aristotle’s claim that man 
is a rational animal. Though conceding much 
evidence to the contrary, he invokes both ex-
perimental and common sense evidence that 
we are beings capable of reaching rational con-
clusions in moral matters, even when these 
conclusions run contrary to other powerful 
inclinations. Of the claim that rationality is 
merely “a white male Western pursuit,” he re-
marks that here “the extremes of postmodern 
ideology circle around to meet with the most 
retrograde views of a barroom bigot.” He con-

siders at length the claim that the modern sci-
entific materialism to which he subscribes (the 
presumption that mind is nothing more than 
brain) refutes the possibility of human ratio-
nality. He concludes, however, that “there is 
nothing in the claim that we are rational ani-
mals that clashes with the findings of neurosci-
ence.” That claim remains to be examined on 
the basis of the empirical evidence.

Although we could then still be rational, 
many psychologists argue that we are not. 
Bloom concedes the force of the many experi-
ments in which human subjects have acted 
irrationally and even ludicrously, but insists 
that they don’t dispose of the question. That 
we often behave unreasonably simply can’t es-
tablish our inability to behave reasonably.

Against empathy concludes with 
positive arguments for human ratio-
nality: in morality as in other matters, 

there is a strong positive correlation between 
intelligence and appropriate action. In this fi-
nal stage of the argument he cites Smith not 
just once but twice, concluding with Smith’s 
paean to reason as conscience, which is to say 
the impartial spectator. 

Bloom has written a book rich alike in argu-
ments for sensible positions and in refutations 
of fashionable but unsound ones. Among the 
questions that remain is whether we can suc-
cessfully analyze the relation of empathy to 
morality without an account of what morality 
requires of us. As a psychologist Bloom rejects 
this question as above his pay grade, choosing 
to make his case against empathy in the name 
of morality as such.

Yet suppose that morality does depend, as 
he thinks, on some contribution of empathy 
and other passions guided by reason asserting 
its powers of independent judgment. In that 
case we could not determine whether these 
resources are equal to the task unless we knew 
what morality demanded of us. Nor would we 
know to what education to submit them. In 
order to do justice to this range of questions, 
we would have to follow Smith’s example and 
write a Theory of Moral Sentiments or, if we 
aimed at radical improvement, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau’s Emile. 

Bloom doesn’t pretend to meddle with phi-
losophy, and is not primarily a scholar of its his-
tory. It might be instructive, however, to con-
struct an encounter between him and Rous-
seau, whose critique of compassion so remark-
ably anticipates Bloom’s critique of empathy. 
In fact the comprehensive fault that he finds 
with empathy is the same that Rousseau finds 
with compassion: its unreliability, whether as 
a motive for moral behavior or a guide for it. 
Justice requires generality, but compassion and 

empathy are incurably particular and there-
fore unavoidably arbitrary. The two thinkers 
agree that we cannot but enter more readily 
into some types of sufferings rather than oth-
ers, into those of some sufferers rather than 
others, and in a manner that (limited as it is by 
our capacities of imagination) is unavoidably 
disproportionate. Bloom cites with approval 
Stalin’s notorious statement that one victim 
is tragic, while a million are merely a statistic. 
He might have cited Immanuel Kant’s earlier 
remark that although justice would require 
the generalization of compassion, compassion 
resists such generalization, being itself bound 
to the imagination and therefore to particular-
ity. In this Kant simply follows Rousseau, for 
whom the tension between compassion and 
justice is the fundamental problem of univer-
sal morality (as opposed to that of the citizen, 
which is a different matter).

Given the shortcomings of empa-
thy or compassion, then, both think-
ers see morality as depending deci-

sively on reason. Yet Rousseau differs from 
Bloom in stressing the moral ambivalence of 
reason: although a condition of morality (and 
even or precisely of compassionate morality), 
it is not simply friendly to it. Though it is the 
sine qua non of our decent treatment of others, 
reason also poses the foremost obstacle to it. 
This is because its development is inseparable 
from that of amour-propre or consciousness of 
oneself as a self among others. Amour-propre 
fuels an irrational preference for ourselves 
over others and a Hobbesian treadmill of 
competition with them, ending only in death. 

Because all reason is social, however, de-
veloping only in and with society, it inevitably 
reflects all the flaws of society. While claim-
ing to perfect its members, society in fact de-
forms them. Rousseau would thus have chal-
lenged Smith’s voice of rational conscience: 
could it be anything but the internalization 
(and therefore the sum) of society’s defective 
teachings? (Smith doesn’t resolve this difficul-
ty.) Rousseau points toward (and in my view 
even beyond) more recent critics of enlighten-
ment such as Michel Foucault.

Rousseau then sees the relationship of 
compassion to reason, and of both to moral-
ity, as extremely complex. He would reject 
Bloom’s position, as he did the Enlightenment 
progressivism of his own day, as naïvely opti-
mistic. Still, he would join me in applauding 
Paul Bloom’s excellent new book.

Clifford Orwin is Professor of Political Science, 
Classics, and Jewish Studies at the Univer-
sity of Toronto, and senior fellow at the Berlin 
Thucydides Center. 
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Confusion about the catholic 
Church’s teaching on capital punish-
ment has raged ever since Pope John 

Paul II in 1997 had the universal Catechism 
of the Catholic Church revised to state that the 
death penalty is permitted only when “blood-
less means” are insufficient to protect the 
common good. Many Catholics—even some 
highly placed, theologically and philosophi-
cally well-educated Catholics—hold that the 
Church teaches that authorized state execu-
tion for a crime is intrinsically evil. 

Fortunately, Edward Feser and Joseph M. 
Bessette’s powerful new book, By Man Shall 
His Blood be Shed: A Catholic Defense of Capi-
tal Punishment, clears the fog. Feser is associ-
ate professor of philosophy at Pasadena City 

College, and Bessette is a professor of gov-
ernment and ethics at Claremont McKenna 
College who worked in criminal justice for 
several years. They neatly divide the book be-
tween them, each concentrating on his area 
of expertise.

Because we are no longer accustomed to 
rigorous arguments or a relentless appeal to 
logic, the prose is jarring. Rather than tenta-
tive terms like “it seems to me” or “I would 
like to suggest,” the authors prefer testos-
terone-fueled diction; regularly using terms 
such as “absurd,” “preposterous,” “simplistic,” 
and “reckless” when evaluating their oppo-
nents’ arguments. As much as such language 
has value for its wallop, novelty (in a scholarly 
work) and, yes, accuracy, the arguments are 

so strong, I timidly suggest, that perhaps the 
authors should have allowed readers to “draw 
their own conclusions” more often. But let me 
say, the book simply flattens its opponents. 
(Testosterone-charged prose is contagious!)

In the book’s first half feser system-
atically refutes the arguments of those 
who think the Church now teaches that 

capital punishment is intrinsically unjust. He 
helps readers to see how weak our attachment 
to justice has become and how little we allow 
tight reasoning about justice to govern our 
thinking. The opening paragraphs of the book 
describe a hanging performed by an execu-
tioner who in the space of his 69 years killed 
516 people—at the Vatican, at the behest of 
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the Vatican. This will be the first of many un-
settling moments for those who have blithely 
accepted the spirit of the age that assumes the 
incompatibility of capital punishment with 
Christianity and with a respect for life.

Feser provides a splendid, brief explanation 
of natural law and natural rights, and shows 
how the principles of Thomas Aquinas solidly 
establish the right of a state to use capital pun-
ishment to punish evildoers. Aquinas argued 
that the desire to punish is a virtue, and that 
retribution serves several good ends, most im-
portantly that of maintaining order in a state. 
Feser painstakingly refutes the arguments of 

“new natural law” theorist E. Christian Brug-
ger, an ardent opponent of capital punishment, 
effectively identifying some of the weaknesses 
of new natural law theory itself, such as reject-
ing a connection between fact and value. In 
a later chapter, contrary to Brugger’s claims 
that John Paul II implicitly taught that the 
death penalty is inherently immoral, Feser 
demonstrates that the pope in fact explicitly 
affirmed the right of the state to put criminals 
to death in some cases. 

Feser thoroughly and carefully ex-
amines Scriptural approval of the death 
penalty, beginning with God’s instruc-

tions to Noah after the flood, in Genesis 9:1, 
5-6 (from which the book’s title is taken), an 
emphatic approval of the death penalty. He 
notes that no one has successfully refuted the 
claim that the Bible unequivocally supports 
the right of states to execute some wrongdo-
ers. Church Fathers, popes, theologians, and 
philosophers down through the centuries 
have accepted and amplified the teaching of 
Scripture in various ways, which Feser shows 
are eminently reasonable. He likewise shows 
that in both the 1992 and 1997 versions of the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church the Church 
reiterates what she has always taught: that 
capital punishment is fitting and legitimate 
for some crimes on the basis of retributive jus-
tice. Although the death penalty, like other 
forms of punishment, has several good pur-
poses, including deterring others from crimi-
nal behavior, preventing the criminal from 
further crimes, and inducing a criminal to 
repent, the Church has consistently held that 
capital punishment is moral simply because 
some crimes are so heinous as to deserve the 
punishment of death.

It is true that the second and authoritative 
version of the Catechism seems to assert that 
recourse to capital punishment is moral only 
when there are no non-lethal means available 
to protect human life. Feser successfully ar-
gues that this “development” must be viewed 
as a prudential judgment by Pope John Paul 
rather than an authoritative teaching, and 
thus Catholics are free to contest it.

Feser observes that if the Church were to 
be wrong about something it has taught with 
such strong Scriptural basis and such una-
nimity throughout the ages, confidence in all 
Church teaching would be jeopardized. Cath-
olics believe that the Holy Spirit prevents 
popes from teaching falsely in matters of faith 
and morals, and some of the current “contro-
versies” in the Church would seem to bear 
this out. Brugger may be right that John Paul 
II personally thought capital punishment to 
be evil. But the fact that he did not officially 
teach this opinion—and instead confirmed 
the traditional doctrine—could be taken as 
evidence that the Holy Spirit kept him from 
doing so. 

Joseph bessette’s half of the book 
looks at the practice of capital punishment 
in the United States over the past several 

decades. Bessette provides grizzly details of 
some horrific crimes in order to make the 
case that sometimes it is unjust not to employ 
the death penalty: the criminals deserve to 
die, the victims’ families deserve to see justice 
done, and our culture needs to restore order.

Bessette then turns his attention to the 
statements about capital punishment put out 
by the United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops, which are seriously flawed—for one 
thing, they ignore Genesis 9:1, 5-6, an abso-
lutely key passage. He reviews extensive stud-
ies on the death penalty’s deterrent power, on  
the number of persons unjustly condemned to 
death row, on the charge that racism causes 
the death penalty to be applied unfairly, as 
well as on the claim that it is applied unfairly 
to the poor. He uses this data to refute claims 
made by the bishops that capital punishment 
has no deterrent power, that innocent persons 
are regularly executed, that the application of 
the death penalty has been unfairly applied to 
minorities and the poor.

Overall, I find the arguments of the book 
altogether persuasive in establishing that the 

Church has taught and continues to teach 
that capital punishment is a fitting and just 
punishment for many crimes. Nonetheless, I 
believe there are more reasons than the au-
thors allow for refraining from executing 
some criminals who have committed capital 
crimes. I believe we need to consider more 
fully the factors that lead a person to commit 
such terrible crimes as possibly mitigating the 
punishment deserved.

The case (featured in feser and 
Bessette’s book) of Karla Faye Tucker 
executed in 1998 for brutally ax-mur-

dering two people while high on drugs and 
with a history of violent behavior, has long fas-
cinated me. There is no denying she commit-
ted terrible crimes but given the shape of her 
childhood, I find it difficult to assess her cul-
pability. Her sisters introduced her to drugs 
when she was only 8, by 11 she was using her-
oin, and when she was 14 her mother intro-
duced her to prostitution. I am not contesting 
that certain acts deserve the death penalty; I 
am asking whether some perpetrators are tru-
ly or completely responsible for their actions. 

Shortly after her arrest, Tucker had a “born 
again” experience and committed herself to 
Christ. For nearly two decades on death row, 
she ministered to other prisoners and con-
verted many to Christianity. It seems no one 
doubts the authenticity of her conversion. 
Many lobbied to have her sentence commuted 
but to no avail. She went to her death, truly 
contrite, manifestly acknowledging the wrong-
ness of her behavior and the justice of her ex-
ecution, confident in the Lord’s mercy. Such a 
person may well deserve the mercy of her fel-
low citizens, too. The common good may ben-
efit more from her life than from her execution.

My demurral does not at all call into ques-
tion the central argument of By Man Shall His 
Blood Be Shed that some crimes deserve death, 
and that this is now and has always been the 
teaching of the Catholic Church. Anyone who 
would claim otherwise must contend with 
Edward Feser and Joseph Bessette’s unparal-
leled—and I’m tempted to say, irrefutable—
marshalling of evidence and logic in this im-
portant new book.

Janet E. Smith holds the Father Michael J. Mc-
Givney Chair of Life Ethics at Sacred Heart 
Major Seminary.
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

Martin Luther’s Reformation

Two thousand seventeen is the 
year of Martin Luther, the 500th an-
niversary of his protest decrying the 

Catholic Church’s sale of indulgences. Ac-
cording to legend, and perhaps even in fact, he 
nailed his 95 Theses to the door of the castle 
church in Wittenberg on October 31—Hal-
loween or the Eve of All Saints Day—and 
thereby launched the Protestant Reformation.

So the scholars are out in force this year, 
observing the anniversary with new books to 
commemorate the great man, and to invigo-
rate debate. The Oxford University Press has 
issued its translation of the Berlin historian 
Heinz Schilling’s Martin Luther: Rebel in An 
Age of Upheaval, which raises the crucial mat-
ter of the Reformation’s relation to, not to say 

revulsion from, the secular magnificence and 
sensual overflow of the Renaissance. Brigham 
Young University historian Craig Harline’s A 
World Ablaze: The Rise of Martin Luther and 
the Birth of the Reformation focuses on the five 
years after the 95 Theses. Writing expressly 
for readers unfamiliar with Luther, Harline 
adopts a cloyingly folksy and familiar prose, 
in the manner of a high school teacher try-
ing to make his subject palatable to students 
who couldn’t care less; yet his book is valuable 
all the same for its detailed recounting of the 
most significant period of Luther’s public life.

All Things Made New: The Reformation and 
Its Legacy by the Oxford professor of church 
history Diarmaid MacCulloch is a collection 
of occasional pieces from the past 20 years—

most of formidable scholarly provenance, a 
livelier handful originally published in the 
London Review of Books—on a scattering of 
subjects from angels in the Reformation to 
the Italian inquisition. MacCulloch made his 
reputation with The Reformation: A History 
(2003), which deservedly earned high praise 
for its masterly scope and insight, and both 
are works of impressive scholarship and ele-
gant craftsmanship. Lyndal Roper, the Regius 
Professor of History at Oxford, has weighed 
in with Martin Luther: Renegade and Prophet, 
the most brutally honest of the Luther stud-
ies, for although she plainly reveres him, she 
doesn’t scant the disturbing, even monstrous, 
aspects of his belief, which other biographers 
do by careful omission.
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Then there is Protestants: The Faith that 
Made the Modern World by Alec Ryrie, a pro-
fessor at Durham University and a licensed 
lay preacher in the Church of England, who 
declares that understanding modernity re-
quires understanding the history of Prot-
estant Christianity, as he speedily marches 
from Luther and John Calvin and Henry 
VIII, through the English Civil War, witch 
burnings, the Christian promulgation and 
the Christian abolition of black slavery, Bib-
lical criticism and the rise of liberal theology, 
churchly heroism and dishonor under the 
Third Reich, apartheid, the prosperity gos-
pel in South Korea, the ascendancy of the 
American Religious Right and the decline of 
the American religious Left, and Pentecostal-
ist speaking in tongues and miraculous heal-
ing. Protestantism, he writes, “helped to seed 
a great deal that we now think of as purely 
secular: rationalism, capitalism, Communism, 
democracy, political liberalism, feminism, 
pluralism. Even some forms of atheism have 
Protestant fingerprints all over them.” No 
Luther, no modern life, the adage seems to 
run—though Luther would have abhorred 
the unforeseen consequences of his hot spiri-
tual convulsion.

Museums too have made beautiful contri-
butions to the celebration, and sumptuously 
produced exhibition catalogues are among 
the most important books of the Luther 
year. For example, Martin Luther: Treasures 
of the Reformation depicts the objects lent by 
a host of German institutions for display at 
the Minneapolis Institute of Art, the Morgan 
Library and Museum in New York, and the 
Pitts Theology Library in Atlanta. The 405 
treasures include Luther-era hymnals, broad-
sides, theological tracts, Bibles (in Luther’s 
own classic translation), medals, engravings, 
etchings, woodcuts, paintings (including a 
number of artworks by Albrecht Dürer and 
the Lucas Cranachs Elder and Younger, who 
were instrumental in propagating the new 
faith), and even such oddments from the curi-
osity shop as Luther’s beer mug. Each object is 
aptly described, placed in context, and accom-
panied by a bibliographic note; longer entries 
explain key theological concepts and histori-
cal events—the catalogue in sum provides a 
fine introduction to Luther and his age. 

Changing Direction

Martin luther (1483–1546) was 
born Martin Luder, the eldest son 
of a smelting master, a prosperous 

figure in the copper mining industry in the 
town of Mansfeld. Hans Luder wanted his 
son to be more prosperous still, and thought 

his becoming a lawyer would be a sure road 
to wealth. In preparation for the law, Luther 
took a Master of Arts degree at the Univer-
sity of Erfurt, the oldest chartered German 
university, where humanist resurrection of 
ancient philosophy and literature flourished; 
the eager student learned the importance of 
recovering the antique sources and thereby 
circumventing the received wisdom, or blath-
er, of the commentators. The method of di-
rect engagement with the text would serve 
him well as he pursued his fevered scrutiny of 
Scripture.

of mortal peril, such promises are commonly 
forgotten when the danger is safely past, but 
Luther did not forget, and he proved as good 
as his word. In July 1505 he entered the Au-
gustinian monastery in Erfurt. His father 
was not pleased; at once headstrong and 
weak-minded, the young man was throwing 
his life away.

He set about becoming the best monk 
there was, a paragon of holiness. To his dis-
may—and horror—he found that he could 
never be as holy as he wanted to be. When 
he was celebrating his first Mass in 1507, his 
unworthiness so bedeviled him at the con-
secration of the Host that he was about to 
run away from the altar; his superior saw 
his panic and stopped him. Hans Luder was 
attending the Mass, and he made a munifi-
cent donation to the monastery in honor of 
the occasion. At the feast after Mass, how-
ever, when Luther asked his father before 
the assembled monks if he now approved 
of his son’s vocation, Hans reminded him 
of the commandment to honor one’s father 
and mother, and suggested that an evil spirit 
might have answered Luther’s prayer in the 
storm. 

Perhaps an evil spirit moved Luder to 
speak this way to his troubled son. In the 
famous psychoanalytic study Young Man 
Luther (1958), Erik Erikson cites a letter 
that Luther wrote to his father about the 
contretemps more than a decade later, when 
he was famous, saying, “I, secure in my jus-
tice, listened to you as a human being and 
felt deep contempt for you; yet belittle your 
word in my soul, I could not.” The reasonable 
response to such paternal malice butted up 
against the chill spiritual fear that his father 
was right: his entire life was corrupt at the 
root. It is hard to be purely reasonable when 
one confronts an indomitable and implaca-
ble father. Even if one is disinclined to sub-
scribe to Erikson’s whole Freudian rigma-
role—Heinz Schilling disposes of it abruptly, 
while Lyndal Roper is cautious in her ap-
probation—it is clear that Luther’s fear of 
his father’s anger figured significantly in his 
Anfechtungen—his temptations, travails, and 
tribulations—as he struggled toward an un-
derstanding of God, not as a merciless judge 
but as an all-forgiving redeemer.

