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from the editor’s desk

Among the Never Trumpers
by Charles R. Kesler

As a teenager in 1941, william f. buckley, jr., heard his 
father and Albert Jay Nock, the eloquent libertarian essayist 
who was a family friend, discuss politicians’ endemic failings. 

William Sr., his son later recalled, expressed regret for suspending his 
boycott of the voting booth to cast a ballot for the 1940 Republican 
presidential nominee. Wendell Willkie, the father asserted, had turned 
out to be a “mountebank.”

“They are all mountebanks,” Nock replied, which made an impres-
sion on his young listener. “It was about that time that I began reading 
Albert Jay Nock.”

It was also about that time that the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. 
One can carry disdain for politicians too far, as Bill admitted during 
the Cold War when he found reasons to admire Ronald Reagan. But 
suspicion, usually good-humored, of politicians as a guild of snake-oil 
salesmen used to be part of conservative—indeed American—anti-
statism. It still is among many voters, but not so much among the Never 
Trumpers.

From the moment Donald Trump declared his presidential can-
didacy in June 2015, American progressives and conservative Never 
Trumpers have poured vituperation on him. The effect is less muck-
racking than muck curating, however, as growing invective has yielded 
diminishing insight. 

Trump’s vices, real and alleged, have been chronicled more assidu-
ously than Nero’s or Caligula’s. In the Weekly Standard Matt Labash 
called Michael Wolff’s Fire and Fury: Inside the Trump White House, 

“the book that ate Washington.” If so, it was an act of cannibalism. The 
same journal’s editors, reviewing Trump’s first year in office (in the Jan. 
29, 2018 issue), concluded that he was “a serial liar,” “a singularly dis-
honest figure,” an egomaniac who can’t help boasting that his nuclear 
button is “bigger” than Kim Jong-un’s (or do his small hands just make 
it look bigger?), a policy ignoramus, an ingrate, an adulterer, a president 
distinguished by the “sheer volume” of his “crazy statements and ac-
tions.” Their list is not so different from Wolff’s.

Still, we can observe changes in the corpus of Trump criticism, one 
on the Left and another on the Right. 

Updating It Can’t Happen Here (1935), by Sinclair Lewis, Andrew 
Sullivan pioneered the Left’s interpretation of Trump as a proto-tyrant. 
In a long, interesting New York magazine piece in May 2016, Sullivan 
dusted off his graduate school notes on Plato’s description (in the Repub-

lic, Book VIII) of the best regime’s degeneration into extreme democ-
racy and, finally, tyranny. Sullivan saw America, a country that “has 
never been so ripe for tyranny,” following the same path, with Trump 
as the upper-class traitor rallying the envious, frustrated masses against 
the political establishment in order to make himself ruler. 

Sullivan is sounding a different alarm these days. the 
danger Trump presents is not fascism—he is too scatter-brained 
for that—but incompetence and buffoonery. By January 2018, in 

the same magazine, he was seconding Wolff’s warning of the White 
House’s “chaos and dysfunction” and comparing the President to a 
drunk driver lucky enough not to have crashed…yet. From Mussolini 
to Teddy Kennedy in 18 months—I suppose that’s progress.

As for the Right’s reassessments, every conservative publication 
has been forced to admit, however grudgingly, that President Trump 
had significant accomplishments in his first year. The Weekly Standard 
called his record “reasonably impressive.” But this bombshell appears 
alongside their default position: “Trump’s character and temperament 
made him unfit for office.” How to reconcile these? 

Partly through wishful counterfactuals. “[S]imilar ends,” the edi-
tors assure us, “would have come from almost any Republican president 
given a Republican Congress.” Really? That seems far from inevitable. 
More importantly, one must first become president to be a good or bad 
one. We know that Trump won the presidency by carrying states that 
had eluded Republican presidential nominees since the 1980s. It is not 
only uncertain but unlikely that a more conventional politician would 
have duplicated this success against Hillary Clinton.

The other part of the Standard ’s answer is better by virtue of be-
ing empirical and comparative: Trump’s administration will be a mix 
of good and bad, and citizens should keep an accounting. The editors 
seem to reckon that the harm President Trump has done in his first year 
outweighs the benefit, but do not positively assert it. I think they are 
very wrong, but at least they are now using double-entry bookkeeping, 
which makes meaningful disagreements possible.

There is always enough mountebankery to go around. The Never 
Trumpers’ violent aversion to the 45th president has been the flip side of 
a somewhat credulous adherence to the Bush dynasty and its McCain 
and Romney branches. Perhaps the search for mountebanks should, 
like charity, begin at home.
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After the Pervalanche
Essay by William Voegeli

Claremont review of books
Volume XVIII , Number 1 , Winter 2018

ing unexpected. Feminists, poised to celebrate 
the election of America’s first female president, 
found Trump’s victory shocking in the further 
sense of being a mortification. Even public 
awareness of his crude boasts did not doom his 
candidacy. “For feminists,” the Nation’s Katha 
Pollitt wrote, “Trump’s triumph is yet more 
proof that there is no penalty for misogyny and 
that the least qualified man can beat the most 
qualified woman.” Pollitt quoted Michelle 
Goldberg, now a New York Times columnist: 

“Living under this president as a woman is so 
f---ing degrading. It’s an insult that I’m basi-
cally aware of every waking moment; it poi-
sons every day.”