Man of Sorrows

An all-forgiving redeemer of un-
forgivable human depravity: for Luther 
searched in the depths of his soul for 

some trace of saving goodness and found none. 
Living the monastic life of celibacy, poverty, 
and obedience, the most virtuous and sacred 
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Young Luther looked to be well on his way 
to fulfilling his father’s ambition for him, but 
a literal bolt from above changed the direc-
tion of his life. As he was walking home to 
Mansfeld from Erfurt, a summer thunder-
storm burst upon him; such storms were 
thought to be the devil’s work or the result of 
witchcraft, and the frightened wayfarer in-
voked the power of Saint Anne, patron saint 
of miners, to save him from this heavenly 
fury. He was scared enough that he prom-
ised to become a monk if the saint’s interces-
sion spared his life. Made in circumstances 
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life available, simply was not good enough; not 
good at all. He confessed his sins every day, 
once spending six hours reciting his abomina-
ble transgressions, which in fact were trivial. 
His father-confessor, Johannes Staupitz, told 
him he could not understand this obsessive 
brooding over faults too slight to take seri-
ously. The self-loathing would not abate.

Even worse, it was not only himself he hat-
ed. “I was myself more than once driven to the 
very abyss of despair so that I wished I had 
never been created. Love God? I hated him!” 
It is in Here I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther 
(1950) by Roland H. Bainton, the still invalu-
able master scholar of an earlier generation, 
that one finds this hair-raising admission of 
Luther’s, and another to the same effect. Rop-
er as well cites similar appalling testimony to 
the hero’s despondent rage against the Cre-
ator: “I did not love, yes, I hated the righteous 
God who punishes sinners.” One must reckon 
with the savagery of Luther’s fury against the 
God who made him—and made him such a 
miserable creature—if one is truly to under-
stand the spiritual mire in which his religious 
innovation was conceived.

For in Luther’s eyes his misery was God’s 
doing, God’s inexorable will that he suffer so 
intensely, without hope of pulling himself out 
of the swamp bottom by his own strenuous 
efforts. God must have hated him even more, 
he thought, than he hated God. Honoring his 
monastic vows faithfully, relentlessly—prayer, 
fasting, vigils, cleaning latrines—did not help. 
Good works were useless. He tried to save 
himself and inevitably failed. He was unre-
generate through no fault of his own and yet 
God made him pay.

Is it not against all natural reason that 
God out of his mere whim deserts men, 
hardens them, damns them, as if he 
delighted in sins and in such torments 
of the wretched for eternity, he who is 
said to be of such mercy and goodness? 
This appears iniquitous, cruel, and in-
tolerable in God, by which very many 
have been offended in all ages. And who 
would not be?

Surely such unconscionable behavior on 
God’s part must be “against all natural reason,” 
as Luther wails in his Table Talk, the record of 
his pronouncements among friends and aco-
lytes later in his life—but then that is the fatal 
shortcoming of all natural reason. Reason is 

“the whore,” he would repeatedly insist. God’s 
unreasonable iniquitous intolerable cruelty is 
the Almighty’s stroke of genius. 

Luther would read and think his way out 
of his torturous predicament. Staupitz, seeing 

his protégé’s formidable intellect in distress, 
sent him to the University of Wittenberg to 
study theology and philosophy. Luther took 
his doctorate in 1512 and became professor of 
the Bible there, a position he would hold the 
rest of his life. Bainton calls Luther’s lectures 
on the Psalms, Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Ro-
mans, and his Epistle to the Galatians, given 
from 1513 to 1517, “the Damascus road.” Lu-
ther would later refine and fortify the insights 
he had then in his wrestling with the texts, 
but the essentials were there already. Reading 
and writing were the instruments of salvation.

Psalm 22 anticipated the desolation of 
Christ on the Cross, who like the Psalmist 
cried out against the Father: “My God, my 
God, why hast thou forsaken me?” The Sav-
ior in his Passion had known the same sense 
of abandonment that tormented Luther, and 
this brutal loneliness was more painful than 
the barbarities inflicted upon his body. As 
Bainton writes, “Christ too had Anfechtun-
gen…. Christ had suffered what Luther suf-
fered, or rather Luther was finding himself 
in what Christ had suffered, even as Albrecht 
Dürer painted himself as the Man of Sor-

more radical and shocking than the [later] 
Ninety-Five Theses,” Roper judges, attack-
ing scholastic theology based on Aristotle. A 
student of Luther’s ably defended these theses 
in a public disputation. Attacking John Duns 
Scotus and William of Ockham by name, Lu-
ther proclaimed that “No one can become a 
theologian unless he becomes one without 
Aristotle.” Against Aristotle he pitted Saint 
Augustine, and declared in an Augustinian la-
ment, “The truth therefore is that man, made 
from a bad tree, can do nothing but want and 
do evil.” This conviction of humanity’s de-
monic blackheartedness would be the sine qua 
non of his theology. Sin and suffering for your 
sinfulness are de rigueur; you have to sweat 
blood in anguish at your own corruption be-
fore you can hope to be saved.

Good works counted for nothing, Lu-
ther insisted, and indulgences—Church-
approved penances for the remission of the 
temporal punishment due to sin—repre-
sented churchly good works of supposedly 
miraculous efficacy. It did not help, of course, 
that by the late Middle Ages indulgences 
had become widely abused and commercial-
ized. In Alec Ryrie’s words, indulgences were 
little more than “documents in which the 
church promised to bestow God’s grace in 
recognition of a charitable gift.” Faith, hope, 
and charity were disgraced in a scandalous 
tangle.

The whole business—and it was a lucra-
tive business—showed the Church at its 
most presumptuous and grasping. In part to 
pay for the construction and decoration of 
the new Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome, the 
showpiece of Renaissance popes, Pope Leo X 
was selling exemptions from purgatorial fire 
for the living and for the purchaser’s dead 
loved ones—and if the payment was large 
enough, arranging an express route to heav-
en. The sacrament of penance had become 
derisory. The first of the famous 95 Theses 
posted at the close of October reads, “When 
our Lord and Master, Jesus Christ, said ‘Re-
pent,’ He called for the entire life of believers 
to be one of penitence.” The final one says, 

“And let [Christians] thus be more confident 
of entering heaven through many tribula-
tions rather than through a false assurance 
of peace.” Indulgences were a scam, Luther 
argued, and the Church was selling sinners 
an entirely bogus ticket to paradise, which 
God would refuse to honor. The pope was 
damning his credulous flock for ready cash.

The 95 Theses against indulgences did not 
prompt immediate disputation, and perhaps, 
unlike other academic disquisitions, they 
were not intended to. They were printed, 
soon were famous and infamous through-

rows.” That a man such as Luther should rail 
against God’s heartlessness was easy enough 
to understand: he was a wretched miscreant. 
Christ, however, was perfect in all his parts. 
How could he be reduced to flailing despera-
tion? Bainton elucidates: “The only answer 
must be that Christ took on himself the in-
iquity of us all. He who was without sin for 
our sakes became sin and so identified him-
self with us as to participate in our alienation.” 
Luther had previously thought of Christ as 
he had seen him in a painting: sitting on a 
rainbow, majestic and unapproachable, deal-
ing hard justice to reprobate mankind. Now 
Luther saw that Christ had experienced, not 
only the direst physical agonies of mortality, 
but more important the worst psychic depre-
dations; and as a result his judgment was ir-
radiated with pity and mercy. 

Lighting the Pyre

But luther was still an angry 
man. In September 1517 his assault 
on Catholic doctrine began in earnest, 

as he wrote a set of 97 theses, “in many ways 

 “I cannot do
otherwise, here

I stand, may God
help me. Amen.” 
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out Germany, and traveled even more wide-
ly—in March 1518 the theologian Erasmus 
sent them from Rotterdam to Thomas More 
in England. In that month, too, students 
burned the defense of indulgences by the 
Dominican friar Johannes Tetzel, the pope’s 
prized salesman, in Wittenberg’s market 
square. Public book burnings would become 
a regular feature of Reformation conten-
tiousness, and it was the Luther camp that 
first lit the pyre. Tetzel for his part predicted 
that Luther himself would burn for heresy, 
and fear of fire would pursue the bold in-
novator, though he professed to regard the 
threat of immolation as the honor of sacred 
martyrdom.

The theology of “many necessary tribula-
tions” was being elaborated as Luther faced 
the outraged authorities. Several biogra-
phers highlight the critical antithesis Luther 
drew between the theological celebration of 
divine might and magnificence, on the one 
hand, and lower-case men of sorrows’ tak-
ing part in the unspeakable suffering of the 
Word made flesh, on the other. In his 40 
Theses for the Heidelberg Disputation, Lu-
ther wrote in April 1518, “A theologian of 
glory calls evil good and good evil. A theo-
logian of the Cross calls the thing what it 
actually is.” God brings men to their knees 

in unrelieved abjection, requiring that they 
touch the nadir of despair at their blighted 
awfulness and the unbridgeable distance 
from him, but then he relieves their misery 
by unfolding the grace of passive righteous-
ness, the gift that Christ’s acquired sinful-
ness bestows upon forlorn and strictly unde-
serving humanity. The only road to heaven 
starts in excruciation.

Eleutherios

Luther confronted the hard tri-
als of his developing faith as a new man. 
Like Saul becoming Paul, Fr. Martin 

Luder renamed himself Eleutherios, the free 
one—as Schilling states, “the one who has 
been liberated and, at the same time, the one 
who would liberate.” And in less sonorous 
German, Eleutherios became Luther. Called 
to defend his Theses three times in 1518 and 
1519, he faced down the opposition of the 
Augustinian Chapter General in Heidelberg, 
the papal legate Cardinal Thomas Cajetan in 
Augsburg, and the very loud and angry profes-
sor of theology and canon law Johannes Eck 
in Leipzig.

By the time of the Leipzig Disputation, 
Schilling declares, “indulgences had been 
replaced by a far more hotly disputed issue—

ecclesiology, doctrine about the church and 
most concretely the papal primacy claimed 
by Rome.” While Eck cited Scripture pro-
fusely on the papacy’s divine warrant, Lu-
ther invoked Church history to contend that 
the Throne of Peter—the pope’s teaching 
authority—rested strictly on human law. 
Such lèse-majesté was anathema. The dis-
tinguished academics judging the disputa-
tion found for Eck. The Causa Luther, as the 
Church called it, or the Luther Affair, would 
be decided along two divergent tracks: in 
Schelling’s words, “the official route, laid out 
by the church, led to a guilty verdict and ex-
communication; the second route, paved by 
the media and public opinion, saw the con-
tentious issues submitted to each Christian, 
who would judge freely according to his or 
her abilities.”

The 1520 papal bull Exsurge, Domine, or 
Arise, O Lord, threatened excommunication if 
Luther did not recant. The former monk wrote 
back defiance, in hot-blooded essays called On 
the Babylonian Captivity of the Church and On 
the Freedom of a Christian. “A Christian is a 
perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. A 
Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, 
subject to all.” Excited Germans saw the Ro-
man grip loosening and a new dispensation 
emerging. Luther called the pope the “true 
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and incarnate Antichrist,” a recurrent theme 
in the writings that provided the subject of nu-
merous foul cartoons. The Church consigned 
Luther’s books to the flames. In response he 
burned the canon law and the papal bull: “As 
you have destroyed the truth of God, today 
the Lord destroys you. Get into the fire.”

Charles V, the 21-year-old Holy Roman 
Emperor-elect, demanded Luther appear at 
the Diet of Worms in April 1521 to declare 
whether or not he recanted. There Luther 
made the pronouncement of indomitable will 
and rectitude that became the watchword of 
Lutheranism:

I am bound by the Scriptures I have 
quoted and my conscience is captive to 
the Word of God. I cannot and I will 
not retract anything, since it is neither 
safe nor right to go against conscience. I 
cannot do otherwise, here I stand, may 
God help me. Amen.

Charles V, moved by personal faith and 
political necessity—his ambition of univer-
sal empire, never to be realized, rested on a 
unified Catholic Church—vehemently cen-
sured Luther and issued an imperial ban. He 
was now an outlaw, without legal protection 
from any of the powers arraying themselves 
against him. Although Luther had been as-
sured safe passage home from Worms, his 
protector Friedrich the Wise, Elector of Sax-
ony, mistrusted that promise, staged Luther’s 
abduction on the road, and secreted him in 
the Wartburg, Friedrich’s fortress outside 
Eisenach. Albrecht Dürer, hearing rumors 
that Luther had really been ambushed and 
killed, lamented in his diary:

Oh God in heaven, that we should lose 
this man who has written more clearly 
than ever any other, to whom you have 
given such an evangelical spirit, we ask 
you, oh heavenly father, to give again 
your holy spirit to another who will 
again gather together your holy Chris-
tian church.
 
In fact Luther was writing prolifically 

while in hiding, beginning his translation 
of the New Testament, as canonical in Ger-
man as the King James Version (KJV) is in 
English. The translation “was not without its 
tendentious features,” Lyndal Roper observes. 
Luther’s rendering of Romans 3:28 reads, “So 
we now maintain, that man becomes justified 
without the work of the Law, through faith 
alone.” The word “alone” does not appear in 
the Greek original (or in the KJV); the telling 
emendation emphasizes the crux of Luther’s 

belief, in sola fide, sola gratia, sola Scriptura: by 
faith alone, grace alone, Scripture alone does 
a genuine Christian recognize the truth and 
find salvation. If the Word needs a nudge here 
and there to get the point across, so be it: in 
Scripture alone as Luther understood it the 
truth resides, and he had his favorite books, 
Romans preeminent among them, and oth-
ers that he rejected as unsound, such as the 
Epistle of James, which attributes an intolera-
ble significance to justification by works. (Lu-
ther attempted to have James along with the 
Epistles of Jude and Hebrews and the Book 
of Revelation removed from his canon, until 
cooler heads prevailed.)

Meanwhile, enthusiasts prone to excess 
and even violence were co-opting Luther’s 
revolution. His academic colleague Andreas 
Karlstadt was preaching Gelassenheit—in 
Roper’s words, “the meditative ‘letting go’ of 
human attachments in order to allow God to 
enter, which reveals the extent of his debt to 
medieval mysticism.” Luther found repugnant 
Karlstadt’s contempt for the human body, 
which sounded like unacceptable monkish-
ness. His iconoclasm—all who honored 
images were “whores and adulterers” in his 
eyes—also met with Luther’s disfavor. Karl-
stadt was introducing reforms in Wittenberg 
that would eventually gain Luther’s approval: 
offering communicants wine as well as the tra-
ditional bread in defiance of Catholic practice, 
introducing German into the liturgy, abolish-
ing begging and providing for the poor with 
community funds. But in 1522 Luther saw 
Karlstadt as a usurper and the populace as 
spiritually unready for such innovations. And 
he was certainly right about the populace: as 
in Wittenberg so throughout the empire, the 
evangelicals were running amok, “interrupt-
ing sermons, destroying altarpieces, tear-
ing up Mass books, urinating in chalices, or 
mocking the clergy,” as Roper notes. For too 
many the Christian’s new freedom was ber-
serker license. So on returning to Wittenberg, 
Luther sided with the secular authorities to 
rein in Karlstadt, whom he accused of literal 
devilment, and to brake the momentum of 
change. 

Relentless Struggle

Then, as roper writes, “in the au-
tumn of 1524, the biggest social up-
rising in the German lands before the 

era of the French Revolution began.” The 
Peasants’ War’s masterminds, a furrier and 
a Lutheran preacher, drew up their demands 
in the Twelve Articles, which deployed Ref-
ormation shibboleths such as freedom, Christ 
alone, the unique authority of Scripture, and 
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each community’s right to elect its own pas-
tor, in support of social and economic re-
form. Luther in a rage blamed the rebellion 
on Karlstadt and Thomas Müntzer, another 
renegade prophet, trying to bring on the Last 
Days with a sword. Luther’s pamphlet Against 
the Robbing and Murdering Hordes of Peasants 
called on the princes to extinguish the revolt 
with extreme prejudice:

Let whoever can stab, smite, slay. If you 
die in doing it, good for you! A more 
blessed death can never be yours, for 
you die while obeying the divine word 
and commandment in Romans 13, and 
in loving service of your neighbor, whom 
you are rescuing from the bonds of hell 
and of the devil.

In the war’s final battle, 5,000 peasant 
soldiers fell, and the captured Müntzer was 
beheaded. In his Open Letter on the Harsh 
Book against the Peasants, Luther defended 
his bloody-minded wrath with the doctrine of 
the “two kingdoms”: in Schilling’s words,

the spiritual kingdom of God, in which 
compassion and mercy reign, and the 
kingdom of earth, in which the anger of 
God and the relentless struggle against 
evil are sovereign. The tool to be em-
ployed in the kingdom on earth by the 
authorities responsible for order and law 
is, he continued, “not a wreath of roses or 
a flower of love, but a naked sword.”

This distinction between kingdoms would 
be “the foundation of Protestant political theo-
ry,” Alec Ryrie avers. Radical Protestants such 
as Anabaptists—believers in adult baptism—
observed the distinction with consummate 
fervor, refusing to swear civic oaths or fight in 
armies: withdrawal from the kingdom of sin 
was the imperative of the kingdom of heaven. 
Luther for his part would follow his Witten-
berg colleague Philip Melanchthon in admit-
ting the princes’ responsibility to oversee the 
well-being of the new church. As Ryrie writes, 
Luther asserted that the prince had a duty

to suppress Anabaptists and other “fa-
natics.” However, he denied that this 
was religious persecution. It was sim-
ply the suppression of rebellion or the 
punishment of blasphemy, which was 
legitimate, he argued tendentiously, be-
cause openly defying God was a denial 
of natural justice.

To defy Luther was to deny God. He was 
extremely protective of the integrity of his re-

ligious vision, and he was a very determined 
and violent hater. The poison in Luther’s 
screeds and Lucas Cranach the Elder’s car-
toons—Cranach was Luther’s friend and chief 
pictorial propagandist—is at least as morally 
lethal to its own dispensers as the current ven-
om of Islamist fanatics. In Cranach’s The Ori-
gins of the Monks, reproduced in Roper’s book, 
a pile of fat tonsured friars mounts beneath a 
gallows, where a devil squats at stool evacuat-
ing them. In the companion piece The Origins 
of the Antichrist, a pair of devils attends to the 
pope’s fat corpse, white as a maggot and wear-
ing only its tiara, while two other devils grind 
a tubful of monks with the papal key to the 
kingdom as with a mortar and pestle.

Luther never tired of spurting scurrilous 
abuse at the Catholic Church or at Protestant 
splinter denominations that departed from 
his new orthodoxy; and he had choice words 
for Muslims, calling the Koran an “accursed, 
shameful, desperate book” laced with “secret 
poison.” His published loathing for the Jews 
exceeds that for any other unbelievers. 

In The Varieties of Religious Experience 
(1902), William James writes of “the sick soul” 
and its needs that a faith such as Luther’s fills, 
as the sufferer feels “the grisly blood-freezing 
heart-palsying sensation of [evil] close upon 
one.” There is the intellectual faith “that Christ 
has genuinely done his work,” but there is also 
the “immediate and intuitive” faith “that I, 
this individual I, just as I stand, without one 
plea, etc., am saved now and forever.” This is 
the most eloquent testimony I know to the ap-
peal of Luther’s faith.

But was this indeed the principal appeal 
that Luther had for the men and women of 
his time and that produced the Reformation? 
Craig Harline in A World Ablaze comes out 
and says what the other biographers carefully 
edge their way around: that it was not the 
theological insight of justification by faith that 
won the masses, but the promise of freedom 
from various hated oppressions. For some 
princes the freedom of a Christian meant “be-
ing free from Rome, and taking charge of the 
church (and its lands) within their territories.” 
For most peasants it meant

freedom from their local landlords who 
were trying to bring back old obliga-
tions that peasants thought they were 
done with, and freedom to choose their 
own pastor or preacher, and freedom 
to hear the Mass in German instead of 
Latin, and freedom to pay a lighter tithe, 
and freedom to hunt venison and fowl 
in the woods and to fish in streams, and 
freedom to cut wood and use meadows 
when they needed to, and freedom to 
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delight in human torments?” Here is the un-
intended consequence of justification by faith 
alone: the belief might relieve Luther’s terrors 
but will multiply them for most others.

As this argument relies on mere natural rea-
son, Erasmus buttresses his case for free will 
with Scriptural citations, including a number 
from Luther’s hero, Saint Paul. Luther for his 
part contends that “the immutability of God’s 
will” and “the immutability of His foreknowl-
edge” are indivisible: God knows the future 
so the future is as ironclad certain as the past. 
Luther would not want to have free will even if 
he could, he writes: that is too perilous for him, 
as he knows he cannot be good enough to save 
his soul. What he wants is an incontrovertible 
promise of salvation, which he finds only in 
passive righteousness, not in choosing virtue. 
In the end the philosophically insoluble ques-
tion is of interest chiefly for the psychology of 
belief: most every human being knows the ex-
perience of free will, yet neither disputant be-
gins with that, but rather from the attributes 
of the Christian God, which are ultimately a 
matter of faith, and both leap into the arms 
of Scripture. Their reasoning has faith as its 
foundation.

Luther was not guilty of murder, or adul-
tery, or by his own account even lust in his 
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have fewer rules, and, yes, freedom to 
send less money to Rome too.

And Luther freed the clergy and religious 
from the burden of celibacy and poverty: the 
monasteries emptied as their sometime in-
mates were free to marry as Lutheran minis-
ters, and Luther himself married and fathered 
six children by a nun who had left the convent.

Faith and Reason

There is another freedom as well, 
which Luther, like John Calvin after 
him, denies the true believer, and para-

doxically liberates him from: free will, freedom 
of choice. In 1525 Erasmus and Luther fired 
off an exchange of disquisitions, the Catholic 
humanist writing his Diatribe Concerning Free 
Choice, the Protestant prophet retorting with 
a prolonged sneer in On the Bondage of the 
Will. Erasmus opens with an argument from 
common sense: the Lutheran doctrine of ne-
cessity and predestination seems not a spiri-
tual liberation but a punishment. “Who will 
be able to bring himself to love God with all 
his heart when he created hell seething with 
eternal torments in order to punish his own 
misdeeds in his victims as though he took 

heart; he was not an atheist or an idolater, 
a rogue or a liar, a bandit or a second-story 
man. His profuse upsurge of sinfulness in 
confession made his wise father-confessor 
scoff at the paltriness of it all. If Luther had 
been a normal, reasonable man, his pecca-
dilloes would have proved inconsequential; 
instead, they moved the world. Luther’s ha-
tred of himself and of God, and his release 
from torment through a novel interpretation 
of the divine Word, provide rich matter for 
the psychologist, but can hardly be taken as 
the definitive source of truth about man and 
God.

And yet multitudes flocked to the new 
religion as though it were absolute truth. It 
did fulfill many needs and desires. In the 
stampede beauties were crushed. Friedrich 
Nietzsche lamented, “The Germans have 
cheated Europe out of the last great cultural 
harvest which Europe could still have brought 
home—that of the Renaissance.” Reforma-
tion and Renaissance continue their struggle 
for men’s souls, on a battleground extending 
from this world to the next.

 
Algis Valiunas is a fellow at the Ethics and Pub-
lic Policy Center and a contributing editor to the 
New Atlantis.
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Book Review by James Hankins

Revolution of the Saints
Reformations: The Early Modern World, 1450–1650, by Carlos M.N. Eire.

Yale University Press, 920 pages, $40

Carlos eire, america’s leading 
historian of the Reformation, which 
marked its 500th anniversary in Oc-

tober, has written a masterpiece of historical 
synthesis. The product of a lifetime’s teaching 
and writing at Yale, his Reformations—the 
plural denoting not one unified turn in Chris-
tianity but rather several movements and 
counter-movements (Lutheran, Reformed, 
Radical, and Catholic) unfolding over time—
surveys two centuries between the collapse of 
medieval Christendom and the founding of 
the modern Western world. Avoiding schol-
arly controversies and unencumbered with 
scholarly apparatus, the volume condenses the 
results of recent research into a coherent, well-
structured narrative ranging from the Renais-
sance to the Thirty Years’ War, the English 
Civil War, and beyond. Though a massive 
doorstop of a book, it is written in clear, often 
lively prose, with over 200 illustrations, and is 
addressed to “beginners and non-specialists.” 

But will anyone in America’s universities 
read it? In a recent address to the American 
Council of Trustees and Alumni entitled “The 
Decline and Fall of History,” historian Niall 
Ferguson pointed out that enrollments in his-
tory in U.S. colleges were declining rapidly. 
The number of history majors has fallen by 
almost a fifth (19%) in the five academic years 
between 2009-10 and 2014-15, exacerbating a 
decades-long trend. Even more alarming was 
the loss of cultural literacy about the history of 
Western civilization. For while the number of 
history majors has been declining, the subjects 
being taught, especially in the largest history 
departments, have been rapidly multiplying. 
Some of this diversification, welcome in itself, 
has come at the expense of subjects that used 
to be thought of as indispensable to educated 
citizens. There are many more courses on Bud-
dhist kingship or Korean economic develop-
ment, many fewer on the American Revolution 
or Greek democracy. There has also been a 
structural shift in faculty specializations: many 
more historians do gender studies (now 10% of 
history faculties), while the number of special-
izations in military, diplomatic, intellectual, le-
gal, and constitutional history have been drop-
ping. “American political history,” as Ferguson 
notes, “appears to be flirting with extinction.”

The reformation is one of these 
subjects that are rapidly disappearing 
from the American campus. Twenty 

years ago, to take one key indicator, all of the 
top dozen graduate programs in history in 
the U.S. had a specialist in the Reformation. 
Now only four do, and only two of those spe-
cialists are under 60. Seven of the top dozen 
now have no courses at all in Reformation 
history, graduate or undergraduate. At Princ-
eton interested students might get permission 
to take courses in the Reformation at Princ-
eton Theological Seminary, and at Columbia 
they can learn about the subject in the religion 
department or at Union Theological Semi-
nary. But the top history departments in gen-
eral have ceased to regard the Reformation 
as a subject that needs to be taught in depth, 
outside of broad survey courses or as unavoid-
able background for ever-popular courses on 
witchcraft or European colonialism.

Eire begs to differ with this trend. The 
importance of the Reformation to our under-
standing as citizens of Western countries he 
describes as the “chief overarching assump-
tion behind the entire book.”

No Westerner can ever hope to know 
him- or herself, or the world he or 
she lives in, without first understand-
ing this crucial turning-point in his-
tory. And the same goes for any non-
Westerner who wants to understand 
Western civilization…. Given that 
those who are ignorant of the past can 
be more easily fooled and controlled 
in the present by power-hungry ideo-
logues, or by their own worst impuls-
es, this book has been written with a 
sense of urgency.

Reading Eire’s rich, thoughtful overview of 
the period thus prompts the questions: What 
are American and foreign students at U.S. 
universities going to miss about the Western 
experience if the study of the Reformation is 
neglected? How might ignorance of the sub-
ject lead contemporaries to misunderstand 
the sources and value of the Western tradi-
tion, so often treated with contempt in the 
modern academy? What mistakes might a 

knowledge of the Reformation help the mod-
ern world avoid?

Well, one mistake that might 
be avoided is the popular notion, 
heard on both left and right, that 

what modern Islam needs is a Reformation—
a movement similar to that which changed 
the nature of Christianity in the early modern 
period. Such a proposition for Eire would rest 
on a gross misunderstanding of what the Ref-
ormation was, and what its long-term effects 
have been. What the Reformation was above 
all was a revolt against a unified ecclesiastical 
polity—the medieval Catholic Church head-
ed by the pope—and its most obvious effect 
was the fragmenting of religious authority. 
But the situation of Western Christendom at 
the outbreak of the Reformation bears little 
resemblance to the already fragmented politi-
cal landscape of the Islamic world today (and 
for the last 750 years) and the decentralized 
nature of its religious authority. Furthermore, 
as Eire describes in sickening detail, the out-
break of the Reformation in Germany in 1517 
led directly to a century and a half of the most 
appalling Christian-on-Christian violence. 
Do we need more violence in the Middle East? 
And would a Reformation bring an end to the 
theocratic temptation in Islam? Eire’s book 
is not encouraging. Theocracy in the Middle 
Ages was impossible after the Investiture 
Controversy of the late 11th century (which 
divorced the ecclesiastical polity from impe-
rial authority) and the revival of Roman law 
in the 12th, but it was a common outcome in 
the cities and lands dominated by Calvinism. 
What brought about the end of politicized 
theologies and religious intolerance was not 
the reformations in Protestant and Catholic 
countries in the 16th century but their failure 
in the 17th century. It was only after Euro-
peans were taught by more than a century of 
religious violence to see religion as a threat to 
public order rather than as its social glue—as 

“an explosive rather than an adhesive” in Eire’s 
elegant phrase—that something like toler-
ance and the privatization of religious belief 
could take place. If Islam needs to recapitu-
late any phase of the Western past at all, it 
needs an Enlightenment, not a Reformation.
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Again, if modern academics and 
other progressives knew more about 
the Reformation they might not be 

so ready as they seem at present to abandon 
the Western tradition of mutual toleration 
and the free competition of ideas. Were they 
to look in the historical mirror of the Refor-
mation they might even notice that they are 
playing the part of history’s villains, not its 
heroes. Some of the academy’s recent judicial 
practices in fact bear a striking resemblance 
to those of the Spanish Inquisition, a tribunal 
to which Eire devotes careful attention. 

[A]n accusation was all it took for one to 
be placed under suspicion and investi-
gated. Accusations could come from any-
one: a relative, or neighbor, or acquain-
tance, or one of the many lay spies and 
informants, known as familiares, whom 
the Inquisition scattered everywhere, 
strategically. Then, if one was arrested, 
nothing would be revealed concerning 
the charges, initially, or who had made 
the accusations, and one would be pre-
sumed guilty unless proven otherwise. 

After this travesty of justice, in due course 
would come the auto-da-fé, a shaming ritual in 
which those who had been found guilty would 
be publicly humiliated and cast forth from 
the community, their lives ruined. 

Eire sees the Inquisition as only one mani-
festation of the wider urge of Reformation 
governments and elites to impose ideological 
discipline on the sinful, wayward masses who 
refused to cooperate with their righteous su-
periors. Judicial procedures were important in 
this endeavor, but even more important was 
the apparatus of “confessionalization”: the use 
of education, censorship, preaching, loyalty 
oaths, mandatory church attendance, and un-
speakably brutal punishments for heresy. The 
in-your-face activists in this society were Cal-
vinists and Puritans, eager to wipe out all un-
godliness by violent destruction of the sym-
bols of the old religion—iconoclasm—and by 
public demonstrations against heresy and vice. 
Protestant accusations of witchcraft and de-
mon possession had much the same function 
in maintaining ideological discipline as accu-
sations of racism or sexism today. As Cornell 
historian Brian Tierney once remarked, you 
don’t need to believe in God to have a theo-
cratic form of government.

It was the failure of confessionalization, 
the eventual reaction against the forcing of 
consciences, that finally brought Europe to 
embrace what became the Enlightenment 
principles of toleration, free speech, and free-
dom of religion. European governments and 

elites were in the end compelled to recognize 
the limits of their authority, and to acknowl-
edge that one’s beliefs are a private concern, 
not a public one, “that is, a matter of personal 
conviction rather than something imposed 
on everyone by established authorities.” The 
historical amnesia of the present carries the 
risk that such hard-won lessons, taught by 
centuries of suffering, cruelty, and bloodshed, 
might have to be learned all over again. 

Indeed, those who control the high 
places of our culture today seem disposed 
to repeat the experiment of the Confes-

sional Age; they seem bent on leveraging their 
cultural and political power to wipe out ways 
of thinking with which they disagree. Like 
John Calvin and his followers they want to 
delegitimate any ungodly ruler who denies 
the truth of their faith. And like Protestants 
after 1517, they seem convinced they are on 
the side of God and of history. They might 
want to reflect on the long-term outcomes of a 
movement that resembles modern progressiv-
ism in more than a few ways: in its conviction 
of its own rightness, its intolerance of dissent, 
its determination to remake the world in con-
formity with its own vision of the good. 

For as it turned out, Protestantism did 
not succeed in its aims, and in some respects 
caused unintended consequences that led to its 
own decline. Early Protestant successes in Ger-
many and Scandinavia, Holland and England 
turned out to define the eventual limits of the 
movement’s footprint in Europe. The Holy Ro-
man Empire in southern Germany and Spain; 
the Italian states; and France—the greater part 
of Europe—ultimately stopped the march of 
Protestantism. Even more remarkably, during 
the centuries of the Reformation it was Cathol-
icism that had by far the greater success in mis-
sionizing the world for Christianity. That the 
number of Catholics in the world today is still 
vastly greater than the number of Protestants 
is a measure of the early Protestants’ failure 
to turn their prophetic vision of history into 
reality. Even the theological successes of Prot-
estantism—the desacralization of nature and 
human experience of which Carlos Eire writes 
so well—turned out to be a precondition of 
the scientific materialism of modern Europe 
and Progressive America, which has little use 
for Christianity. The Reformations of the early 
modern period may briefly have made Europe-
ans into more godly folk—and Eire is not sure 
even of that—but in the long run they made 
Europe what it is today, the first society in his-
tory to reject religion itself. 

James Hankins is professor of history at Harvard 
University.
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Essay by John Daniel Davidson

New Life to a Dying World?

Nearly 50 years ago in a broad-
cast on German radio, then-theology 
professor Fr. Joseph Ratzinger spoke 

in stark terms about the Catholic Church’s fu-
ture. He suggested—prophetically, it turned 
out—that the Church would shrink: 

From the crisis of today the Church of 
tomorrow will emerge—a Church that 
has lost much. She will become small and 
will have to start afresh more or less from 
the beginning. She will no longer be able 
to inhabit many of the edifices she built 
in prosperity. As the number of her ad-
herents diminishes, so it will lose many 
of her social privileges. In contrast to an 
earlier age, it will be seen much more as 
a voluntary society, entered only by free 
decision. As a small society, it will make 
much bigger demands on the initiative of 
her individual members.

He would return to this theme again and 
again down the years, before and after he be-

came Pope Benedict XVI. The thrust of his 
thought is that the modern Church is artifi-
cially large. The decline of the faithful over 
the past half-century has left behind a skel-
etal infrastructure without flesh and blood 
to animate it. Therefore, we should expect to 
see Catholic schools and parishes, even cathe-
drals and basilicas, close. We should expect 
fewer ordained priests and fewer parishioners. 
This shrinking will be painful but also invigo-
rating: those who remain in the Church will 
be Christians who are fervently seeking the 
face of God, and from the ruins of what was 
an inflated Church, a genuine faith will reas-
sert itself and bring new life to a dying world. 

In America, the number of Christians 
relative to the general population has been 
shrinking for many years, mirroring a much 
more advanced state of decline in Europe, 
where it’s fair to say that Christianity is not 
only waning but dying out. If Christianity’s 
cultural dominance is at an end, what are the 
faithful supposed to think about this epochal 
change? How are they supposed to respond? 

To borrow the title of Francis Schaeffer’s 1976 
documentary about the decline of Western 
thought and culture, how should we then live?

Communities of Faith

A quartet of recent books tackles 
this relatively old question with fresh 
urgency. The most talked-about of 

them is perhaps Rod Dreher’s The Benedict 
Option, structured as a kind of tour of con-
temporary Christian communities that have 
taken seriously Saint Benedict’s call to live 
apart from the world, according to a rule. A 
senior editor and frequent blogger for the 
American Conservative, Dreher visits mo-
nastic and lay communities alike, beginning 
with the Monastery of St. Benedict in Norcia, 
Italy, where 15 monks and their prior have 
lived since 2000, when a handful of Benedic-
tines reopened the 10th-century monastery 
after 200 years of disuse. (It’s now being re-
built after a devastating 2016 earthquake.) 
The monks provide Dreher with a convenient 
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jump-off point: they are the living, breath-
ing exemplars of his thesis, that “[t]he forces 
of dissolution from popular culture are too 
great for individuals or families to resist on 
their own. We need to embed ourselves in 
stable communities of faith.” Dreher isn’t ex-
actly calling for Christians to flee the world 
and shelter in monasteries en masse, but he 
argues it’s time for Christians to consider 
honestly what going along to get along really 
means in a wholly secular society—and what 
the alternatives might look like. 

He takes as self-evident that Christians 
have lost the culture wars in America. “Rath-
er than wasting energy and resources fighting 
unwinnable political battles,” he argues, “we 
should instead work on building communities, 
institutions, and networks of resistance that 
can outwit, outlast, and eventually overcome 
the occupation.” Dreher is optimistic about 
the future, dreary though it might seem right 
now. The church has survived much worse 
than the trials it faces today, and it has always 
emerged from seasons of winnowing and 
pruning even more fruitful and vibrant than 
before.

It is not guaranteed, however, that the 
church in the West will survive. Dreher’s aim is 
to give Western Christians an idea of how to 
incorporate Benedict’s rule into their church-
es and families and communities—and he of-
fers specifics. To begin, he argues that church-
es, especially evangelical churches, must adopt 
liturgical forms of worship. Liturgies are an 
antidote to the scourge of individualism and 
emotionalism that afflicts so many Ameri-
can congregations—evangelical and Catholic 
alike—because liturgy combines corporeality 
with transcendence, and inculcates Christian 
tradition and teaching in ways that contem-
porary worship services cannot.

Pull your children out of public schools—
and don’t fool yourself that Christian schools 
are much different. Find or establish a classical 
Christian school, and if you can’t do that, then 
homeschool your kids. Run your home like a 
monastery, with fixed times for family prayer 
each day. Immerse your family in the history 
of Western civilization and the study of Scrip-
ture. And so on. Dreher’s exhortations en-
compass even the sort of living arrangements 
Christians should consider. He visits a lay 
Catholic community on Italy’s Adriatic coast 
that began as an informal group of young 
Catholic men who stuck together after college. 
It now numbers about 200 members and ad-
ministers a community school, three different 
charitable cooperatives, and maintains a close 
connection to the Benedictine monastery in 
Norcia. He stops short of arguing that all 
Christians must up and join a commune.

As the book unfolds, it becomes clear that 
the “Benedict Option” is an artful piece of 
legerdemain; it’s really just shorthand for liv-
ing a radical form of the Christian faith—

“relearning the lost art of community,” as Dre-
her puts it. He maintains, with good reason, 
that for the church in the West to survive and 
preserve her traditions, Christians will need 
to incorporate every aspect of their lives into 
their faith. But of course Christians are sup-
posed to live like this anyway, so his brand-
ing of “the Benedict Option” can be irritating; 
as more than one reviewer has noted, it seems 
neither Benedictine nor optional. One sus-
pects, however, that Dreher means only to 
grab the attention of distracted Christians 
and point them in the direction they should 
already be heading.