Through her despair, Goldberg has been 
prominent among liberal writers trying to 
determine why Democrats have not gained 
a clear advantage over Republicans on the 
question of sexual harassment. In November 
2017, MSNBC’s Christopher Hayes tweeted, 

“As gross and cynical and hypocritical as the 
right’s ‘what about Bill Clinton’ stuff is, it’s 
also true that Democrats and the center left 
are overdue for a real reckoning with the al-
legations against him.” A conclusion might be 
valid, it seems, but those of the wrong politi-
cal persuasion have no standing to say so.

Goldberg’s efforts to have things both ways 
have been more ambitious. She took up Hayes’s 
challenge in a Times column, “I Believe Juani-
ta”—Juanita Broaddrick, that is, who claims 
Bill Clinton raped her in 1978, when she was 
doing volunteer work in his first gubernato-
rial campaign. Finding Broaddrick’s allegation 
credible, Goldberg says that “Bill Clinton no 
longer has a place in decent society.” 

Of course, if the 2016 election had turned 
out as Goldberg hoped, Clinton would have 
had an extremely prominent place: an ex-

as “improper sexual conduct.” The Perva-
lanche even swept away one woman’s career, 
a Kansas Democrat who abandoned a race 
for Congress despite insisting that “false al-
legations” about harassing a male subordinate 
were “disgraceful.”

What the Post article wants us to rethink, 
specifically, is sexual morality. Columnist 
Christine Emba contends that the #MeToo 
movement shows the need for “a clearer, more 
boundaried sexual ethic.” Having one, she 
believes, would improve upon the current dis-
pensation, vague and unboundaried, wherein 
sex is “ just recreation” and consent is “the only 
moral sensibility we need respect.”

A Real Reckoning

To devise new sexual ethics is a 
formidable task, not least because so 
much of the nation’s attention is pres-

ently absorbed by sexual politics. #MeToo’s 
setting is the Donald Trump presidency. 
Nearly one year to the day before the Times 
published its Weinstein story, the Washing-
ton Post reported on the 2005 Access Holly-
wood videotape, recorded without Trump’s 
knowledge, in which he boasted graphically 
about taking advantage of a celebrity’s sexual 
opportunities. Several prominent Repub-
licans called for him to withdraw from the 
race in the days after the tape became pub-
lic. Speaker of the House Paul Ryan stated 
that he would no longer support or defend 
Trump’s candidacy, and that Republican 
House candidates should feel free to use 
their own judgment about whether to sup-
port the party’s presidential nominee. 

And yet, Trump won. For most Americans, 
his victory was shocking, in the sense of be-

“Let’s rethink sex,” read the wash-
ington Post headline, an ominous sign 
that each and every one of us will 

pay for Harvey Weinstein’s sins. Weinstein, 
of course, is the Hollywood producer who 
became notorious, thanks to the New York 
Times and the New Yorker, for using his show-
business power to sexually harass, assault, in-
timidate, and then silence women. As of this 
writing, 82 have made accusations. Weinstein 
maintains that he never engaged in “non-
consensual sex,” but issued a statement after 
the Times story appeared. “I appreciate the 
way I’ve behaved with colleagues in the past 
has caused a lot of pain, and I sincerely apolo-
gize for it,” it said. “I cannot be more remorse-
ful about the people I hurt and I plan to do 
right by all of them.”

The Weinstein story, which broke in early 
October 2017, triggered a social phenom-
enon, the #MeToo campaign. Women (and 
some men) complained, particularly on social 
media, of sexual misconduct by other male-
factors—many of whom the accusers named, 
some of whom were famous. On Twitter, the 
cascade of allegations came to be known as 

“The Pervalanche.” Within weeks it buried the 
careers and reputations of Louis C.K., John 
Conyers, Al Franken, Mark Halperin, Garri-
son Keillor, Alex Kozinski, Matt Lauer, Roy 
Moore, Charlie Rose, Kevin Spacey, and Leon 
Wieseltier.

The less prominent men affected include 
ones at the publications that first outed Wein-
stein. The Times suspended reporter Glenn 
Thrush in November for his “history of bad 
judgment around young women journalists,” 
in the words of a Vox.com article. In Decem-
ber, the New Yorker fired political reporter 
Ryan Lizza for what the publisher described 
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president returning to the White House as 
the new president’s First Spouse. She laments, 
however, that Clinton’s conduct toward wom-
en was “weaponized” against his wife, and 
insists that “it’s not simply partisan tribalism 
that led liberals” to regard the accusations 
against him skeptically or even dismissively. 
During the 2016 campaign, when writing for 
Slate, Goldberg had tried more forcefully to 
inoculate Hillary Clinton from her husband’s 
bad reputation, calling it “grotesque to blame 
Hillary for the way Bill’s staff managed the 
crises brought on by his priapic indiscipline.” 
The worst Goldberg could bring herself to say 
of Mrs. Clinton is that she was “a betrayed 
woman who nevertheless fought to salvage a 
marriage and political project she believed in. 
Perhaps she shouldn’t have.”

Liberal Tribalism

The problem with this formula-
tion is that it has been unclear since 
they became globally famous 26 years 

ago whether Hillary and Bill Clinton’s union 
is primarily a marriage or primarily a politi-
cal project. Suspicions that it’s the latter make 
it difficult to believe the portrayal of Hillary 
Clinton as a loyal, trusting, credulous wife. 
That interpretation, moreover, cannot be rec-
onciled with the idea, shared by most Hillary 
supporters, that she has distinguished herself 
for decades as a tough, shrewd politician.