But Esolen isn’t joking around. He is 
alarmed, and will cause his readers to be 
alarmed, not only at the decay of Christian 
culture but the decline and disappearance of 
community. We are turning in on ourselves, he 
argues, and the things that once bound us to-
gether—family, yes, but also local clubs and as-
sociations of all kinds—are simply disappear-
ing. Insipid, often wicked entertainments and 
pleasures are replacing them, and enslaving us 
in turn. We have arrived at this impasse, writes 
Esolen, because we have been telling ourselves 
massive lies—lies about what it means to be a 
man or a woman, lies about what families are, 
and especially lies about who God is and what 
he desires for us. We have to “clear our minds 
of cant,” he writes, in order to recover our civi-
lization and live as we were meant. This is no 
easy task. “It is almost impossible in the mod-
ern world not to accept lies as a matter of course” 
(emphasis in the original). 

Esolen means to reveal the deep decep-
tions of modern life and walk us slowly back 
to reality. The reading can be uncomfortable 
at times, because he is asking us to reconsider 
not just how we worship and how we educate 
our children, but also how we think about 
nearly everything we do, day in and day out. 
His refreshing answer to the deluge of lies is 
to immerse ourselves in things—the physical 
reality of the created world:

Things, in their beautiful and imposing 
integrity, do not easily bend to lies. A 
bull is a bull and not a cow. Grass is food 
for cattle but not for man. A warbler is 
alive but a rock is not. The three-hun-
dred pound stone will not move for a lit-
tle child or a boy or a feminist professor. 
Water expands when it freezes and will 
break anything unless you allow for that. 
Things are what they are. They know no 
slogans, and they do not lie.

And they give witness to the Glory of 
God.

Much of our predicament, he argues, comes 
from a deep, self-imposed alienation from the 
world of created things, from the glory of na-
ture and the deep truth it conveys. “I have 
asked my freshman honors students at college 
where in the sky the sun will be, in the middle 
of the afternoon in September, here in Rhode 
Island. They don’t know,” he writes. “They are 
strangers to the world, but they certainly are 
not strangers to the lies and folly that are the 
stock in trade…of mass entertainment, mass 
education, and mass politics.”

To restore our culture, we must create (or 
recreate) lives and communities based on the 
truth. That means not only restoring a cor-
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A Culture of Truth

That’s the purpose, too, of anthony 
Esolen’s slim volume, Out of the Ashes. 
A fellow now at Thomas More College 

(after being shamefully hounded out of Provi-
dence College in the spring for blaspheming 
against the campus “diversity” gods), Esolen 
writes in a biting, somewhat antiquated prose 
that is at first arresting for the contemporary 
reader. But he has just as many specifics in 
mind as Dreher, although they are at once 
more expansive and more ordinary—yet no 
less radical. Anyone familiar with Esolen’s 
prolific writings on Christian life and culture 
knows that he pulls no punches, and this book 
is no exception. He begins with a candid, self-
conscious admission: “In this book I shall 
indulge myself in one of civilized man’s most 
cherished privileges. I shall decry the decay of 
civilization.”
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rect understanding of manhood and woman-
hood, but restoring a correct relationship to 
work, perhaps teaching our children a trade. 
It means bringing things like hospitality and 
unsupervised play back to life. Esolen follows 
a kind of ruthless logic:

Because children should be able to 
play freely outdoors and for hours on 
end, there should be neighborhoods for 
them to play in. Because there should 
be neighborhoods, there should be in 
these locales the natural though infor-
mal monitors of the neighborhoods: 
elderly people on their porches, many 
mothers, and men and women at work 
in family businesses nearby. Because 
there should be such neighborhoods 
filled with people, our social policies 
should favor them and support them, 
and our cultural expectations likewise. 
Therefore we should not subordinate 
the family to work; the double income 
family should not be the norm; we 
should reconsider all things that tend 
to remove father and then also mother 
from the place where they live.

Where Esolen’s diagnosis loses me is when 
he comes to consider how to build a society 

around these sorts of dictums. What sort 
of community does he envision? Where are 
the majorities that would adopt such poli-
cies? It seems clear from his conclusion that 
he does not foresee the wholesale restoration 
of American culture, or even that such a res-
toration is possible. Like Dreher, Esolen sees 
instead insular outposts of Christians—prac-
ticing a peculiarly vibrant Christianity, to be 
sure—beset by a sick and dying mainstream 
culture. It is a vision of Christians as a belea-
guered minority, somewhat walled off from 
the wider world, attempting to resurrect a 
specific way of life that, in the end, sounds an 
awful lot like life on an American farm in the 
late 19th century. One gets the sense Esolen 
is fine with that.

For Richer or Poorer

If dreher and esolen see scattered 
Christian communities restoring and pre-
serving civilization amid a hostile, aggres-

sively secular order, R.R. Reno sees the inevi-
table collapse of that order, which he argues is 
much weaker than it appears. Reno, the edi-
tor of First Things magazine and a theologian 
by training, lays out a program for restoring 
American culture by exposing the tyranny 
and deception at the heart of the secular re-

gime. His book, Resurrecting the Idea of a 
Christian Society, which derives its title from 
T.S. Eliot’s The Idea of a Christian Society, is 
organized by imperatives: defend the weak, 
raise up the poor, promote solidarity, limit 
government, and so on.

Reno is especially concerned with a “hyper-
individualistic” American society. But his ap-
proach is slightly different than that of Dre-
her and Esolen. Drawing heavily on the work 
of social scientists like Robert Putnam and 
Charles Murray, Reno argues that American 
individualism has distorted our sense of what 
freedom is, to the point that our notions of 
freedom harm the poor and the weak while 
serving the interests of the rich and power-
ful. Treating these societal ills means push-
ing back against our ingrained notions of 
freedom and the American dream. “Taken in 
isolation,” writes Reno, “the American dream 
produces the conditions for ever larger gov-
ernment, more coercive laws, and a culture of 
denunciation and censure that limits freedom, 
though always for the sake of a supposedly 
greater freedom.” Only freedom properly un-
derstood, he says, can serve as a check against 
the tyranny of government and the systematic 
exploitation of the poor by the rich.

Indeed, he is singularly concerned with the 
plight of the poor because he sees their pre-
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dicament as the direct result of a half-century 
of policies and changing cultural mores that 
favor the rich and well-educated while leav-
ing everyone else behind. Murray’s argument 
in his 2012 book, Coming Apart, is that well-
educated Americans live more or less the way 
most Americans did 50 years ago. They marry, 
attend church, and are involved in a host of 
mediating institutions that bolster their com-
munities. Less-educated Americans, by con-
trast, are isolated. Few of them attend church, 
belong to civic organizations, or interact with 
any organized group besides the government. 
For them, social maladies like divorce, single 
parenthood, and drug addiction are the new 
normal. 

Reno deploys Murray’s argument to ad-
vance a more nuanced thesis. Whereas Mur-
ray styles this phenomena as a passive “com-
ing apart,” Reno sees an active war against the 
weak by the strong. The point of this war might 
not be to despoil the poor, but that is the ef-
fect. The goal of the upper class, Reno writes, 
is to impose a culture of “nonjudgmentalism” 
that allows the rich and well-educated to do 
as they please, freed from all the old strictures 
to decide what is right for them, consequences 
be damned—even if that means the ruination 
of those less fortunate. 

Nonjudgmentalism, Reno argues, works 
for the well-to-do because they have the dis-
cipline and knowledge to navigate a world 
in which there are no rules. In a particularly 
fascinating passage, he cites a book written 
by British anthropologist Mary Douglas in 
the late 1960s that explains this phenom-
enon. Douglas studied two systems of author-
ity and social control, the “positional control 
system” typical of the working classes, and 
the “personal code system” typical of the up-
per class. In a positional or “restricted” code 
system, “social roles are assigned to one’s so-
cial position rather than negotiated,” explains 
Reno. “So that if my position is that of a father, 
I must abide by a ‘restricted code’—that is, I 
must behave as a father is expected to behave.” 
That stands in stark contrast to the personal 
code, which gives no set answers or guidelines 
for social behavior.

The result of the dominance of the personal 
code of social control is the reigning nonjudg-
mentalism we see today, which values reasons 
over rules and, Reno maintains, necessar-
ily favors the rich over the poor. In her study, 
Douglas cites one example of the deleterious 
effects of the personal code being imposed 
upon the working class, when English Catho-
lic bishops in the 1960s lifted the requirement 
to abstain from meat on Fridays in favor of a 
personal discipline each Catholic would chose 
for himself. That robbed working-class Irish 

Catholics of “an important identity marker,” 
writes Reno, one that reinforced “their sense 
of cultural integrity in a historically inhospi-
table Protestant society. The progressive elites 
of the church, seeking a more ‘modern’ and 
‘intentional’ form of Catholicism, heedlessly 
undermined the system of social control that 
suited working-class Catholics and gave their 
lives dignity.”

In essence, this is precisely what has been 
playing out in American society over the past 
50 years, at nearly every level, and it relates di-
rectly to Reno’s overall indictment of our mis-
guided sense of freedom. Whose freedom, he 
asks, does the sexual revolution serve? Or the 
therapeutic culture that undermines strong 
convictions—what Pope Benedict XVI called 

“the dictatorship of relativism”? Certainly not 
the weak and powerless. In a modern Ameri-
can culture where the only real bulwarks 
against government power are family and 
church, those most vulnerable to oppression 
are those without families, without church.

The silver lining in Reno’s thesis is that he 
sees the writing on the wall for the ruling class, 
by which he means the “reconstitution of elite 

establishment collapses, as Reno believes it in-
evitably will, countercultural Christians—the 

“Benedict Option” set—will need to be ready 
to influence and guide the next establishment. 
Those in power “may not become Christians,” 
he acknowledges, “but they might find them-
selves newly grateful for a renewal of Chris-
tian influence on society.”

Living as Aliens

The power of that influence 
should give Christians hope. Charles 
Chaput, the archbishop of Philadel-

phia, makes a strong case for hope in Strangers 
in a Strange Land. Chaput is a rarity among 
American prelates: a leader who takes serious-
ly the doctrines of his faith and how Chris-
tians should live them out in a dizzying post-
modern world. His book is more pastoral in 
tone and purpose than these others, but it is 
no less unsparing in its diagnosis of our time. 
As he explains, the principles of the Ameri-
can Founding, which are harmonious with 
the tenets of the Church, have been discarded. 

“We’re passing through a religious revolution 
in America,” he warns.

For many generations a common Chris-
tian culture transcended our partisan 
struggles. It gave us a shared framework 
of behavior and belief. Now another vi-
sion for our nation’s future has emerged. 
It sees no need for Christianity. And in 
many cases it views our faith as an ob-
stacle to its ambitions.

Like the other authors, Chaput sees in this 
revolution a chance for the Church to redis-
cover its calling and revive the culture around 
it, and Christianity’s rich history should be its 
guide in this effort. One of Chaput’s chapters 
is devoted to the Letter to Diognetus, a 2nd-
century apologia in which its anonymous 
author defends Christianity. This was a time 
when paganism was dominant and most Ro-
mans viewed adherents of the new sect as 
dangerous, disloyal cultists, who did not ac-
cept the gods and the system of public piety 
that every other Roman practiced. 

The letter’s description of Christians would 
have been startling to the Romans. Followers 
of Christ, the author writes,

live in their own countries, but only as 
aliens. They have a share in everything 
as citizens, and endure everything as 
foreigners…. They marry, like everyone 
else, and they beget children, but they 
do not cast off their offspring. They 
share their board with one another, but 

WASP culture as post-Protestant and ethni-
cally diverse but intellectually homogenous,” 
a development he calls “the most important 
change in American society of the past half-
century.” This elite class, powerful and cultur-
ally dominant though it might be, is in fact fa-
tally weak. Its downfall will be a consequence 
of the ruin it has brought to the rest of the 
country. We can already see this emerging, as 
the pathologies that once belonged to the in-
ner city now spread among the middle class 
in suburban and rural areas. “At some point,” 
Reno suggests, “people will notice what the 
post-Protestant WASPs have done.” And 
when they do, Christians will be ready—not 
to become the next establishment, but to exert 
influence on it, “turning it in directions that 
promote wellbeing for everyone,” not just the 
well off.

Reno’s book is a departure from both 
Dreher’s and Esolen’s, because he’s more con-
cerned with illuminating the ruling class’s 
ideology and exposing its injustices than 
with giving Christians ideas and inspiration 
about how to revive their faith. And yet his 
focus is complementary to theirs. When the 

Christians will
have to reconcile

themselves to a kind of
second-class status.
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not their marriage bed…. They busy 
themselves on earth, but their citizen-
ship is in heaven.

Chaput notes that these early Christians, 
who lived in a time of sporadic persecution at 
the hands of the Roman government, “didn’t 
build fortress enclaves” or “manufacture their 
own culture or invent their own language.” 
Rather, they transformed Roman culture and 
appropriated elements of it to their own uses, 
emboldened by a radically different under-
standing of their place in the world than the 
pagans among whom they lived.

Chaput’s point is that Christians today 
must resist the temptation to retreat from 
the world because the world is after all in 
great need of them: “If we want to follow Je-
sus, we must love the world too and remain 
in it, as he did, to work for its salvation.” In 
a passage quoting a column by Dreher that 
calls for “intentional separation from the 
mainstream,” Chaput cautions that Chris-
tians cannot “give up on the good still pres-
ent in American society,” while also working 
to preserve Christian community and, as 
Esolen exhorts, rebuild American culture. 
To do that, Christians today must rediscover 
the spirit of the early church, which based its 
claims on nothing but the fact of the Resur-
rection. In the second century, Chaput says, 
Christians had no great cultural achieve-
ments, no power, and scarcely any history. 
Yet the author of the Letter to Diognetus lik-
ened Christians to the soul and the world to 
the body: “The soul is shut up in the body, 
and yet itself holds the body together; while 
Christians are restrained in the world as in 
a prison, and yet themselves hold the world 
together.” These early believers could write 
like this because they knew what they were 
about. As Chaput notes, “The only thing 
that could validate such a statement was 
this: Jesus of Nazareth rose from the dead. 
If the Resurrection happened, then that fact 
changes everything.”

Light in the Darkness

These four authors take different 
approaches to the same theme—the ag-
gressive secularization of mainstream 

society and its implications for the church—
but they all arrive at a similar conclusion: a re-
newed church will see society safely through 

the dark times ahead, so Christians must be-
gin renewing the church now. If there is any-
thing wanting in these volumes, it is perhaps 
a more complete discussion of what all of this 
might cost individual Christians. The authors 
do talk about the sacrifices attendant to some-
thing like the Benedict Option—but not in 
detail about the possible future of persecution.

Dreher hints at this theme in a chapter 
titled, “Preparing for Hard Labor.” Chris-
tians, he argues, need to reconsider the role 
of work in their lives, not just because it has 
taken on an outsized role in modern life, but 
because Christians are not going to be left 
alone by the progressives that dominate our 
economy: “We may not (yet) be at the point 
where Christians are forbidden to buy and 
sell in general without state approval, but we 
are on the brink of entire areas of commercial 
and professional life being off-limits to believ-
ers whose consciences will not allow them to 
burn incense to the gods of our age.” It’s easy 
to think of recent examples pulled from the 
headlines—Christian bakers, florists, and 
wedding planners who decline to participate 
in same-sex weddings, foster parents who re-
fuse to affirm the ideology of transgenderism 
at the behest of state agencies, employers who 
won’t provide contraceptives to their employ-
ees. The list of mandates, large and small, will 
surely grow longer as our progressive scheme 
of government persists.

Dreher does not say so explicitly, but it 
might be that Christians will have to recon-
cile themselves to a kind of second-class status 
that they have never really known in America. 
That means, to put it bluntly, preparing for 
relative deprivation and hardship. As these 
books make clear—and anyone with eyes to 
see already knows—the long peace that has 
persisted in the West between church and 
state is at an end. This will come as a shock to 
Christians who assumed their cultural domi-
nance was permanent. Chaput, in his pastoral 
way, alludes to this. He writes about three dif-
ferent kinds of mourning that are unique to 
Christians: grief for our own sins, the grief we 
feel living in a world full of sorrows and suf-
fering, and a third kind, which is measured in 
the cost of discipleship:

the sorrow of those who accept the 
cross of Jesus Christ in this life, die 
to the world, and prefer the joys of 
God to worldly offerings. This kind 

of mourning comes from those who 
hurt because of their commitment to 
Jesus. Being disciples makes their lives 
harder. Maybe it’s enduring ridicule 
from doctors because they’re not on 
the birth control pill and they’ve had a 
fourth kid. Maybe their tithing means 
they can’t take a vacation they hoped 
for. Or maybe it’s taking a pay cut be-
cause working more would take them 
away from their family.

Or maybe it’s something even worse. May-
be it’s losing your job. Maybe it’s having your 
business seized by the state. Maybe it’s going 
to prison because you refuse to obey laws that 
violate your Christian faith. Such things have 
happened before. What makes us think they 
will not happen again, here in America?

Pope Benedict XVI was right: it is time 
now to reconcile ourselves to a smaller, more 
faithful Church. For serious Christians—will 
there be any other kind before long?—that 
will mean integrating their faith so thorough-
ly into their lives that they risk being labeled 
a “zealot” or a “fundamentalist” by erstwhile 
friends and colleagues, and perhaps labeled 
something worse by the government. It will 
mean becoming rather strange in the eyes of 
the world. Benedict said as much in that radio 
address nearly 50 years ago, when he warned 
that the Church “will lose many of her social 
privileges” and “make much bigger demands” 
on believers. But he closed with these words 
of hope:

The real crisis has scarcely begun. We 
will have to count on terrific upheavals. 
But I am equally certain about what will 
remain at the end: not the Church of the 
political cult, which is dead already, but 
the Church of faith. It may well no lon-
ger be the dominant social power to the 
extent that she was until recently; but 
she will enjoy a fresh blossoming and be 
seen as man’s home, where he will find 
life and hope beyond death.”

The authors of these volumes do not say so 
in such plain terms, but their arguments in 
effect echo Benedict: the hardship to come is 
more than a necessity, it is a blessing. 

John Daniel Davidson is a senior correspondent 
at The Federalist.
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Book Review by Charles Horner

The Greater Helmsman
The Souls of China: The Return of Religion after Mao, by Ian Johnson.

Pantheon, 480 pages, $30

China’s immense size, enormous 
population, and long history under-
mine broad generalizations about the 

country. Many statements about it can be true 
but, like the yin and yang of traditional Chi-
nese cosmology, their opposites can also be 
true. When a topic as large as the state of re-
ligion in China is a writer’s subject, we should 
appreciate the interpretive challenges it poses.

Ian Johnson certainly does. A former cor-
respondent in the Wall Street Journal ’s Beijing 
bureau and among this generation’s best Chi-
na-focused journalists, Johnson writes widely 
about Chinese politics and culture. His 2004 
book, Wild Grass, based on travels around the 
country, is a classic. The Souls of China, anoth-
er masterpiece of reportage, will soon join it.

Great journalists have different gifts. Da-
vid Barboza, for example, won a 2013 Pulitzer 
Prize in International Reporting for his work 
for the New York Times, the Pulitzer commit-
tee noting “his striking exposure of corruption 
at high levels of the Chinese government, in-
cluding billions in secret wealth owned by rela-
tives of the prime minister.” He immersed him-
self in a welter of documents, which yielded 
their secrets to his painstaking research. John-
son’s gift is his capacity to gain the confidence 

of ordinary Chinese people who, having lived 
since 1949 in a Leninist police state, are not in-
clined to warm to anyone, especially a foreigner, 
who broaches politically sensitive subjects.

The souls of china relates the 
story of China’s religious revival from 
the ground up, as recounted by Chi-

nese men and women—people who were not 
afraid to tell Johnson their stories, open their 
places of worship to him, and invite him to 
observe intimate family moments. They dis-
cuss the revival as both a profound quest for 
meaning and a mundane search for a meeting 
place. We visit their churches, attend their fu-
nerals, and see their good deeds when natural 
disaster strikes their countrymen.

Politics is always nearby. Confucius (551–
479 B.C.) advised rulers to “respect the spir-
its but keep them at a distance.” A proper 
mandarin should be wary of excessive reli-
gious enthusiasm. God knows, there were 
reasons. Anti-regime violence, instigated and 
led by Buddhist and Muslim religious sects, 
has been a threat for centuries. Johnson’s 
principal subject, Christianity, spectacularly 
revealed its own subversive potential in the 
mid-19th century Taiping (“Great Peace”) 

Rebellion. The Taipings’ 15-year war against 
the Qing dynasty, led by a man who thought 
himself Jesus’ younger brother, claimed nearly 
20 million lives.

Johnson describes a resurgence of tradi-
tional Chinese religious thought and practice, 
but it is his portraits of Chinese Christians 
at yet another turning point in their history 
which will capture the Western reader. How 
many Chinese Christians there are is hard 
to know. A reasonable estimate is about 70 
million, but some say far more. Whether the 
eclectic syncretism of many so-called House 
Christians qualifies them as “Christian” at all 
is a question for theologians. But there have 
been “real” Christians in China for centuries. 
Catholic communities trace their founding to 
the work of pioneering Jesuit missionaries in 
the 16th and 17th centuries. China’s Protes-
tant congregations derive from the wave of 
missionary effort beginning in the mid-19th 
century. Drawing on the enthusiastic support 
of Christians in Europe and, especially, the 
United States, Christian missionaries built 
a substantial infrastructure, mostly on the 
coast but much of it deep in China’s heartland. 
The West’s strongholds inside China made 
Christianity’s position powerful but precari-
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ous. Given Christianity’s foreign connections, 
could one be both a faithful Christian and 
a loyal patriot? Many Chinese managed the 
reconciliation, but it is always more difficult 
whenever China’s relations with the West are 
strained.

Though fashionable in the west 
to consider Christianity reactionary, 
it provides the bedrock teaching from 

which our central notions of liberalism de-
rive—individual autonomy, personal account-
ability, limits on Caesar’s power, law, and con-
tract. Christianity’s arrival in any “traditional” 
society can be revolutionary. Chinese Chris-
tians led Western-style reforms and revolu-
tions during the late 19th and early 20th cen-
turies. Sun Yat-sen (1866–1925), a trained 
physician honored as the father of both Chi-
nese republics—on the Chinese mainland 
and Taiwan—was a believing Christian, and 
also a believer in science and republicanism.

To many American Protestants, the post-
Sun political hierarchy seemed providential, 
especially in the persons of Generalissimo 
and Madame Chiang Kai-shek—she from 
a prominent Chinese Methodist family, he 
brought to baptism through her efforts. But 
then a brutal European war enabled Japan 
to overrun Western positions throughout 
East Asia. Chinese Christianity, once a mul-
tinational enterprise, became isolated. Worse, 
the Communists’ unexpected victory in 
1949 buried the visible success of Christian-
ity—churches, clinics, schools, universities, 
a Western-educated professional class, well-
schooled intellectuals adept at philosophical 
combat. The work of a century seemed sud-
denly gone.

The new Communist regime was atheist 
on principle and brutal in its methods. The 
Great Leap Forward of the 1950s claimed 
tens of millions of lives; the Great Proletar-
ian Cultural Revolution of the ’60s, though 
not as deadly, was enormously disruptive. At 
the same time, an important shift of opinion 
in the West, promoted by many intellectu-
als—Asia “experts” in particular—affected 
the public’s sense of Asia. China’s Chris-
tians, under unceasing attack from Com-
munist oppressors at home, were abandoned 
by former supporters overseas. Mainstream 
American churches, once the backbone of the 
missionary effort, embraced a left-wing, anti-
American interpretation of modern Asian 
history. “Enlightened” religious opinion not 
only absorbed anti-Christian prejudices, it 
turned decisively against those Asians who 
had embraced Christianity. Doubly discour-
aging for China’s Christians was the fact that 
their Communist oppressors were afforded a 
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standing in the Western world not previously 
enjoyed by any modern Chinese regime.

How did Chinese Christianity survive the 
oppression by Maoists and the widespread 
indifference of once-close cousins in the non-
Chinese world? Some among the faithful see 
a miracle, but whether the explanation is to be 
found in theology or sociology Chinese Chris-
tianity is once again energized and of great in-
terest to many evangelical friends overseas.

Johnson guides us on a nationwide 
tour of this spirited revival, bringing us 
close to the Christian men and women 

on the frontline. The cumulative effect of 
the details he presents is both enlightening 
and moving. One of his favorite examples is a 
man named Wang Yi, founder of an “under-
ground” or “house church” based in Chengdu, 
in the western part of the country. Wang is a 
charismatic preacher who has gained, via the 
country’s internet and homegrown versions of 
Twitter, a nationwide following. On the face 
of it, his message is wholly non-political, but 
he makes it plain that the individual human 
being and his convictions, not the Communist 
Party and its moribund sloganeering, is the 
source of right conduct.

If millions of Chinese are responding to 
this message, the Communist Party has only 
itself to blame. It created the moral vacuum 
which contemporary Chinese Christianity 
is filling. Caught unprepared for this great 
awakening, the regime is becoming more tacti-
cally flexible, shelving its prior efforts to crush 
Christianity and opting instead for contain-
ment. Yet, in the best dialectical fashion, the 
party’s continuing political repression serves 
only to strengthen, not weaken, a Christian 
faith which is Communism’s natural enemy.

Moreover, though 19th-century style 
Christian Internationalism may be a thing 
of the past, Chinese Christianity has con-
temporary allies close by. Christianity is an 
ever-growing force for political liberalization 
in Asia, and that is unsettling for the Beijing 

regime. In the Philippines, the Catholic hier-
archy opposes Rodrigo Duterte, as it opposed 
Ferdinand Marcos in his time. South Korea, a 
functioning electoral democracy, is now about 
30% Christian; it has had Christian presidents 
in the past and its new president, Moon Jae-in, 
is a Roman Catholic. Vietnam’s Catholics con-
tinue to press for human rights and for eco-
nomic and administrative reforms. But most 
disturbing for Beijing is that in Sinophone 
Asia, millions are affirming Sun Yat-sen’s be-
lief that Christianity has a role in China’s po-
litical renovation. Li Teng-hui, a Presbyterian, 
was a major architect of Taiwan’s transition to 
a multi-party constitutional democracy and, 
in Hong Kong, Christians are important lead-
ers of the pro-democracy movement.

The world’s major faiths are in China to 
stay. But though today’s Communist regime 
may not be the murderously crazed totali-
tarian system of 1950–1976, neither is it an 
enlightened regime whose “reforms” aim at 
liberal democracy. Increasingly, the regime 
jails and brutalizes courageous human rights 
activists and the lawyers who stand up for 
them. Liu Xiaobo, a democracy advocate and 
the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize winner, impris-
oned since 2009, was moved this past sum-
mer under guard to a hospital, where he died 
on July 13 at age 61. The world’s indifference 
to Liu had helped Beijing keep him locked 
up. Only in death has he begun to gain great-
er recognition.

Johnson captures the power and 
challenge of the religious revival in many 
ways, but none more moving than his ac-

count of a congregation’s search for a Christ-
mas Eve service that did not materialize until 
the afternoon. Congregants feared the police 
would intervene and close down the service, 
but for some reason they didn’t. One part of 
the service was a one-act play. “The play ended 
with the cast recounting their real stories. The 
psychiatrist had been on medication before 
finding God. The couple were close to divorce 

before rediscovering Jesus.” Johnson recounts 
how, after the pastor’s sermon,

a murmur of prayers filled the room…. 
Please let me open the Bible and under-
stand what is inside…. Lord, I am a sin-
ner and need your help…. Lord, help me 
find peace…. Save me.

Johnson has seen personally what the re-
gime can do when it feels threatened—he 
won a Pulitzer Prize in 2001 for reporting 
on the regime’s savage repression of the Bud-
dhist Falun Gong group. Buddhist Tibet 
and Muslim East Turkestan (“Xinjiang” as 
the Chinese call it) are now under virtual 
lockdown; in these strategically important 
areas, unrelenting repression is the policy. 
But to borrow a phrase Mao Zedong once 
made famous, the regime is lifting a rock 
only to drop it on its own feet. Christian-
ity is too widely diffused throughout the 
country for crude oppression to succeed. In-
stead, as Johnson suggests, the regime must 
gamble that Christianity will come to play 
the very role Marx attributed to religion in 
general—an opiate of the people. The regime 
hopes that religious faith will devolve into an 
amusement, a diversion, a bagatelle, just like 
the other opiates the regime tolerates—soap 
operas, tennis matches, golf tournaments, 
amusement parks, auto races, even NBA 
basketball and NHL hockey—shiny objects 
to keep minds off politics. When Johnson 
traveled the country gathering material for 
Wild Grass 15 years ago, he reported on a 
surge in popular discontent that was pushing 
the regime ever closer to the brink. The reli-
gious revival he beautifully describes in The 
Souls of China has brought the regime still 
closer to a fall.

Charles Horner is a senior fellow at the Hudson 
Institute, and author of Rising China and Its 
Postmodern Fate, volumes one (University of 
Georgia Press) and two (E.J. Brill).
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Book Review by David P. Goldman

Must We Fight?
Destined for War: Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap?, by Graham Allison.

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 384 pages, $28

Graham allison’s much-heralded 
new book warns that China’s chal-
lenge to American strategic domi-

nance sets us on a path to war. He calls this 
peril the “Thucydides Trap,” because he 
claims that it is similar to other great-power 
conflicts in history, above all Athens’ chal-
lenge to Sparta before the Peloponnesian War 
in 431–404 B.C. Expanding on a 2015 At-
lantic essay admonishing American planners 
to avert a looming war with China, Destined 
for War urges Americans to accept China as 
a great power.

A professor and outgoing director of the 
Belfer Center for Science and International 
Affairs at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School, 
Allison can’t be faulted for timing. In July and 
August of this year, North Korea’s tests of 
nuclear-capable missiles with range sufficient 
to strike American territory put the China 
problem at the top of our strategic agenda: 
apart from a military confrontation no one 
wants, America seems to have no alternative 

but to ask China to use its good offices to re-
strain North Korea. As a result, China has 
more influence in matters that bear on vital 
American interests. In an August 2017 Wall 
Street Journal essay that drew public praise 
from National Security Advisor H.R. Mc-
Master, Henry Kissinger argued for strategic 
cooperation with China in the Korean pen-
insula. McMaster distributed a dozen copies 
of Allison’s book to senior National Security 
Council staff earlier this year.

The Thucydides Trap thus demarcates 
a crucial turn in the thinking of America’s 
foreign policy establishment. Through most 
of the George W. Bush and Obama Admin-
istrations, conventional thinking held that 
America would promulgate the liberal inter-
national order in the Middle East and else-
where, while China would struggle with the 
internal weaknesses inherent in a dictatorial 
regime. Allison’s book offers a different and 
darker vision: he argues, correctly in my view, 
that China’s economy will continue to grow in 

breadth and depth to challenge America, and 
concludes, wrongly in my view, that America 
can do nothing except to accommodate the 
rising Asian superpower. 

America can make reasonable 
concessions to certain Chinese secu-
rity concerns, to be sure. But China 

and the United States compete in a global 
economy where digital technology has digital 
outcomes. China now dominates high-tech 
electrical manufacturing, while America’s 
manufacturing sector is imploding. Not too 
long from now this trend will have grave na-
tional security implications for the United 
States and become a source of strategic insta-
bility. The issue is not whether America al-
lows China more power in the South China 
Sea, for example, but whether the migration 
of manufacturing out of the United States 
will lead to a fundamental change in the great 
power relationship—comparable, perhaps, to 
America’s technological superiority over the 
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Soviet Union during the last years of Com-
munism. That did not lead to war; on the con-
trary, it led to the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
The hollowing out of American industrial and 
military capacity isn’t likely to lead to war 
with China, either, but it well might lead to 
national decline and severely diminished eco-
nomic prospects for the American people.

But why call on the authority of 
Thucydides to make the case for Amer-
ican strategic decline? Victor Davis 

Hanson, the classicist and military historian, 
observes: “When statesmen pontificate about 
idealism or noble intentions, Thucydides is 
ready to differentiate prophasis (pretext) from 
ulterior or real motive (aitia).” Fairly may we 
inquire about Allison’s aitia. Conservative 
writers cast America in the role of Athens and 
saw a precedent for President Bush’s 2006 

“Freedom Agenda.” Hanson wrote in his 2006 
history A War Like No Other:

Contemporary America is often now 
seen through the lens of ancient Athens, 
both as a center of culture and as an un-
predictable imperial power that can ar-
bitrarily impose democracy on friends 
and enemies alike. Thomas Paine long 
ago spelled this natural affinity out: 

“What Athens was in miniature, Ameri-
ca will be in magnitude….” Americans…
in a very Athenian mood, have sought 
to remove oligarchs and impose democ-
racy—in Grenada, Panama, Serbia, Af-
ghanistan, and Iraq—enemies, allies 
and neutrals alike are not so impressed. 
They understandably fear American 
power and intentions while our suc-
cessive governments, in the manner of 
confident and proud Athenians, assure 
them of our morality and selflessness.

Athens’ defeat, Hanson added, “has been 
troubling us supporters of democracies these 
past 2,400 years.” Historians still replay the 
tape in hope of isolating the arbitrary error 
that ruined Athens, hoping to show that Ath-
ens really should have won (Hanson blames 
the daring and ambitious Alcibiades, while 
Yale classicist Donald Kagan blames the blun-
ders of the Athenian general Nicias). In my 
view the interests of imperial Athens were 
radically different from ours. Athens’ de-
mocracy, moreover, was not our democracy. 
It was the sort of democracy that Alexis de 
Tocqueville warned that a corrupted America 
might become, the kind of state the might 
have emerged if the Confederacy had won the 
Civil War and extended its slave empire deep 
into Central and South America. 

Much less were the Athenians like today’s 
Chinese, whom Allison casts in the role of the 

“Athenian” challenger to the United States, 
today’s Sparta by analogy. By reversing the 
historical roles, Allison wants to nullify the 
notion that America is the heir to Athenian 
democracy as well as to its foreign ambi-
tions. If America-as-Athens was a Shibboleth 
for Wilsonian idealism and neoconservative 
nation-building, America-as-Sparta encapsu-
lates Allison’s realism. That is a clever move, 
but enormously overdone.

The nub of the so-called thucydides 
Trap is the assertion that an estab-
lished power, happy with the interna-

tional status quo, is “destined for war” against 
a rising challenger. In Allison’s account this 
becomes a Procrustean bed in which the his-
tory of warfare is stretched or lopped off to 
fit his thesis. Allison derives from Thucydides 
the axiom that “the fundamental explanation” 
for conflicts up to and including war “lies in 
the depth of the structural stress between a 
rising and a ruling power.”

As this rivalry led Athens and Sparta 
into successive standoffs, the most pas-
sionate voices in each political system 
grew louder, their sense of pride stron-
ger, their claims about threats posed by 
the adversary more pointed, and their 
challenge to leaders who sought to keep 
the peace more severe. Thucydides iden-
tifies three primary drivers fueling this 
dynamic that lead to war: interests, fear, 
and honor.

Among these he is most impressed by the 
last: Thucydides’ concept of honor “encom-
passes what we now think of as a state’s sense 
of itself, its convictions about the recognition 
and respect it is due, and its pride.” Allison has 
little to tell us of the interests that lurked be-
hind the pride. That is unsatisfactory, because 
the devil in strategy always is in the details.

“Self-interest” is indeed a powerful geopo-
litical motive, but imperial Athens’ interests 
were radically different from ours, so different 
that Athens offers a very misleading example. 
Athens and Sparta were nothing like modern 
nation-states. They were, rather, fragile and 
ultimately unsustainable slave economies at 
constant risk of catastrophic disruption. Nei-
ther interest, fear, nor honor fully explains 
why Athens fought to demographic exhaus-
tion. Men do not bleed their nation dry for 
honor. They do so in the face of existential 
threats. To identify such threats we must con-
sider economics and demographics, subjects 
which classical historians too often disregard. 

Dependent on foreign trade for 
half its food supply and to replenish 
the ranks of perhaps 115,000 slaves, 

Athens could not restrict its empire without a 
wrenching disruption in its way of life. Its life-
line of grain imports as well as its source of new 
slaves stretched to the Black Sea. Athens had 
long ceased to be a city of small-holding farm-
ers, its celebrated leisure supported by import-
ed grain, timber, and slaves, in a maritime em-
pire at constant peril of disintegration. Empire 
transformed Athenian society and underwrote 
a burgeoning class of state dependents. Tribute 
exacted from the 200 member states of the De-
lian League funded Pericles’ ship-building pro-
gram and built the Parthenon. Athens asserted 
its authority by means as cruel as any empire in 
history, notoriously the massacre of the inhab-
itants of Melos in 416.

Against the 40,000 citizens of Ath-
ens stood 32,000 Spartans ruling perhaps 
170,000 helots, at perpetual risk of mutiny. 
The war was a clash between two inverted 
pyramids, inherently unstable and threatened 
by ruin through an interruption of the mari-
time lifeline and a rebellion of the helots, re-
spectively. Sparta, moreover, suffered from a 
long demographic decline noted by Aristotle 
in the Politics. Sparta parried the threat from 
Athens, only to find its fears realized a genera-
tion later by Epaminondas, the Theban gen-
eral who defeated Sparta and liberated the 
helots. As Paul Rahe observes in The Spartan 
Regime (2016), “[t]he Spartans were acutely 
aware that they were interlopers in the Pelo-
ponnesus, that they had invaded and seized 
Laconia by force, and that their servants—the 
‘old helots’ of the provinces—were descended 
from the original Achaean stock, which had 
ruled Lacedaemon in the epoch described by 
Homer.”

An external power supporting a helot re-
bellion could have ruined Sparta. Sparta 
planned to invade Athens in response to the 
latter’s attack on the island of Thasos in 470, 
40 years before what we call the Pelopon-
nesian War began, but demurred after a se-
vere earthquake led to a helot rebellion. In 465 
Athens sent troops to support Sparta, still 
its nominal ally, but the Spartans sent them 
home. Thucydides comments that the Spar-
tans feared the Athenians would back the 
helots instead, adding, “It was because of this 
expedition that the Spartans and Athenians 
first came to an open quarrel.” Athens and 
Sparta warred from 460 to 445 B.C. before 
signing the Thirty Years’ Peace. The rebellion 
of Athens’ dependency Samos in 440, with 
Persian assistance, showed how easily the De-
lian League might collapse. Sparta might have 
finished Athens then but elected not to go to 
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war. It was not the established power respond-
ing to an emerging challenger that undid the 
Thirty Years’ Peace, but Pericles’ decision to 
starve out Sparta’s ally Megara, 33 kilometers 
west of Athens.