Nor does putting the blame on “Bill’s staff” 
exonerate Hillary. The staff included James 
Carville, who dismissed one Bill Clinton ac-
cuser with the words, “If you drag a hundred-
dollar bill through a trailer park, you never 
know what you’ll find.” Another member was 
Sydney Blumenthal. According to the late 
Christopher Hitchens, Blumenthal was busy 
throughout 1998, the year Monica Lewinsky 
became famous, spreading the White House 
party line that the young woman was no con-
cubine, just a stalker and a loon. I can find no 
evidence that Hillary Clinton has ever pub-
licly repudiated Carville or his trailer-park 
comment. As for Blumenthal, he was on the 
staff of her 2008 presidential campaign, af-
ter which she tried to get him appointed to 
a State Department position in 2009. When 
the White House rejected any formal role for 
the Clinton operative who had been especially 
aggressive in attacking Barack Obama during 
the 2008 primaries, Blumenthal went to work 
for the Clinton Foundation, and gave Secre-
tary Clinton advice informally. 

Perhaps, as Goldberg might say, Hillary 
Clinton shouldn’t have tolerated staffers whose 
management of her husband’s scandals was so 
aggressive and sexist. But she did, which went a 
long way to weaponizing Bill Clinton’s priapic 
indiscipline against her own presidential am-

bitions, and a long way to defusing the Access 
Hollywood bombshell. Many voters, including 
the 41% of all women and 52% of white women 
who voted for Trump, seem to have concluded 
that liberal tribalism explained enough of the 
denunciations of Trump and equivocations 
about the Clintons for the whole question of 
sexual misconduct to be a wash.

Rumors persist that Chelsea Clinton will, in 
due course, seek public office. In the meantime, 
the post-Weinstein Pervalanche finds the Clin-
ton political project on hiatus, a circumstance 
that both necessitates and facilitates the reck-
oning Hayes called for. Now that liberals’ tribal 
loyalties no longer encompass any Clinton po-
litical campaign, some are suggesting that de-
Clintonization is the better part of valor. Dem-
ocrat Kirsten Gillibrand of New York, Hillary 
Clinton’s successor in the U.S. Senate, said that 
President Clinton should have resigned after 
his affair with an intern came to light, a posi-

mistreated Ms. Lewinsky. When the story 
broke, the New Yorker’s Larissa MacFar-
quhar wrote that “it would be a rare young 
woman who could resist…a chance to sleep 
with a man who is (a) the President and (b) 
a babe.” If we start with the premise that 

“there’s something intrinsically dubious 
about sex between people who have different 
amounts of power,” MacFarquhar warned, 
we might wind up with “the proscription of 
sex altogether.”

Two weeks later, New Yorker editor Tina 
Brown’s account of a White House state din-
ner made her sound like a stalker:

Now see your President, tall and ab-
surdly debonair, as he dances with a 
radiant blonde, his wife…. Forget the 
dog-in-the-manger, down-in-the-mouth 
neo-puritanism of the op-ed tumbrel 
drivers, and see him instead as his 
guests do: a man in a dinner jacket with 
more heat than any star in the room (or, 
for that matter, at the multiplex).

Leading feminists were—at the time, when 
it counted—equally resourceful at dismissing 
the Lewinsky controversy. Susan Faludi, au-
thor of Backlash: The Undeclared War Against 
American Women (1991), disparaged Lewinsky 
as someone “sleeping her way to the bottom of 
the Revlon empire.” (Before stories about her 
relationship with the president were published, 
Clinton ally Vernon Jordan had arranged for 
Lewinsky to get a job interview with that com-
pany.) Roiphe said that if not for the horrible 
publicity and scandal—the fault of Clinton’s 
enemies rather than Clinton—the affair would 
have been a memory that Lewinsky “would 
treasure…for the rest of her life as a special 
thing that had happened to her in her early 20s.”

The most prominent feminist was one 
of the president’s most unyielding defend-
ers. President Clinton, having resisted the 
Religious Right and appointed Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg to the Supreme Court, was wom-
en’s “most crucial champion” and “vital” to 

“preserving reproductive freedom,” in Gloria 
Steinem’s words. Of course, “if Clinton had 
raped women, beaten up Hillary—real pri-
vate sins would not be forgiven, no matter 
what the value of the public behavior.”

Yet Steinem has never retracted or modi-
fied this opinion, even as others, such as Mich-
elle Goldberg, have concluded that Clinton 
behaved despicably. Paula Jones, for example, 
alleged that when she was an Arkansas state 
employee in 1991, Governor Clinton sum-
moned her to his hotel room, exposed himself 
to her, and asked her to perform oral sex. This 
sounds like the sort of episode that explains 
why there is a women’s movement. Yet accord-
ing to Steinem, the crucial exculpating factor 

Liberalism's
sanctimony-industrial 
complex instructs all 

Americans how to act, speak, 
think, and feel, but very 
different rules prevailed 

behind the walls.

tion she subsequently qualified. New Yorker 
editor David Remnick thought it a good thing 
that “many have come to reconsider some of 
the claims against” the former president. One 
of his writers, Amy Davidson Sorkin, went so 
far as to say that Clinton’s prominence in his 
wife’s 2016 campaign cost her the election by 
cancelling Trump’s biggest liability. “As hard as 
it is to hear,” Sorkin writes, “particularly given 
the historic nature of Clinton’s candidacy and 
her laudable record on everything from climate 
change to children’s health, her nomination 
compromised the Democratic Party.”

The compromises started long before 2016, 
however. The fitfully emerging liberal con-
sensus, after Weinstein, is that Bill Clinton’s 
affair with Monica Lewinsky, albeit consen-
sual, “was textbook sexual harassment of a 
subordinate,” the kind of thing that would 
now get any manager fired. But that’s not how 
the situation looked 20 years ago. “It will be a 
great pity if the Democratic Party is damaged” 
by the Lewinsky story, feminist writer Anne 
Roiphe said at the time. 

The resulting damage-control required 
scoffing at the idea that the president had 
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in Jones’s account is that when she declined 
the governor’s thoughtful invitation, Clinton 
let the matter drop, so to speak. Since he took 

“no” for an answer, Steinem wants the court of 
public opinion to accept a plea bargain: Clin-
ton did not harass or demean Jones. He “ just 
seems to have made a clumsy sexual pass,” she 
wrote in the New York Times in 1998.

Political Imperative

The post-weinstein reckoning with 
the allegations against Bill Clinton has 
created a generational divide among lib-

erals. Those too young to have been combatants 
in the 1990s are inclined to criticize the former 
president. Goldberg was born in 1975, for ex-
ample, and Hayes in 1979. In the course of ar-
guing that Clinton should have been forced to 
resign the presidency “in disgrace under pres-
sure from his own party,” 
Vox.com’s Matthew Ygle-
sias makes a point of not-
ing that he was still a high 
school student in 1998. 

Though born in 1972, 
Jonathan Chait became a 
staff writer for the New 
Republic in 1995. He feels 
now, as he did in 1998, 
that the Republican effort 
to impeach Clinton was a 
travesty, and no reassess-
ment of Clinton’s charac-
ter justifies any other con-
clusion about the GOP’s 

“procedural extremism.” 
Michael Tomasky, born 
in 1960, goes further: 
Clinton was right to re-
sist both impeachment 
and calls to resign. The 
idea that he should have 
resigned was “insane” at 
the time, since conservatives wanted to “nullify 
a presidential election” on the basis of a “con-
sensual adult relationship.” And it’s insane now, 
since conservatives are determined “to smear 
and discredit both Clintons” as “part of a larger 
effort to discredit the whole project of progres-
sive governance.”

On that point, the paramount importance of 
progressivism and the derivative importance of 
every other consideration, all discussants of all 
ages agree. Tomasky does criticize Clinton for 
the Lewinsky scandal, but entirely on the basis 
of this political imperative: the president’s con-
sensual relationship was “unfathomably irre-
sponsible” because, knowing his enemies’ ruth-
less determination, Clinton must have realized 
that “reckless behavior on his part could im-
peril not just his presidency, but…potentially, 
Democratic and progressive politics for years.” 

By the same token, Yglesias observes that once 
Hillary Clinton began her New York senato-
rial campaign in 2000, “she immediately be-
came America’s presumptive first woman presi-
dent, creating a kind of reputational vortex that 
shielded her husband’s behavior from scrutiny” 
by “people in leading positions in American 
progressive politics.” He parts company with 
Tomasky about the current situation only in 
making a different tactical calculation. “Now 
that Hillary is out of electoral politics…there’s 
no excuse for Democrats not to look back on 
these events with more objectivity.”

The question of how best to protect and 
advance progressivism is harder when it con-
cerns politicians who still have careers, and 
might have futures. Michelle Goldberg wrote 
two anguished Times articles after a woman 
publicly accused Democratic senator Al 
Franken of Minnesota of sexual misconduct. 

“[T]orn by competing impulses,” such as “to 
see sexual harassment finally taken seriously” 
without “participating in a sex panic,” Gold-
berg argued for and against the necessity of 
forcing Franken from the Senate. 

Franken himself was conflicted. He re-
sponded to the first accusation by calling for 
a Senate Ethics Committee investigation, 
then resigned weeks later after several more 
accusers came forward, without waiting for 
the committee to consider any evidence. In 
his speech to the Senate, Franken said he was 

“confident” that the Ethics Committee would 
have exonerated him, inasmuch as some of the 
allegations “are simply not true” and “others I 
remember very differently.” (He implicitly de-
nies, by not listing it, the existence of a third 
category: accusations that were essentially 
accurate.) Nonetheless, Franken ultimately 

resigned because, he explained, it would have 
been impossible to discharge his senatorial 
duties while defending himself before the 
committee. 

The question of whether the progressive 
cause required sacrificing Franken’s career was 
so tortured that the debate continued even af-
ter his resignation speech. On the one hand, 
Minnesota’s Democratic governor would ap-
point Franken’s successor, which meant that 
the number of Senate Democrats would stay 
the same. To cite this fact, as several colum-
nists did, strongly suggests that liberals would 
have assessed Franken’s situation differently 
if his resignation had flipped a Senate seat to 
the GOP. On the other hand, the urgency of 
pressing Franken to resign was that his pres-
ence would complicate Democratic attacks 
on Roy Moore, the Republican who had been 
expected to win an Alabama Senate seat in a 

special election, despite 
sexual misconduct ac-
cusations against him, 
some involving teenage 
girls. It was imperative 
for Franken to resign 
immediately, said Slate’s 
Mark Joseph Stern, be-
cause “Democrats’ cred-
ibility on sexual harass-
ment is at stake.” Five 
days after Franken an-
nounced his resignation, 
however, Moore lost to 
Doug Jones, the first Al-
abama Democrat to win 
a U.S. Senate election 
since 1992. Democrats 
immediately began won-
dering if there was a way 
to keep their credibility 
on sexual harassment 
and keep Senator Fran-
ken. Some Democratic 

senators who called for his resignation sub-
sequently expressed regret for having done so.