Thucydides was a partisan of Pericles, 
and blames not the hubristic “first citizen” 
of Athens but rather the fearful Spartans 
for the war. Allison takes Thucydides at his 
word:

The Spartan king Archidamus II and 
Pericles were personal friends. Archi-
damus could see the situation from the 
Athenian point of view, and he recog-
nized that his people were moved more 
by emotion than reason. Appealing to 
the Spartan virtue of moderation, Ar-
chidamus urged the Spartan Assembly 
not to demonize the Athenians…. But 
Sparta’s hawks disagreed. They argued 
that Athens had become so arrogant 
that it posed an unacceptable danger to 
Spartan security.

Allison does not inform the read-
er how controversial this reading was 
and remains. Donald Kagan observes 

that Athenian opinion in 430 blamed Pericles 
for starting the war. Thucydides was the re-

visionist, a member of Pericles’ party anxious 
to shift the blame to an amorphous Spartan 
fear of Athenian predominance. We have in 
several surviving comedies the testimony of 
Aristophanes—a traditionalist who despised 
Pericles and his popular support, bought with 
the Delian League’s tribute—that Pericles 
was responsible for the ultimate ruin of his po-
lis. That also was the view of Plato’s Socrates 
as well as Aristotle.

We are so beguiled by Thucydides, how-
ever, that we readily blame the nasty Spar-
tans and absolve democratic Athens. Not 
the fearful major power but the upstart 
challenger started the war—an anomaly re-
peated in numerous of Allison’s examples of 
his thesis: Japan in 1905, Germany in 1939, 
and Japan in 1941. The economics of empire 
helps explain why the Athenians, who gave 
logic to the West, acted illogically in war. Al-
lison writes:

Athens [during the Thirty Years’ Peace] 
continued to use its powerful navy to 
dominate—and extract gold from—its 
own subjects throughout the Aegean. 
It amassed a strategic reserve amount-
ing to the previously unheard-of sum of 
6,000 talents of gold, and was adding 
1,000 talents per year in revenue.

Athenian democracy had fallen into what 
one might call the Tocqueville Trap: the 
Athenians voted themselves rich, in this case 
at the expense of the Delian League. Aris-
tophanes’ play The Wasps bemoaned the de-
terioration of civic mores: “We have now a 
thousand towns that pay us tribute; let them 
command each of these to feed twenty Athe-
nians; then twenty thousand of our citizens 
would be eating nothing but hare, would 
drink nothing but the purest of milk, and 
always crowned with garlands.” Thucydides 
later blamed the mob for some of Athens’ 
worst decisions, for example the catastroph-
ic Sicilian campaign of 413–415. The polis 
voted to attack Syracuse “on a slight pretext, 
which looked reasonable, [but] was in fact 
aiming at conquering the whole of Sicily…. 
The general masses and the average soldier 
himself saw the prospect of getting pay for 
the time being and of adding to the empire 
so as to secure permanent paid employment 
in the future.” 

Without its empire Athens’ economy 
would have collapsed. This dependency led 
to the willingness to take risks and make 
sacrifices unfathomable today. Sixty per-
cent of Athens’ military-age male population 
died in the Peloponnesian War, the historian 
Barry S. Strauss estimates. By contrast, the 
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Napoleonic Wars, the American Civil War, 
and the Second World War ended after the 
defeated side lost 30% of its military-age 
male population.

There are few modern parallels to 
the circumstances of 430 B.C. One not 
cited by Allison was the American Con-

federacy on the eve of the Civil War, 60% of 
whose wealth (according to historian Eugene 
Genovese) was in the persons of slaves. Cotton 
planting destroyed the soil and thus required 
a never-ending supply of new territories; Abra-
ham Lincoln’s election in 1860, pledged to pre-
vent the further spread of slavery, threatened to 
suffocate the cotton monoculture of the South. 
The South understood from the outset that its 
livelihood was at risk. In this case an emerg-
ing power started a war with an established one, 
quite the opposite of the Thucydides model Al-
lison treats as paradigmatic. 

Of all the actual and potential conflicts 
we can invoke, however, the current Sino-
American strategic relationship bears the 
least resemblance to a collision two-and-a-
half millennia ago between fractious little 
slave-states. China and the United States 
need not pose a threat to each other’s exis-
tential interests. Among the world’s great 
powers, moreover, China and America stand 

out for their lack of interest in colonialism. 
After expanding to its natural borders in the 
8th century under the Tang Dynasty, China 
has shown little interest in adding territory. 
Their trading relationship has elements of 
mutual benefit as well as tension, particu-
larly as China gains industrial market share 
at America’s expense. Internally, China is 
more stable than at any time in its long his-
tory. Household consumption rose 16-fold 
in the quarter century from 1986 to 2011. 
In the past generation 550 million people 
have moved from countryside to city. For the 
Chinese, sinologist Francesco Sisci observes, 
this is a Golden Age, the first time in Chi-
nese history when no one need fear hunger or 
war. Athens exacted by tribute and lavishly 
spent the savings of its subjects in the Delian 
League; China, by contrast, is the world’s 
greatest saver and, next to Japan, the world’s 
largest exporter of savings, including $1 tril-
lion lent to the U.S. Treasury.

Allison emphasizes china’s achieve-
ments, rejecting the common preju-
dice that China has grown simply by 

stealing technology from the West:

A generation ago, China stood at the 
bottom of most international rankings 

of nations in education, science, tech-
nology, and innovation. But after two 
decades of determined investment in 
the country’s human capital, it has be-
come a global competitor. Today it rivals, 
and by some measures outperforms, the 
United States.

Chinese high school students entering 
Stanford University to study engineering 
and computer science, he notes, “arrive with 
a three-year advantage over their American 
counterparts in critical-thinking skills.” Chi-
na and the U.S. each have four of the world’s 
top 50 engineering schools. Chinese universi-
ties award 1.3 million STEM (science, tech-
nology, engineering, and math) degrees per 
year vs. our 300,000. He adds, “China has 
seen its share of total global value-added in 
high-tech manufacturing increase from 7 per-
cent in 2003 to 27 percent in 2014…over that 
same decade, the American share of this mar-
ket declined from 36 to 29 percent.”

“Many Americans,” he adds, “have sought 
refuge in the belief that for all its size and 
bluster, China’s success is still essentially a 
story of imitation and mass production.” In 
fact, “China will surpass the U.S. to become 
the world leader in research-and-development 
[R&D] spending by 2019.”
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Allison does not relate that China is 
devoting enormous resources to achiev-
ing dominance in high-tech manufacturing 
within the next decade. Chinese planners 
view this industry as infrastructure, and sub-
sidize it the way the West might underwrite 
highways and airports. Mobile broadband 
has unleashed a grassroots revolution in 
China, opening to small entrepreneurs glob-
al distribution and capital markets. The mo-
bilization of China’s human capital through 
e-commerce and e-finance is one outcome. 
The displacement of the cash economy by 
electronic payment, enabling an efficient 
system of taxation, is another. Other Third 
World economies stagnate because their 
most talented people are trapped in subsis-
tence farming or devote their days to selling 
goods in the village square. China is the first 
emerging economy to open the world market 
to its most capable citizens. A primary goal 
of its “One Belt, One Road” infrastructure 
program is to reproduce this system from 
Thailand to Turkey. If it succeeds, it will un-
leash a tsunami of value creation unlike any-
thing we have yet seen.

China’s economic challenge to the 
United States is of an entirely differ-
ent order than the space race with 

Russia during the Cold War. Russia’s military 
was a parasite atop a backward civilian econ-
omy, which could not support the investment 
required to match America’s breakthroughs 
in military technology in the 1970s and ’80s. 
The ingenuity of Russian engineers gave the 
Soviet Union a head-start into space, but did 
little for the civilian economy. China focuses 
instead on dual-use technologies that enhance 
civilian productivity while giving the People’s 
Liberation Army the upper hand in China’s 
coastal waters. 

This revolution has only just started. E-
commerce is growing by nearly 30% a year. 
China made 45% of the world’s smartphones 
in 2008, and nearly 90% in 2017. By the 
mid-2020’s, industry experts believe, China 
will become the world leader in 5G mobile 
broadband, an order of magnitude faster than 
today’s technology, with two-thirds of the 
world’s 5G smartphones. 

Allison concludes, “In the three and a half 
decades since Ronald Reagan became presi-
dent, by the best measurement of economic 
performance, China has soared from 10 per-
cent the size of the US to 60 percent in 2007, 
100 percent in 2014, and 115 percent today.”

If the current trend continues, China’s 
economy will be a full 50 percent larger 
than that of the US by 2023. By 2040 

it could be nearly three times as large. 
That would mean a China with triple 
America’s resources to use in influenc-
ing outcomes in international relations. 
Such gross economic, political, and mil-
itary advantages would create a globe 
beyond anything American policymak-
ers can now imagine.

Allison observes that China already pos-
sesses surface-to-ship missiles that can de-
stroy American aircraft carriers hundreds of 
miles from its coast, diesel-electric subma-
rines that can run silently on battery power, 
and satellite-killer missiles. With the acqui-
sition of the Russian S-400 long-range air 
defense system, China will gain anti-aircraft 
coverage over Taiwan. He leaves out that if 
China and the United States destroyed each 
other’s communication satellites at the out-
break of war, China has alternative commu-
nications in reserve in the form of cheap, dis-
persed high-altitude balloons with coverage 
over its own territory and a couple of hun-
dred miles from its coast.

hands of the Japanese Imperial Army during 
World War II. The Chinese strategist Gen-
eral Luo Yuan, frequently cited as an expo-
nent of nationalist and anti-American views, 
told me that the United States had done the 
Chinese a favor by keeping Japan away from 
them. India will remain China’s competitor, 
but there isn’t much for China and India to 
have a war about except for disputed territory 
in the Himalayas.

America does not present an existential 
threat to China’s regime, but could try to cre-
ate one. “Could [Washington] openly call into 
question the legitimacy of the Chinese Com-
munist Party, the way Ronald Reagan bluntly 
called the Soviet Union the Evil Empire in 
1983?” Allison asks. “If democracy is the best 
form of government for all nations, why not 
for China?” The Chinese people have shown 
little interest, however, in changing the char-
acter of their government. The Hong Kong 
democracy protests of 2015 had no resonance 
on the mainland. The revolution in mobile 
communications, moreover, has given the 
Chinese authorities unprecedented power to 
control public debate, and there is not much 
America can do about it.

China’s insistence on a dominant 
position in the South China Sea stems 
from this deep-seated anxiety. Per the 

proverb, China is killing the chicken for the 
instruction of the monkey, the monkey in this 
case being Taiwan. If China is willing to take 
risks for uninhabited reefs, it will a fortiori 
go to war over Taiwan. It invests enormous 
resources in high-tech coastal defense, but 
spends about $1,500 to equip an infantryman, 
roughly 1% of the American expenditure.

That contrast sums up China’s strategic 
priorities. If the United States abandons the 
One China policy and takes a stand for Tai-
wanese independence, we will have war with 
China. It would be the most foolish of wars: 
China is willing to let Taiwan conduct its in-
ternal affairs as it sees fit so long as the prin-
ciple remains intact that Taiwan remains a 
Chinese province. Washington, Beijing, and 
Taipei can tolerate this arrangement indefi-
nitely, and it would require a paroxysm of folly 
on the part of an American government to at-
tempt to change the status quo.

Taiwan is a tripwire because China’s lead-
ers fear nothing so much as a rebel province. 
As a civilization, China emerged by means so 
different from ours that Westerners struggle 
to grasp its strengths and weaknesses. China 
began from the Shang Dynasty in the Yel-
low River valley in the middle of the second 
millennium B.C., gradually enlarging itself 
by half-incorporating neighboring ethnici-

It is far from clear, though, just 
how any of this would lead to war. Amer-
ica has strategic commitments to China’s 

neighbors—Japan, Korea, and Taiwan—
that might in theory become a source of con-
flict. Allison spins some scenarios in which 
frictions between China and American allies 
might lead to war. In practice, though, Ko-
rea and Taiwan have already taken Chinese 
high-tech dominance as a feature of the fu-
ture landscape. The biggest foreign inves-
tors in China’s burgeoning semiconductor 
industry are Samsung, a Korean firm now 
the world’s largest semiconductor manufac-
turer, and Taiwan Semiconductor. Having 
no prospect of beating China, some of our 
allies have decided to throw in with China’s 
high-tech ambitions. 

Japan is a sleeping dog that China would 
rather let lie. Under duress, Japan could as-
semble nuclear weapons and intercontinental 
ballistic missiles in a matter of months. Its ca-
pacity for deterrence is buried but nonetheless 
formidable. Chinese planners well remember 
the deaths of 25 million of their citizens at the 

America does not
present an existential

threat to China’s regime,
but could try to

create one.



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2017
Page 89

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

ties. The genius of Chinese expansion was the 
character system that allowed all Chinese to 
write the same language while retaining their 
spoken dialects.

The socializing power of Chinese culture is 
hard for Westerners to grasp. From the ages 
of roughly six to eleven every Chinese child 
will spend several hours a day learning the 
characters. Until very recently only a minor-
ity of Chinese understood Mandarin, the of-
ficial dialect. Underneath the porcelain crust 
of imperial culture remains the indelible resi-
due of the dozens of ethnicities whom China 
absorbed. Unlike Japan or Korea, China is 
multilingual and multiethnic. The old fault-
lines remain. The Chinese grudgingly accept 
the imperial order because it is preferable to 
chaos, but it commands no love. That is re-
served for family and clan. The nightmare of 
every Chinese dynasty is the rebel province 
that inspires others to follow suit. The war-
lordism and banditry that prevailed during 
the Century of Humiliation remain within 
living memory.

Allison raises the prospect of a 
trade war with China that might lead 
to a shooting war. This is possible, but 

also most unlikely, for the simple reason that 
China is prepared to make tactical conces-
sions in the service of longer-term strategic 
objectives. Beijing does not want to drop the 
American frog into hot water, but rather to 
boil it gradually. The Trump Administration, 
for example, may impose tariffs on Chinese 
steel. After a great show of national resent-
ment, the Chinese will make concessions that 
give Washington an apparent political vic-
tory. China already has promised to increase 
its imports of U.S. agricultural products and 
liquefied natural gas. Nothing would please 
China more than for the United States to ap-
proximate the export profile of Brazil, concen-
trating on agriculture, extraction, and basic 
industries, while China dominates high-tech 
manufacturing.

What, then, should America do about the 
rise of China? Allison suggests that we concen-
trate on our own domestic problems and stop 
worrying. “If the leaders in each society grasped 
the seriousness of the problems it faced on the 
home front and gave them the priority they de-
served, officials would discover that devising a 
way to share the twenty-first century in Asia 
was not their most serious challenge.”

That seems imprudent. If you want peace, 
prepare for war. China should fear us, lest 
in the ebullience of its new self-confidence it 
stumble against regional tripwires and create 

conflict where none is necessary. If China’s 
domestic content program for semiconduc-
tors succeeds, the last remaining industry in 
which the United States maintains significant 
market share, namely integrated circuits, will 
become a Chinese monopoly as well. 

Unlike the Soviet Union, which shocked 
America out of its postwar torpor by send-
ing the first satellite into space in 1957, China 
has not given us a Sputnik moment. But we 
should address Chinese competition with the 
same focused sense of national purpose and 
concentration of national resources that char-
acterized President John Kennedy’s Moon-
shot program or Reagan’s Strategic Defense 
Initiative. Sadly, the U.S. government now 
spends just 0.7% of Gross Domestic Product 
on research and development, much of which 
funds the previous administration’s pet proj-
ects in alternative energy. Under Reagan we 
spent 1.2% of GDP on federal R&D. Sput-
nik prompted aggressive efforts to train more 
scientists and engineers. Today only 8% of 
American college degrees awarded are in en-
gineering, vs. 31% in China. America cannot 
break out of its long secular stagnation and 
productivity slump if our high-tech industries 
continue to atrophy.

We must aim for breakthroughs in basic sci-
ence in the pursuit of effective missile defense, 
quantum computing, submarine detection, 
drone technology, high-energy weapons, and 
numerous other fields with urgent national 
security implications. When we set out to win 
the Cold War, we invented the integrated cir-
cuit, the microchip, the laser and the optical 
network, and the internet—the entire battery 
of technologies on which today’s economy runs. 

China can innovate, as graham 
Allison reminds us, but it should be 
added that China cannot innovate 

nearly as well as the United States. Ameri-
can ingenuity backed by the resources of 
American government and industry created 
virtually all the new technologies of the past 
half-century. And we have yet another advan-
tage: being a magnet for talent from around 
the world, despite our best efforts to shoo it 
away. We know a great deal about China’s 
innovators, because many of them studied at 
American universities. If the United States 
made a concerted effort to attract China’s 
top talent, the ensuing brain drain might be-
come China’s greatest vulnerability.

At the height of Cold War, the Soviet 
Union noted the overwhelming superiority 
of American avionics, displayed in the 1982 

“turkey shoot” in Lebanon’s Beqaa Valley. 

Moscow knew that it could not win a con-
ventional war against the United States, and 
that America’s breakthroughs in computation 
would only widen the advantage in weaponry 
over time. Its sclerotic economy could not give 
the military enough resources to compete. 
Not wanting a nuclear war, Moscow folded its 
cards. We cannot so easily overwhelm Beijing, 
but we have a fighting chance to leapfrog over 
China in numerous key technologies.

We should make China cautious to test 
us out of fear that American innovation will 
neutralize their enormous investments in 
high-tech manufacturing. Allison recalls that 
Nobel Prize-winning economist Paul Samu-
elson predicted in the 1970s that Soviet GDP 
would exceed America’s in the 1980s. Instead, 
Russia found that its economy lacked most of 
the new industries that sustained American 
growth, and a great deal of its productive ca-
pacity fell to negative values after the cost of 
environmental cleanup. 

In short, america should not fight a 
trade war with China over declining in-
dustries like steel, and should not conjure 

the specter of rebel provinces by promoting 
Taiwan’s independence. But we should make 
China believe that it cannot overtake Amer-
ica’s technological edge for a very long time 
to come, and fear that American innova-
tion will send its vast investments in existing 
technologies to the scrap heap. 

Whether this effort will succeed is, of 
course, an unknown. The hour is late and we 
have been indolent. But if we do not under-
take a national campaign for innovation on 
the scale that Kennedy and Reagan did, the 
outcome will be certain. America will be re-
duced to the status of a second-rate economic 
power as Britain was before us. 

If we do not rise to China’s challenge, then 
Allison’s approach will become the default re-
sponse. We will in fact have no choice but to 
accept Chinese economic supremacy, includ-
ing a global lock on manufacturing and trade 
in high-tech electronics. Our living standard 
will fall and we will be vulnerable to foreign 
military threats. Those are the implications of 
the book that now sits atop the desk of the 
National Security Council’s senior staff. One 
would hope and pray that the United States of 
American can do better.

David P. Goldman is a columnist for Asia 
Times and PJ Media, a senior fellow at the Lon-
don Center for Policy Research, and is the author 
of How Civilizations Die (And Why Islam Is 
Dying Too) (Regnery Publishing).
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Book Review by Carnes Lord

Divide and Fail
War and the Art of Governance: Consolidating Combat Success into Political Victory, by Nadia Schadlow.

Georgetown University Press, 344 pages, $32.95

The dismal (and seemingly never-
ending) history of American military 
involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan 

over the past 15 years has understandably in-
duced war weariness throughout most of the 
political class as well as the wider public. Don-
ald Trump would probably not be President of 
the United States had he not denounced the 
Iraq intervention. Like presidents Bush and 
Obama before him, Trump entered office pro-
claiming an aversion to “nation-building.” And 
like both of his predecessors, he nonetheless 
has no easy way out of the two conflicts trig-
gered by the events of 9/11, and may well be on 
the verge of expanding to Syria the American 
military’s involvement in the region. As Gen-
eral David Petraeus once remarked in a rare 
moment of fatigue: “Tell me how this ends.”

In some ways, the current depressing situ-
ation in the Middle East is an even greater 
indictment of American policy than was 
our failure in Vietnam. In that conflict, the 
United States faced a wily and tenacious en-

emy, backed by two major powers, in a very 
inhospitable environment, and with a much 
narrower technological inferiority. The U.S. 
lost scores of aircraft to North Vietnamese 
air defense systems; it has not lost a single 
plane to hostile fire in the Middle East. Our 
enemies in this theater may be tenacious, but 
they are ill-equipped and frequently lack el-
ementary military skills. What’s more, they 
are internally divided and for the most part 
indifferently organized. And yet at the end of 
the day, the same may have to be said of the 
outcomes of these conflicts as was famously 
pointed out by a certain North Vietnamese 
colonel: you may have won all the battles, but 
that is irrelevant—we won the war.

How can it be that the united 
States seems so incapable of turning 
victory on the battlefield into po-

litical success? And what, if anything, can be 
done about it? These are the central questions 
addressed by Nadia Schadlow in her impor-

tant new book, War and the Art of Governance. 
Schadlow’s answer—however implausible 
and unwelcome at first sight—is simple: war 
is an inescapably political phenomenon from 
start to finish; governance tasks are inescap-
ably a part of warfare; and such tasks can only 
be effectively undertaken by military organi-
zations under unified command.

Formerly a program officer at the Smith 
Richardson Foundation and now a deputy as-
sistant to the president for national security 
strategy, Schadlow does not pretend to offer 
a blueprint for the way forward in Iraq or Af-
ghanistan, and still less does she applaud those 
interventions or endorse the use of the United 
States military to spread democracy around 
the world. There may well be no such way for-
ward, given the peculiar history, politics, and 
culture of these two countries. Her focus is 
rather on a way not taken, or not consistently 
taken, by the American political and military 
leadership from the beginning of these con-
flicts, one that is not without precedent in our 
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own history and that could at the very least 
have substantially improved our current posi-
tion in the region.

Military governance is a topic 
that is today rarely studied, but it 
has a long history in the annals of 

the U.S. Army. Schadlow offers densely doc-
umented case studies of the most important 
such episodes, including barely remembered 
ones such as the Mexican-American War, the 
Spanish-American War, the occupation of 
the Rhineland after World War I, the Do-
minican intervention of 1965, and the occu-
pation of Panama in 1989. (Included as well 
is a fascinating account of the army’s role in 
the South during Reconstruction.) Of par-
ticular interest are the better known World 
War II cases, especially Germany and Japan. 
These by far surpass the other instances of 
army involvement not only in scale and scope 
but above all in strategic effect. And they also 
demonstrate the vital importance not only of 
competent leadership on the spot (by Gener-
als Lucius Clay and Douglas MacArthur, re-
spectively), but of unity of command. In both 
cases (though somewhat later with Clay), the 
American proconsul controlled both the mili-
tary occupation forces and the combat ele-
ments remaining in theater. It is not too much 
to say that without the unqualified success of 
the American military occupation regimes in 
Germany and Japan (and also in Italy) in the 
late 1940s, the entire Cold War would have 
played out in a very different and less happy 
fashion for America and the West.

To speak of American “proconsuls,” how-
ever, is indicative of a broader problem that is 
at the core of Schadlow’s analysis. Virtually 
from the beginning, military government has 
been controversial in the United States, in the 
eyes not only of civilians but of the soldiers 
who serve them. Precisely because the mantra 
of civilian control has been, and remains, so 
powerful in the American mind, the idea of 
military officers wielding political power has 
seemed broadly unpalatable. At the same time, 
the military (and here we are for all practical 
purposes discussing the army) has been reluc-
tant to embrace military government as a core 
mission. Typically, the military has tended to 
define its “civil affairs” mission in a very nar-
row sense as activities that directly support 
the fighting forces by, for example, ensuring 
that enemy noncombatants do not interfere 

with ongoing operations. And to the extent 
that such a mission is accepted, the units as-
signed to it tend to be organizationally mar-
ginalized and lightly regarded. At the present, 
it is revealing that most civil affairs units are 
in the reserves, while organizationally they 
form part of the Special Operations commu-
nity rather than the regular army.

An important aspect of schadlow’s 
argument, however, is that military 
government has been most effective 

when carried out not by specialized forces but 
by regular army units with no special training. 
This was as true of the Mexican- or Spanish-
American wars as of the post-World War II oc-
cupations. It is true that many officers involved 
in civil affairs missions brought important 
skills with them from civilian life, such as le-
gal, financial, or agricultural expertise (a major 
argument for relying on reservists for this func-
tion). In fact, many were essentially civilians 
who had only recently put on a uniform. All of 
this, it may be added (though Schadlow doesn’t 
mention it), has important implications for the 
recruitment and retention of specialized per-
sonnel in today’s military.

And all of this has tended to create what 
Schadlow terms an “American denial syn-
drome” concerning governance activities in 
conflict situations. Briefly, this is a conviction 
that such activities do not properly belong in 
the military sphere, and must be off-loaded as 
soon as possible to civilian leadership and or-
ganizations. Even during World War II, such 
a view was widely shared, including for a time 
by President Franklin Roosevelt himself. Af-
ter the Iraq War, it was also prominent within 
the higher reaches of the Bush Administra-
tion as well as within the senior army leader-
ship, with results whose calamitous impact is 
still being felt today.

Ambassador L. Paul Bremer was America’s 
“proconsul” in Iraq. Bremer fancied himself a 
latter-day Douglas MacArthur, and studied 
the American experience in postwar Ger-
many. Unfortunately, Bremer had neither the 
leadership qualities nor the organizational 
resources of the general. He made several 
spectacularly poor policy decisions without 
taking due account of their military implica-
tions, and his Coalition Provisional Authority 
was never organizationally aligned with the 
military command in country. At the same 
time, the military (and the Pentagon under 

then-Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld) 
declined ownership of the occupation, for 
reasons that are unclear but probably not 
very commendable. The result was a growing 
insurgency and a gross failure to manage the 
Iraqi political process. 

Schadlow’s study concludes with 
five recommendations. First, American 
policymakers must appreciate the com-

plex political dimension of all wars and rec-
ognize that governance cannot be separated 
from warfighting. Second, unity of command 
is essential: because policymakers did not 
consider “the consolidation of political gains” 
as an integral part of war, they created dual 
and often competing chains of command—a 

“divide and fail” model. Third, because civilian 
organizations are simply not capable of oper-
ating effectively or on a significant scale in a 
dangerous environment, civilians need to un-
derstand the enormous advantages possessed 
by the military in terms of scale, logistics, 
communications, and experience managing 
large institutions and must give the army op-
erational control over governance operations 
in war. Fourth, our leaders must not be se-
duced by the idea that they can achieve policy 
objectives through “kinetic means” alone, par-
ticularly by the unmanned drones and raids 
so favored recently by the White House and 
the special operators. Finally, the U.S. mili-
tary must recreate standing capabilities pre-
pared to conduct key governance tasks. Al-
though army doctrine over the last few years 
has moved in the right direction by recogniz-
ing “stability and reconstruction operations” 
as equal in importance to offense and defense 
in war, this has yet to translate into significant 
organizational change, operational concepts, 
or funding commitments. Nadia Schadlow’s 
War and the Art of Governance does not of-
fer a roadmap to such a transformation, but 
presumably it would include a reintegration of 
civil affairs units and the civil affairs function 
into the regular army.

These recommendations are bold, and 
probably unlikely to be widely embraced giv-
en the current mood of the nation. Yet they 
are serious, sober, and relentlessly argued. 
Perhaps the author’s new boss, General H.R. 
McMaster, will give them a fair hearing.

 
Carnes Lord is a professor of naval and military 
strategy at the U.S. Naval War College.
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Book Review by Joshua Dunn

Masters of Disasters
Shall We Wake the President?: Two Centuries of Disaster Management from the Oval Office, by Tevi Troy.

Lyons Press, 264 pages, $26.95

In 1887, president grover cleveland 
vetoed a bill providing seeds to drought-
stricken Texas farmers, finding “no war-

rant for such an appropriation in the Constitu-
tion.” Obviously, things have changed. Today, 
asking whether the Constitution authorizes 
an action sounds quaint—think of Nancy Pe-
losi incredulously squealing, “Are you serious? 
Are you serious?”, when asked about Obam-
acare’s constitutionality. As George W. Bush 
put it, “We have a responsibility that when 
somebody hurts, government has got to move.”

Tevi Troy recounts Cleveland’s constitu-
tional fidelity in his Shall We Wake the Presi-
dent?: Two Centuries of Disaster Management 
from the Oval Office. Troy plumbs past disas-
ters to find lessons for presidents who will 
undoubtedly face new disasters. But really he 
has written two books. Embedded in Shall We 
Wake the President? is another book that could 
have been called Should You Wake Up?: How to 
Survive When Disaster Strikes. This other book 
contains advice on what to do before and after 
a catastrophe to increase your odds of surviving. 

Troy spends so much time on this question that 
you might reasonably wonder if you’ve wan-
dered onto a survivalist website. His repeated, 
and wise, admonition is that “in times of crisis, 
there is often little our country can do for us.” 
You shouldn’t count on the government to save 
you, so you’d better be ready to save yourself. If 
you were at all awake during Hurricane Harvey 
and Irma, it shouldn’t take much to convince 
you of this. Troy’s treatment of what presidents 
and individuals can do is largely successful but 
somewhat disjointed. Most readers will be left 
wanting more, particularly in his analysis of 
presidential disaster management. 

The ceo of the american health 
Policy Institute and former deputy sec-
retary of Health and Human Services, 

Troy divides disasters into “Acts of God” and 
“Acts of Man.” The former includes pandemics, 
food and water crises, weather, and economic 
collapse; the latter terrorism, disruptions to 
the power grid, and civil unrest. One could 
quibble with some of these choices. For in-

stance, understanding “economic collapse” as 
an act of God seems peculiar. Economies are 
made up of humans making choices within a 
legal and social framework. Even if economic 
collapse is the result of millions of individu-
als making small decisions that cumulatively 
have a large effect, it’s not clear why God 
should be blamed. Including it under Acts 
of God could lead readers to think that “stuff 
just happens” in the economy and, therefore, 
that sound economic policy doesn’t matter.

Nevertheless, Troy’s advice for presidents 
should prove useful to occupants of the Oval 
Office and their staff. Most importantly, and 
obviously, it is better to prepare ahead of time 
for disasters. As the old saw goes, an ounce of 
prevention is worth a pound of cure.

Troy’s treatment of presidential disas-
ter management should be read carefully by 
anyone interested in constitutional govern-
ment. For government, incompetence is often 
its own reward. Failure is evidence that more 
money was needed—witness failing school 
districts that extract ever more funding based 
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on the dubious premise that poor results prove 
the districts are underfunded. Incompetence 
in times of crisis can even be used to justify 
blasting through constitutional limits on gov-
ernment power. Stopping this requires, at the 
very least, competent resource managers.

Unfortunately, other difficulties 
appear more intractable. After Con-
gress began subsidizing flood insur-

ance in 1968 more people moved to low lying 
coastal areas and floodplains without bearing 
the full cost of their risky behavior. Naturally, 
the budget for the National Flood Insurance 
Program ballooned, and before Hurricanes 
Harvey and Irma was nearly $25 billion in 
debt. Reforming this monster has met signifi-
cant political backlash, and individual con-
gressmen have incentives to preserve benefits 
for their constituents. Political decisions in 
effect induced more people to live in disaster 
prone zones, which in turn has made natural 
disasters more destructive. Politics also ap-
pears to intrude into the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency’s (FEMA’s) disaster 
declarations. “In nine of the last fifteen presi-
dential election years,” Troy notes, “the num-
ber of disaster declarations increased from 
the year before, and on a number of occasions 
by more than double.” Research indicates that 

swing states are more likely to receive disaster 
declarations in an election year than non-swing 
states. Not surprisingly, voters are likely to re-
ward those who have just cut them a check. Bill 
Clinton understood this: he issued 58 FEMA 
declarations in 1993 compared to 158 in 1996.

Politics also corrupts the language we 
use to describe crises, particularly through 
what can be called euphemism creep. Troy 
rightly criticizes former Secretary of Home-
land Security Janet Napolitano’s suggestion 
to call terrorism “man-caused disaster,” and 
the Obama Administration’s decision to call 
Nidal Hasan’s Fort Hood terrorist rampage 

“workplace violence.” Government seems to 
generate this kind of double-speak. But just 
because it comes naturally to bureaucrats 
doesn’t make it any less harmful.

Troy offers a ten-point checklist 
to determine if presidents should get 
involved in future disasters:

 
1. Is there a widespread consensus 
among experts that the event will take 
place?… 2. Is a significant percentage 
of the population in danger?… 3. Can 
the source of the warnings be trusted?… 
4. Does the short-term cost of the event 
exceed the cost of prevention?… 5. Does 

the long-term cost of the disaster ex-
ceed the cost of prevention?… 6. Are 
the needed actions affordable?… 7. Will 
the preventative measures work?… 8. Is 
the threat increasing?… 9. Are there 
long-term benefits to the preventative 
measures?… 10. Will the psychological 
impact on the American people reso-
nate negatively nationwide?

All of these questions strike me as prudent 
ones that presidents would be well-advised to 
ask. However, one question is conspicuously 
absent: does the president have the consti-
tutional or statutory authority to intervene? 
There is, of course, no going back to the days 
of Grover Cleveland—but that doesn’t mean 
we are left with Bush’s regrettable “when 
somebody hurts” criterion. Troy discusses the 
danger and implausibility of Bush’s statement: 

“‘Somebody’ always hurts,” he notes, “and gov-
ernment cannot realistically address the pain 
of every single one of its citizens.” But he 
doesn’t discuss how to ensure that presidential 
actions can be brought into line with constitu-
tional norms. That absence is reinforced by his 
list of best and worst presidents at dealing with 
disasters. Topping the “best” list is Franklin 
Roosevelt, whom Troy contrasts with Herbert 
Hoover, his second worst. Their policies were 
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delves into the mind and 
milieu of Arthur Conan Doyle, 
exploring the context in which 
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and the stories in which he 
comes to life. Hennessy iden-
tifies and deciphers a wealth 
of symbols and references 
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 224 pp
Andy Turnbull   $22.95
Life in a tribal village wan't so 

bad. But corporate policies, the 
Women's Movement, "educa-
tion" and the mind-bending 
media that form our "conven-
tional wisdom" all seem to be 
marching us toward a more 
structured civilzation - like a 
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eration can, indeed, lead to 
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largely similar, but Roosevelt alone was suc-
cessful at “mastering the public relations battle.” 
Yet surely Roosevelt’s public relations successes 
must be weighed against his disdain for con-
stitutional limits and, therefore, his erosion of 
constitutional government itself?

Troy isn’t just concerned with pres-
idents. He’s also concerned with you. 

“Reading this book,” he hopes, “will 
make you better equipped to understand and 
overcome whatever disaster the world might 
throw at us.” His advice in case of disaster 
ranges from the obvious, to the helpful, to the 
impractical and less than helpful. Readers of 
the book, for instance, likely do not need to 
be reminded to wash their hands thoroughly: 

“The standard recommendation is that one 
scrubs long enough to sing the song ‘Happy 
Birthday’ twice.” And “riots,” we are told, “are 
dangerous places”—so best avoid them.

On the more helpful side of the ledger, 
Troy recommends keeping a supply of food 
and water, sufficient to last a few days, along 
with an emergency kit, and to avoid water 
fountains (did you know their spigots have 
more germs than a toilet?). Families, he also 
advises, should discuss before disaster strikes 
where they will meet should they become sep-
arated. Don’t count on cell towers working in 
the event of a major catastrophe.

Less helpfully, he advises growing a gar-
den in the event of a long-term food supply 
disruption. If you’ve read Thomas Hobbes’s 
Leviathan or watched The Walking Dead you 
probably suspect that if the food supply were 
disrupted long enough for you to need your 
suburban garden to survive, property rights 
wouldn’t be widely respected. Far better would 
be to take advantage of your Second Amend-
ment rights now so you can protect that gar-
den when the zombie apocalypse arrives. As 
well, Troy suggests having a generator should 
the power grid go down, which is certainly 
reasonable and within the ability and budget 
of most of us. However, he follows that with 
the suggestion that should the grid go down 
because of an Electromagnetic Pulse, or EMP, 
attack, you would need to have the generator 
enclosed in a Faraday cage. If you’ve got the 
know-how, you can build one yourself, but for 
the “rest of us, purchasing a premade one is 
the way to go.” Maybe I’m underestimating 
Troy’s readers, but I’m not predicting a run 
on Faraday cages anytime soon. Of course, in 
the event of an EMP attack Troy will have the 
last laugh, and we should all try to crash at 
his place. But that points back to the primary 
problem: should there be a successful EMP 
attack is it reasonable to think that others 
will respect your property rights? After all, 

looters didn’t even wait for Hurricane Irma to 
hit Florida before they began liberating shoes 
and televisions from their owners.

Ultimately, Troy’s discussion of these 
worst-case scenarios reminds us of the poten-
tial fragility of today’s society. Shall We Wake 
the President? illustrates how we have increas-
ingly come to rely not on anti-fragile systems 
(defined by risk-analyst Nassim Taleb as ones 
that grow stronger when exposed to stress 
and shocks), but on systems that appear vul-
nerable to fatal collapse, such as our internet 
driven economy and the power grid.

Lurking in the background of this 
book is the question of how constitu-
tional government’s erosion contributes 

to our fragility. Certainly, states at times lack 
the capacity to respond effectively to disasters, 
making the national government’s resources 
indispensable. But our ever-increasing reliance 
on the national government has, as President 
Cleveland predicted, weakened our relation-
ship to our fellow citizens. “Federal aid,” he 
noted when vetoing the drought bill for Texas, 

“encourages the expectation of paternal care 
on the part of the government and weakens 
the sturdiness of our national character, while 
it prevents the indulgence among our people 
of that kindly sentiment and conduct which 
strengthens the bonds of a common brother-
hood.” Anti-fragile systems have redundancies 
built into them. Under our Constitution, fed-
eralism was that redundancy. Had federalism 
not withered under the national government’s 
power, the states’ capacity to counter disasters 
would be more robust. And perhaps our in-
dividual and communal resources would not 
have eroded under the false assumption that 
we can count on the government to save us 
when disaster strikes.

As Tevi Troy is at pains to emphasize, our 
“level of individual preparedness is far from ad-
equate.” Then again, perhaps certain pockets 
of the country might be more resilient than 
we think. The selfless and heroic actions of 
the “Cajun Navy” (based on their pictures I’m 
guessing many of them would qualify as one 
of Hillary Clinton’s “deplorables”) the last two 
years in Louisiana and Texas shows that sturdi-
ness still survives in some of us. They also show 
that the ultimate redundancy is a population 
of prepared citizens. We should all remember 
that, when seconds count, the government is 
always minutes away. And in a disaster, it may 
not arrive at all.