The Eternal 1960s

Bill clinton got the benefit of the 
doubt from liberals, which Franken did 
not, because 1998’s political calculations 

yielded a different result than 2017’s. But more 
fundamental questions were in play. The ada-
mant defense of Clinton cannot be explained in 
terms of his being irreplaceable. Had he been 
forced to resign, he would have been succeeded 
by Vice President Al Gore, who was equally 
committed to the liberal cause.

The insistence that Clinton must not be ca-
shiered or even criticized too strongly became 
entwined with a bigger task, defending the sex-
ual revolution. The result was furious disdain 
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for the reactionaries attacking Clinton. They 
wanted, his defenders alleged, to restore pre-
1960s sexual mores. David Frum wrote a few 
weeks after Monica Lewinsky became famous 
that at the heart of the scandal and debate was 

“the central dogma of the baby boomers: the 
belief that sex, so long as it’s consensual, ought 
never to be subject to moral scrutiny at all.” 
Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky was no 
big deal, his defenders said at the time. But the 
fact that they said it so often and insistently 
meant that it was a very big deal that consen-
sual sex be regarded as no big deal.

Clinton’s victory against independent coun-
sel Ken Starr and congressional Republicans, 
which allowed him to serve out his second term, 
and his wife to be regarded as a president-in-
waiting for the ensuing 16 years, also marked 
the last gasp of the anti-’60s sexual counter-
revolution. It is unthinkable, Frum said in the 
aftermath of the Lewin-
sky scandal, that liberals 
would have shrugged at 
the strong evidence that 
Clinton had committed 
perjury and obstruction 
of justice for any other 
purpose, such as con-
cealing racist remarks or 
cheating on his taxes. But 
in 1998, “when the test 
came, a very great many 
American liberals decided 
that the president’s right 
to pursue sexual pleasure 
without interference mat-
tered more to them than 
his obligation to uphold 
the rule of law.”

The feminists of our 
day have good reason to 
reconsider the bargain 
feminists made 20 years 
ago in order to save Clin-
ton and vindicate the sexual revolution. Like 
every deal with the devil, the necessary con-
cessions never stopped and always increased. 

“I came of age in the 60’s and 70’s,” began Har-
vey Weinstein’s statement, “when all the rules 
about behavior and workplaces were different. 
That was the culture then.” 

And so it was. The “post-Harvey Weinstein 
purge of sexual harassers has been largely con-
fined to liberal-leaning fields like Hollywood, 
media and the Democratic Party,” Michelle 
Goldberg wrote. The reason is that feminists 

“know they can’t expect accountability from 
Republicans, but they’ve forced it from people 
who claim to share their ideals.” 

Perhaps, but the discovery of brazen, per-
vasive hypocrisy always compels attention. 
The effort to keep the 1960s alive forever was 
a central concern of Hollywood, the media, 

and the Democratic Party, the interconnect-
ed power sources that, along with academia, 
make liberalism’s sanctimony-industrial com-
plex function. Since the complex uses its cul-
tural influence to instruct all Americans how 
to act, speak, think, and feel, it is of more than 
passing interest to learn that a very different 
set of rules prevailed behind the walls. Wein-
stein was one of the most powerful figures in 
Hollywood, his “misconduct” so well known 
that even a college student from Vermont 
seeking to become a film actress had heard 
rumors warning about him, according to the 
New Yorker. Yet such politically active stars as 
George Clooney and Meryl Streep, who had 
worked with Weinstein and spent decades in 
Hollywood, drew on their formidable acting 
skills to play the roles of naïfs, shocked and 
appalled, who had no idea that the producer 
who advanced their careers and reputations 

was a less bashful Caligula. Streep referred 
to Weinstein as “God” in her 2012 Golden 
Globe awards speech.

Since journalists are supposed to be in the 
business of facts, not fantasies, the media’s 
record is even more pathetic. It acted as the 
tribune of high standards while functioning 
as if exempt from all standards. Mark Hal-
perin was prominent and powerful, but also a 
journalist whose lewd, aggressive treatment of 
women was an “open secret,” according to the 
Daily Beast. Like Weinstein, he had the abil-
ity to advance or impede careers in his indus-
try, a fact people kept in mind when deciding 
whether to speak up or stay silent. “Everybody 
knew,” one journalist told the Daily Beast (off 
the record). “I’d been warning young women 
reporters about Mark for a long time.” In 
short, “The ‘open secret’ was open to the insid-

ers, but secret to the public,” in the words of 
columnist Glenn Harlan Reynolds. Ultimate-
ly, Reynolds concludes, “the political press, for 
all its posturing about fearless truth-telling, 
in practice acts more like an NFL team with a 
felonious wide receiver, or a corporation with 
a handsy CEO: More interested in avoiding 
bad publicity than in telling us the truth.”

The Pervalanche, then, has made clear that 
the leniency liberals afforded Bill Clinton was 
no one-time response to the exigencies of the 
1990s. Many big shots, whose words, works, 
reputations, and money served the progressive 
project, enjoyed similar droit du seigneur privi-
leges. In Hollywood, “everybody knew” it was 
grotesque for Harvey Weinstein’s company to 
distribute the 2015 documentary The Hunting 
Ground, which deplored an alleged “epidemic” 
of sexual assault on college campuses. But no 
one privy to the open secret about Weinstein 

thought the incongru-
ity worth mentioning. 

“Everybody knew” that 
Mark Halperin was not 
the ideal moral arbiter to 
pronounce Todd Akin’s 
remark about “legitimate 
rape” to be “outrageous” 
and deserving to be “de-
nounced by all.” After all, 
Halperin said, “Sexual 
assault is a serious mat-
ter.” But the larger cause 
in 2012 was to save a 
Democratic Senate seat, 
which required keeping 
Halperin’s open secret 
secret. 

Liberalism’s moral 
authority deserves to 
suffer the same deep, 
lasting damage from 
the Pervalanche that the 
Catholic Church’s did 

from the pedophile priest scandal. Growing 
numbers of liberals seem to realize that they 
cannot credibly use sexual harassment against 
conservatives without applying stern stan-
dards to the venues in American life they al-
ready control. Of course, they resumed play-
ing offense as quickly as possible. Al Franken 
had barely finished his resignation speech 
before Democratic senators began calling 
on President Trump to resign because of al-
legations against him. Liberals’ qualms about 
nullifying a presidential election are not what 
they were in 1998, or even in October 2016.

Affirmative Consent

Treating democrats’ problems with 
sexual misconduct as a settled matter 
in order to pivot to attacking Repub-

Leann Tweeden/KABC
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licans is not going to be so simple, however. 
Even as the defense of Bill Clinton 20 years 
ago entailed a defense of the sexual revolution, 
the post-Weinstein defenestration of Clinton 
has led to a reconsideration of it. Specifically, 
a decades-old intra-feminist debate—be-
tween those who are “sex positive” and those 
who are, we might say, “sex skeptical,” treat-
ing heterosexual sex as inherently threaten-
ing to women’s well-being—has moved from 
obscure journals to the center of political and 
moral debates.

The #MeToo movement has given more 
power and prominence to the sex skeptics, 
the “Too” having been interpreted expan-
sively. Women have accused various men of 
sexual assault, but also of: sending “creepy” 
text messages, “especially when drunk”; 

“flirting”; having “inappropriate conversa-
tion” and being “in general a huge disgusting 
sleaze ball.” Senator Gillibrand says, “I think 
when we start having to talk about the dif-
ferences between sexual assault and sexual 
harassment and unwanted groping, you are 
having the wrong conversation.” In the right 
conversation, “You need to draw a line in the 
sand and say: None of it is OK. None of it is 
acceptable.”

The idea that rape is simply the outermost 
location on the continuum of male sexual de-
sire and assertion lends itself to interpreting 
all male sexual deeds as forms of rape and 
manifestations of our “rape culture.” This was 
the view of the radical feminist Andrea Dwor-
kin, who wrote in 1976, “I think that men will 
have to give up their precious erections.” And 
it’s the view of columnist Emily Lindin, who 
wrote dismissively in 2017 about false accusa-
tions of sexual harassment: “If some innocent 
men’s reputations have to take a hit in the pro-
cess of undoing the patriarchy, that is a price I 
am absolutely willing to pay.”

The proposition that male sexuality is brutal 
until proven benign has informed the campus 
crusade against sexual assault. Antioch Col-
lege became a laughingstock in 1993 because of 
its Sexual Offense Prevention Policy, authored 
by the campus group Womyn of Antioch. The 
policy stated that “consent must be obtained 
each and every time there is sexual activity,” 
and that, “Each new level of sexual activity re-
quires consent.” A Saturday Night Live skit por-
trayed a fraternity member mystified by the 
policy, while a woman majoring in Victimiza-
tion Studies understood it perfectly.

But the Womyn of Antioch are having 
the last laugh. California and New York have 
passed laws making a college’s receipt of state 
aid contingent on adopting affirmative con-
sent policies. Other states are considering 
similar bills. Vox.com’s Ezra Klein welcomed 
the California law because men at college 

“need to feel a cold spike of fear when they be-
gin a sexual encounter.”

The California version states, “Affirmative 
consent must be ongoing throughout a sexual 
activity and can be revoked at any time.” The 
New York standards specify that consent given 
by a person under the influence of drugs or al-
cohol does not count, even though being intoxi-
cated does not excuse the person initiating the 
sexual activity. Furthermore, sobriety is merely 
necessary, not sufficient, to validate consent. 

“No” means “no” under affirmative consent, but 
“yes” doesn’t always mean “yes.” The coercion 
that nullifies consent, according to one advi-
sor cited by Ms. magazine, encompasses “social 
pressure,” such as “the silent treatment.” 

“Affirmative consent,” in other words, really 
means “enthusiastic consent.” And no matter 
how enthusiastic, there will still be the poten-
tial for “he said, she said” confusion. To ad-
dress this problem, the Affirmative Consent 
Project has distributed “consent contracts” on 
college campuses. People sign one and pho-
tograph it with a smartphone prior to having 
sex. Whether such a photograph would exon-
erate a student accused of nonconsensual sex 
is doubtful, however, since there is no way to 
know if one party signed the contract under 
the influence of alcohol or the silent treat-
ment. There’s no clear solution here, since 
many people will decline to have sex if a no-
tary public needs to be in the room at all times. 
Sex that is safe, legally and socially as well as 
biologically, turns out to be as erotic as com-
pleting the paperwork at the airport rental car 
counter.