Joshua Dunn is professor of political science at 
the University of Colorado, Colorado Springs, 
where he directs the Center for the Study of Gov-
ernment and the Individual.
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Angle of Descent

One of america’s finest poets, 
Robert Hayden, was born in Detroit 
in 1913. Before his second birthday 

his parents’ marriage broke up, and he was 
raised by a neighbor couple in Black Bottom, 
an impoverished district near the Detroit Riv-
er. Named in colonial times for its dark fertile 
soil, Black Bottom was ethnically mixed at 
the time, with black and white migrants from 
the Deep South crowded into rickety wooden 
houses alongside immigrants from Italy, Po-
land, Russia, and Germany. 

Bullied by other children for his slight stat-
ure and coke-bottle glasses, Hayden might 
not have survived had it not been for his fos-
ter parents—who did their duty by him, de-
spite the bitterness of their lives and what he 
later called “the chronic angers of that house.” 
We know this from his most famous poem, 
“Those Winter Sundays”:

Sundays too my father got up early
And put his clothes on in the blueblack  

 cold,
then with cracked hands that ached
from labor in the weekday weather made
banked fires blaze. No one ever thanked  

 him.

Hayden’s struggles began early and lasted 
long. In 1966, when his poetry was just be-
ginning to attract notice, he said to a gather-
ing of black writers at Fisk University, “Let’s 
quit saying we’re black writers writing to black 
folks—it has been given importance it should 
not have.” This was the heyday of the Black 
Arts Movement, an offshoot of Black Power, 
so Hayden was swiftly denounced as an Uncle 
Tom. Stoic as ever in the face of bullying, he 
replied, “Baby, that’s your problem, not mine.”

Hayden published his fourth book of po-
ems, Angle of Ascent, in 1975. By the time of 

his death in 1980, he had traveled far from 
Black Bottom, which became a racial ghetto 
in the 1930s and ’40s, at the peak of the Great 
Migration, which brought 6 million African 
Americans out of the Jim Crow South. In 
1943 Detroit exploded in black-white vio-
lence. In the 1950s the city’s industries began 
to relocate to the suburbs and rural areas (a 
change that, together with automation, hurt 

by Hitler, Mussolini, and Hirohito. But for 
African Americans seeking a better life, not 
so much.

By the 1940s, huge numbers of recent ar-
rivals—black, white, and immigrant—were 
competing for good jobs and decent housing 
in a metropolis that, despite its boomtown 
reputation, did not have an unlimited supply 
of either. These newcomers were not saints. 
They were human beings, with the usual 
tendencies toward idleness, vice, and crime. 
What happened is easy to see, if you look at it 
with two eyes instead of one. White Detroi-
ters managed to curb those tendencies more 
successfully than their black counterparts, be-
cause the latter’s aspirations ran into a mad-
dening array of obstacles that made Jim Crow 
look simple by comparison.

In his prize-winning book, The Origins 
of the Urban Crisis (1996), native Detroiter 
Thomas J. Sugrue describes in painstaking 
detail how the barriers to black social mobil-
ity were erected and sustained by Detroit’s 
corporate executives, factory managers, em-
ployment services, union leaders, real estate 
brokers, lending institutions, and govern-
ment officials at every level, including the fed-
eral. The few plants that sought to hire and 
promote blacks were immediately subject to 
wildcat strikes by angry whites. One of these 
occurred in June 1943, followed by sporadic 
street fighting between blacks and whites. On 
Sunday, June 20, the city park Belle Isle ex-
ploded in what can only be described as a race 
war. Three days later, when federal troops 
finally restored order, 34 people had been 
killed, including 17 blacks shot by police, and 
675 had been seriously injured.

As for the barriers, they remained. And 
over the next decade their human cost be-
came more and more evident. In 1963, writes 
Sugrue, “crime rates rose precipitously,” and 

black workers the most), and its oldest black 
neighborhoods were leveled for highway con-
struction. In 1967, 50 years ago this summer, 
the city exploded again. If Hayden had writ-
ten an account of this history, he might well 
have titled it Angle of Descent.

Seeking (But Not Finding) a Better Life

Tolstoy wrote that all happy fam-
ilies are the same, but every unhappy 
family is unhappy in its own way. The 

same is true of America’s great cities. Among 
the most racially troubled of our cities, every 
one is racially troubled in its own way. In the 
case of Detroit, the troubles are rooted in its 
meteoric growth as an industrial powerhouse, 
beginning with the automobile in the 1910s 
and peaking during World War II, when its 
mighty factories were repurposed to build 
warplanes, tanks, armored cars, engines of 
all kinds. At that time, Detroit was dubbed 

“the arsenal of democracy.” And so it was—for 
millions of people in countries being ravaged 

Discussed in this essay:

Detroit, directed by Kathryn Bigelow.
Screenplay by Mark Boal.

Annapurna Pictures
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social workers “in the oldest [black] neighbor-
hoods…found alarmingly high rates of juve-
nile delinquency.”

Alarmed by these changes, Detroiters in 
“better-off” areas organized “property owners 
associations” and “neighborhood improve-
ment associations” to (in the words of one 
such group) “protect their investments, to 
control their community,…and to prevent 
the spread of blight.” Sugrue quotes a 1957 
study in which a number of affected families 
explain why they abandoned their old neigh-
borhoods—because those areas were “start-
ing ‘to go down hill’” with delinquency, crime, 
and the general “rowdyism” of “loud, vulgar 
people…who had wild parties and used vul-
gar language.”

To the “woke” anti-racists of 2017, words 
like “blight,” “rowdyism,” “loud,” and “vulgar” 
are “code” (or, if you prefer, “dog-whistles”) 
for entrenched attitudes of racism and white 
supremacy. Such attitudes were definitely at 
work in mid-20th-century Detroit. But so 
were other factors, including the emergence, 
in the ghettos of Detroit and other cities, of 
what is now called “the underclass.” If you 
think that wanting to move away from the 
underclass is pure racism, then consider: the 

“better-off” Detroiters cited in the previous 
paragraph were not white. They were black. 
But they, too, feared the blight.

The Blight

Today the blight has no color. it is 
found in countless cities, suburbs, and 
small towns where Americans of every 

race and ethnicity are tempted by what anoth-
er Detroit writer, Charlie LeDuff, calls “Work 
versus the Hustle.” Describing his coming of 
age in the 1970s in the white working-class 
enclave of Westland, just 12 miles west of De-
troit, LeDuff writes:

Nobody bothered to get educated. My 
sister and brothers…and too many oth-
ers dropped out of high school, yet no-
body went to work in the automobile 
plants…. What our generation failed 
to learn was the nobility of work…. 
The worthiness of the man in the white 
socks who would pull out a picture of 
his grandkids…. And turning away 
from our birthright—our grandfather 
in the white socks—is the thing that 
ruined us.

To the ruination that followed—idleness, 
family breakdown, drug dealing, addiction, 
prostitution, child neglect, crime—LeDuff 
lost a sister, a niece, and several friends.  And 

that was before overdoses from fentanyl, her-
oin, prescription opioids, cocaine, and meth-
amphetamine became the leading cause of 
death for Americans under the age of 50.

This generalized blight forms the backdrop 
to this summer’s commemoration of Detroit’s 
1967 riot/rebellion. (I use both words because 
to use just one is to whistle to one or the other 
side in the dogfight now passing for political 
debate in America.) 

In Detroit itself, major media outlets and 
cultural institutions made a point of reach-
ing out to all citizens, especially those who 
remember 1967. While not exactly a “truth 
and reconciliation” process, these efforts re-
flected the humility and common sense of 
a city that has been through the wars. The 
white mayor, Mike Duggan, was just re-
elected by a population that is 83% black; the 
African-American police chief, James Craig, 
is respected throughout the city; a recent 
poll finds more optimism about race in De-
troit than national polls find in the country 
at large.

At the heart of Detroit’s commemoration 
was the Historical Society’s Oral History 
project, which interviewed hundreds of citi-
zens about those five days in 1967 when 43 
people were killed; 1,189 were injured; 7,200 
arrested; 388 lost their homes; and 2,509 lost 
their businesses and livelihoods. Also inter-
viewed were several of the (uncounted) fire-
fighters, police officers, National Guardsmen, 
U.S. army soldiers, and ordinary citizens who 
risked their lives to contain the destruction, 
not add to it.

Similarly, the Detroit Institute of Arts’s 
Home Movies project uncovered 45 hours of 
footage taken by Detroit residents through-
out 1967. Most of these home movies are not 
about the riot/rebellion, needless to say. But 
the project also acquired rare news footage 
from the local ABC affiliate (the only TV sta-
tion to cover the events). When these uned-
ited films were screened for the public, their 
raw, unfiltered record of daily life made a 
strong impression. As Larry Baranski, direc-
tor of public programs at the Detroit Institute 
of Arts, said to me, “You could feel it. The sto-
ry lost some of its abstraction. This happened 
to real people.”

The New Blaxploitation

Here’s what the city of detroit 
did not do. It did not rip open old 
wounds just to watch them bleed 

afresh. For that, we have Hollywood. In par-
ticular, we have Kathryn Bigelow, a former 
conceptual artist, and Mark Boal, a former 
journalist, whose 2008 movie The Hurt Lock-
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er, about a thrill-seeking U.S. soldier dispos-
ing of bombs in Iraq, won the Oscar for Best 
Director. In 2012 Bigelow and Boal collabo-
rated again on Zero Dark Thirty, about the 
U.S. Special Forces’ operation to assassinate 
Osama bin Laden. On matters of urgency to 
the military, such as the proper disposal of 
explosive ordnance and the limited utility of 
torture, these films were much criticized. But 
on matters of urgency to Hollywood, such as 
box-office receipts and post-theatrical revenue, 
they were much praised.

Buoyed by these successes, Bigelow and 
Boal announced in 2016 that they were mak-
ing their own commemoration of the Detroit 
riot/rebellion. The response of many a pun-
dit was a variation on the old question of 
whether white men can jump: can two white 
filmmakers do justice to the situation of 
black Detroiters during the “long hot sum-
mer” of 1967? In an interview with Variety 
coinciding with the release of Detroit this 
August, Bigelow admitted that she might 
not be “the perfect person to tell this story,” 
but added, “I’m able to tell this story, and it’s 
been 50 years since it’s been told.”

Bigelow was “able to tell this story” in 
large part because the production was bank-
rolled by Annapurna Pictures, a company 
belonging to Megan Ellison, the daughter 
of Larry Ellison, the founder of the Oracle 
Corporation. According to the Hollywood 
Reporter, Annapurna was launched in 2011 
with a $2 billion check from Megan’s dad, 
the fifth-richest person in America. So the 
fact that Detroit has earned back only half 
of its $40 million production budget “will 
neither make nor break Megan.” Be that as 
it may, Detroit has broken Bigelow’s winning 
streak.

In August 1967 the American author John 
Hersey went to Detroit to research a book 
about the riot/rebellion. He ended up focusing 
on a particular incident that occurred on the 
third night: a dozen young people, ten black 
men and two white women, were held captive 
for several hours in a seedy motel called the Al-
giers by a trio of Detroit police, all of whom had 
a history of excessive force against blacks. (The 
ringleader, David Senak, was a 24-year-old vice 
officer who reportedly stripped and humiliated 
the white women for consorting with blacks.) 
Also present were several state troopers and 
National Guardsmen who did nothing to stop 
the abuse. Many facts about that night remain 
unclear, but not the outcome: all twelve cap-
tives were traumatized and beaten; and three 
of the men were shot to death. 

Spectacle, Not Art

Technically, bigelow’s film is not 
based on Hersey’s book, The Algiers 
Motel Incident, because the author’s es-

tate refused to sell the rights. This might have 
been a good reason to choose another story 
(there are plenty). But here we see the real rea-
son why Bigelow is “not the perfect person to 
tell this story.” It is not because she is white. It 
is because she is a creature of Hollywood.

First of all, Bigelow is a truly rare specimen: 
a female director who is not just successful 
but successful in the “action” genre, with its 
essential ingredients of taut suspense, thrill-
ing fight scenes, intense violence, and vivid 
gore. Having mastered these ingredients, she 
was likely drawn to the Algiers Motel incident 
for its potential as a claustrophobic spectacle 
of brutal men toying with terrified, sweating, 
screaming, bleeding victims.

Unfortunately, Detroit prolongs this spec-
tacle to the point where terror gives way to te-
dium. A more compressed version would have 
packed more punch while also allowing the 
characters to develop to the point where the 
audience thinks, “This happened to real people.” 
But Detroit is not a film about real people liv-
ing in a particular place and time. It is a ritual 
reminder of the eternal and unchanging na-
ture of white racism—and as such, it could 
just as well be set in 1867, 1767, 1667, or 1567. 
As the woke folk like to say, “Nothing has 
changed.” 

Bigelow and Boal claim to have done ex-
tensive research into the history of Detroit. 
But if they had really done their homework, 
they would have discovered what the people 
of Detroit already know: many things have 
changed, some for the worse and some for the 
better. Instead of letting Detroit’s unique his-
tory enrich their film, the filmmakers reduce 
the past to a brief opening montage of selected 
paintings from “The Migration Series” by Ja-
cob Lawrence. This is a nice arty touch, as far 
as it goes. But it doesn’t go very far. For one 
thing, the images slip by so fast you will miss 
them if you blink. For another, Lawrence 
completed the series in 1941, a quarter of a 
century before the events depicted in Detroit. 

In researching this review, I came across a 
blog post by a young African-American poet 
named Reginald Dwayne Betts, who had 
this to say about Robert Hayden: “Hayden 
sought less to grant historic black figures 
anything (be it humanity or heroism) and 
more to carve a truth out of words that didn’t 
exist, exactly that way, before they were writ-
ten.” Another word for such truth-carving is 
art. It still survives in Hollywood, but you 
have to hunt for it. 
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At Sea

Moving steadily across the north atlantic at the 
beginning of September, where west of 40 degrees longi-
tude the water is warm enough for swimming and the sea 

is smooth, Cunard’s Queen Mary 2 carries some 3,000 Americans, 
Filipinos, Britons, Germans, Russians, Eastern Europeans, and Jap-
anese. Unlike in previous times, none of these groups is engaged in a 
death struggle with another. The passengers’ average age seems quite 
north of 70—men and women for whom dressing for dinner in tux-
edos or gowns, as we do on this voyage, is not as strange as it might 
be for their grandchildren.

Exactly half a century ago, though it feels like yesterday, I was a 
20-year-old deck hand on a British collier plying the same sea lanes. 
And only half a century before that, the Great War was raging, the 
fact of which—along with Cunard’s hints of Downton Abbey, and 
because half-centuries have for me lost their mystery—puts me in 
mind of the years before the war, which unfortunately have much in 
common with the present. Europe then was divided into the multi-
plicity of states and ethnic redoubts into which now, despite efforts 
to subjugate language, culture, history, and sovereignty to econom-
ics, it is reverting. Not only nations are reasserting their autonomy, 
but Catalans, Basques, Lombards, Scots, Welsh, Flemings, Bosnians, 
Kosovars, Corsicans, et al. Once again, an unstable Russian regime, 
smarting not from Japanese victory but its own internal collapse, 
looms to the east, backing ethnic irredentists in the Ukraine and the 
Baltic republics. Russia cannot but note, as once did Germany in two 
world wars, the lack of British (and now American) ground strength 
on the continent. And it looks on as a pacifistic, divided, ill-armed 
Europe is distracted and consumed by the invasion of an openly hos-
tile culture and the rise of extremist politics.

Just as in the first years of the last century, a new power in Asia has 
risen with extraordinary rapidity, and, given distances in the Pacific, 
achieved near-regional parity (at least) with the United States, which 
retains a weakening fleet in close proximity to China as once it main-
tained the outmoded China Station proximate to Japan. And in a most 
malignant and inflammatory analogy to the rise of China, an unhinged 
North Korea presents a more immediate threat and conundrum.

Prior to the Great War, the rest of the world was a complex colo-
nial board game with wagers guaranteed by threats of war in Europe. 
Then, we had Fashoda, and the Algeciras Conference, and now we 
have close encounters in Syria and the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action. One can hope that, as in the Cold War, proxy wars and ma-
neuvers in the Third World do not spread to the First; but the Third 

World now includes many unstable, influential, and, in several cases, 
nuclear-armed (or soon-to-be) states run by fanatics and lunatics 
working like beavers on warheads and ICBMs.

At the 20th century’s beginnings, europe’s long peace 
since the Congress of Vienna was fractured by the fast, dis-
ruptive changes of new times, an effect now applicable to the 

whole world after the long peace following the Second World War. 
Tsar, kaiser, and Japanese emperor needed little democratic consent, 
and the leaders of democracies, deeper in intellect, probity, and ex-
perience than their counterparts today, still were not even vaguely 
capable of riding the tiger.

Unlike then, the United States is now the cornerstone of the in-
ternational system. Its formerly sober and properly resourced defense 
policies, and its formerly defense-oriented political party, have been 
seized by a president unmindful of, and inattentive to, the disconnect 
between bold and—in other, more favorable contexts—necessary 
statements, and the ability to back them up. More importantly, he 
appears to be totally, if innocently, unaware of the spreading and un-
foreseen consequences that war always brings. Certainly, he is unlike 
his predecessor, who surrendered on nearly every foreign front and 
brought comfort to nearly every foreign enemy. But he fails to un-
derstand that war, and more importantly, deterrence, require prepa-
ration and reserves in surplus and in spades. Now as then we have 
the rise of vengeful powers that look past one another, fundamental 
conflicts that easily overwhelm diplomacy, and no single nation suf-
ficiently over-preponderant to discipline the disorder.

Perhaps, like the generations that stumbled into the Great War, 
we will stumble into the next. They were surprised and the world was 
changed forever by the effects of weaponry that—never employed on 
a mass scale—had increased in lethality by an order of magnitude. 
And if by deficiencies of culture, caution, and understanding we 
blunder as they did, we are likely to face the effects of weaponry that 
will have increased by multiple orders of magnitude.

As depressing as are historical analogies and current analysis, they 
are reinforced by something that eludes them both and yet is present 
and perceptible even on a luxurious ship in the middle of a tranquil 
ocean. That is, plain feeling, the subconscious sorting of uncountable 
facts, lessons, and impressions. And it does not feel right.

For the moment the sea is calm between the two continents, the 
light suppressed and defused by persistent haze. But it seems un-
naturally so, like the charged dusk before a storm.
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us today. He accurately predicted the re-emergence of militant Islam 
and its violent aggression against Western civilization.

“Heresy is a perennial problem. ‘All men desire to know’, said Aris-
totle, but many are incapable of knowing well or of thinking clearly. 
The result is religious error. To deal with it, we must learn its origin 
and history. There seldom has been a better teacher than Belloc.”

— Karl Keating, from the Foreword;
Author, Catholicism and Fundamentalism
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author of Winter’s Tale and A Soldier of the Great War

The OverlOOk Press WWW.OverlOOkPress.cOm

In a magnificent battle both temporal and spiritual, a French survivor of 
the Holocaust reconciles his past with the tumult of present-day Paris

Present
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Praise for Mark Helprin 

“The last epic novelist . . . he takes the long view.” 
—Esquire

“Mark Helprin writes with ease and sureness . . . 
with a compassionate understanding and a clean, 
lucid prose . . . that is all too rare in our fiction.”  
—The New York Times Book Review

“Helprin is splendid, a major talent.” 
—Los Angeles Times Book Review 

“Constant brilliance . . . rarely less than  
breathtaking.” —The Boston Globe 

Advance Praise for  
Paris in the Present Tense 

“A masterpiece filled with compassion and  
humanity.” —Kirkus (starred review) 

“The fluidity of Helprin’s prose . . . makes this 
novel of ideas so utterly captivating.”  
—Booklist (starred review)
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