Laura Kipnis, a feminist critic of the rape-
culture construct, contends that in the aca-
demic “climate of sanctimony about student 
vulnerability,” the “infantilization of women 
[is] fused with identity politics, so that being 
vulnerable, a potential victim—or survivor, in 
the new parlance—becomes a form of identi-
ty.” Kipnis, a Northwestern University profes-
sor, reports that Guideline No. 1 at a campus 
workshop on sexual harassment was, “Do not 
make unwanted sexual advances.” She says 
that the workshop leaders were flummoxed by 
her question: “But how do you know they’re 
unwanted until you try?”

The academic opponents of rape culture 
have seen dozens of successful court chal-
lenges to campus procedures that punish stu-
dents for sexual activity deemed insufficiently 
consensual. Like all zealots, the campus tri-
bunals’ defenders treat each setback as further 
vindication of their cause. “These lawsuits are 
an incredible display of entitlement,” said Oc-
cidental College professor Caroline Heldman, 
co-founder of End Rape On Campus, “the 
same entitlement that drove [the plaintiffs] to 
rape.” To protest that you were falsely accused, 
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in other words, is only further proof that you 
were rightly accused.

#MeToo?

Although #metoo has no head-
quarters or party platform, it already 
has a clear aspiration: to carry the fight 

against rape culture far beyond the campus. 
In doing so, however, it is less likely to remake 
the world as Planet Antioch than to discredit 
and marginalize itself. The clearest indica-
tion of this goal, and its accompanying dan-
gers, was an article on the webzine Babe about 
comedian Aziz Ansari. In it, reporter Katie 
Way tells the story of “Grace,” a 22-year-old 
photographer who had a one-night stand last 
September with Ansari, who was then 34. It 
went badly, to say the least. “It took a really 
long time for me to validate [the night’s events] 
as sexual assault,” Grace told Way. After din-
ner followed by prolonged, unsuccessful sexual 
fumbling at his apartment, Grace took a car 
home. The next day she texted Ansari: “Last 
night might’ve been fun for you, but it wasn’t 
for me. You ignored clear non-verbal cues; you 
kept going with advances.”

The Babe article may be remembered as 
the moment when #MeToo overplayed its 
hand, forfeited its moral authority, and be-
gan to implode. The clear intention was to 
make Grace the victim and Ansari the villain, 
another trophy to mount on the Weinstein 
wall. (Babe had previously invited readers to 
send in stories about their “personal Har-
vey Weinsteins.”) Predominantly, however, 
the reaction was just the opposite. Caitlin 
Flanagan of the Atlantic attacked the story 
as “3,000 words of revenge porn” intended 
to “hurt and humiliate Ansari.” CNN’s 
Ashleigh Banfield scolded Grace for letting 
Babe turn a “bad date” into an article that 
will undermine “a movement that I, along 
with all of my sisters in the workplace, have 
been dreaming of for decades.” In the New 
York Times, Bari Weiss said the only thing 
the article proved was that Ansari cannot 
read minds. As for Grace, Weiss felt it nec-
essary to explain to her, “If you are hanging 
out naked with a man, it’s safe to assume he 
is going to try to have sex with you,” and “If 
he pressures you to do something you don’t 
want to do, use a four-letter word, stand up 
on your two legs and walk out his door.”

Ms. Way is also 22, so it’s tempting to as-
cribe the immaturity valorized in her Ansari 
article to Babe being written by and for perma-
toddlers, as the website's name inadvertently 
suggests. Yet despite itself, the article raises 
important questions. For one thing, the fact 
that Ansari had no professional relationship 

with Grace, or any evident way to help or 
hurt her career, does not mean that he is the 
first man unfairly attacked by #MeToo. The 
actions that got journalist Glenn Thrush in 
trouble, for example, all occurred away from 
work in social settings (usually bars and res-
taurants), involved no subordinates (he had 
none), and no coercion. Basically, he stood 
accused of hitting on some women in his line 
of work, usually after both parties had had 
several drinks. To its credit, the New York 
Times announced that it will end Thrush’s 
suspension. To its discredit, it will still pun-
ish him by taking him off the White House 
beat, where he made his reputation.

Second, false or at least doubtful allega-
tions of misconduct have been integral to 
#MeToo from the start, just as they are to the 
campus jihad against rape culture. (Reason’s 
Robby Soave points out that American col-
leges have investigated, suspended, or expelled 
dozens of men following accusations flimsier 
than Grace’s.) Even before the Ansari story, 
feminists were warning that #MeToo’s “reflex-
ive and unnuanced sense of outrage,” in critic 
Daphne Merkin’s words, has turned “a bona 
fide moment of moral accountability into a 
series of ad hoc and sometimes unproven ac-
cusations.” Novelist Margaret Atwood writes 
that she has been called a “bad feminist” for 
contending that charges of sexual misconduct 
are sometimes treated in the manner of the 
Salem witch trials: being accused is effectively 
tantamount to being guilty. 

Third, #MeToo has been more interested 
in punishing than defining sexual transgres-
sions. Nearly three months after its beginning, 
the Atlantic’s Michelle Cottle found it neces-
sary to ask, but impossible to explain, what 

“sexual misconduct” actually encompasses. 
#MeToo sprang to life in response to incidents 
of “clear coercion, intimidation, and violence,” 
Masha Gessen wrote in the New Yorker, but 
now “seems to have produced the sense that 
meaningful consent is elusive or perhaps even 
impossible.” 

Failed Revolution

This loss of confidence in consent 
as the criterion of sexual morality is the 
final issue raised by #MeToo and the 

Pervalanche. The sexual revolution has fol-
lowed its logical course to a place that grow-
ing numbers of people find sad and ugly. That 
revolution’s objective was a new moral re-
gime, neither censorious nor hypocritical, in 
which consensual sex outside marriage was 
every bit as licit as sex within it. Before the 
sexual revolution, a man wasn’t supposed to 
have sex with a woman unless she’d taken his 

last name. Fifty years after the revolution, it’s 
increasingly common for a man to have sex 
with a woman without ever learning her last 
name. The sexual revolution has yielded the 

“hook-up” culture or, as Vanity Fair described 
it, the “dating apocalypse.” Not only are sex-
ual “partners” not required to commit to each 
other, the hook-up demands that the transi-
tory, transactional partnership must disavow 
any possibility or hope of commitment. As 
a result, one writer lamented, “It’s rare for a 
woman of our generation to meet a man who 
treats her like a priority instead of an option.”

Seen in this light, #MeToo’s excesses are 
understandable, even if they are not defensi-
ble. Women like Grace conclude they’ve been 
assaulted because “we no longer have any 
moral language for talking about sex except 
consent,” says columnist Megan McArdle. 

“So when men do things that [women] feel 
are wrong—such as aggressively pursuing 
casual sex without caring about the feelings 
of their female target—we’re left flailing for 
some way to describe this as non-consensual, 
even when she agreed to the sex.” McArdle 
notes that an incongruity of our era is that 
many women who resent “the expectation of 
immediate sex without courtship” also ac-
cede to it. They do so for reasons that Aris-
tophanes would recognize: the well-known 
fact that there are large numbers of sexually 
available women destroys the negotiating lever-
age of any woman who would like to insist on 
courtship and commitment.

#MeToo wants to resolve this dilemma 
with periodic airstrikes on the sort of men 
who used to be called cads, delivered by inter-
net shaming or campus inquisitions. Knowing 
there’s a small chance he will suffer this large 
penalty, a man will feel a cold spike of fear and 
proceed with caution. The alternative—suf-
fering the smaller penalty of involuntary celi-
bacy—is not presently a credible threat.

A less acrimonious resolution would entail 
retracing our steps from the beginning of the 
sexual revolution. Doing so would make con-
sent a necessary condition for licit, respectable, 
honorable sex, but no longer a sufficient one. 
Defining the sufficient conditions will be the 
difficult but necessary aspect of rethinking 
sex. Part of that debate will be whether the in-
creased freedom promised by the sexual revo-
lution was always a slippery slope leading to 
the dating apocalypse. The notion may occur 
in the course of these deliberations that the 
ancien régime that limited licit sex to marital 
sex was the worst ethic for governing sexuality, 
except for all the others that have been tried.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books.
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Book Review by Mary Eberstadt

Cupid, Interrupted
Cheap Sex: The Transformation of Men, Marriage, and Monogamy, by Mark Regnerus.

Oxford University Press, 280 pages, $29.95

In julius caesar, a roman mob inflamed 
by the duplicitous Mark Antony seizes 
upon a poet named Cinna en route to the 

late dictator’s funeral. Mistaking him for a con-
spirator by the same name, the frenzied citizens 
call for his head. So choleric are these Romans 
that they do not even relent upon learning that 
the man is instead Cinna the poet. “Tear him 
for his bad verses!” they shout by way of ratio-
nalization. Mere facts, Shakespeare suggests, 
won’t trump blind lust for destruction.

A few years ago, impassioned online gangs 
went after social scientist Mark Regnerus 
with similar heat—only instead of bad verses, 
they wanted him cyber-torn for good sociol-
ogy. Like Cinna, Regnerus was in the wrong 
place at a devious time. In 2012—just as the 
push for same-sex marriage was nearing suc-
cess—this then-associate professor of sociolo-
gy at the University of Texas at Austin ambled 

into the public square with an article in Social 
Science Research called: “How different are the 
adult children of parents who have same-sex 
relationships? Findings from the New Family 
Structures Study.” While acknowledging that 
same-sex households exhibit a diversity of be-
haviors and forms, he also interpreted the re-
sults to mean that children in such homes face 
higher risks of certain outcomes, including 
unemployment, receiving public assistance, 
and lowered academic achievement. 

In other words, his paper tacitly called into 
question one of the axioms of the times, which 
is that sexual minorities are just like sexual 
majorities, dammit—except when sexual mi-
norities are being better.

As Andrew Ferguson documented in an 
essay for the Weekly Standard, “Revenge of 
the Sociologists,” what happened next was 

“brute cultural warfare.” A letter published in 

the Huffington Post by several of Regnerus’s 
colleagues accused him of “besmirching” the 
good name of the university. Another let-
ter of protest was signed by 200 scholars 
and researchers and published in Social Sci-
ence Research. Aspersions were cast about the 
funding provided for the study by the With-
erspoon Institute and the Lynde and Harry 
Bradley Foundation. Public condemnations 
were issued by the American Sociological As-
sociation, the American Academy of Pediat-
rics, and the American Medical Association. 
A formal complaint of “scientific misconduct” 
was submitted to his university. And those 
were just some of the unfunny things that 
happened on the way to our new public forum, 
where many things can be said freely so long 
as they do not pertain to sexual minorities—a 
group as sacrosanct in some venues today as 
the Vestal Virgins were in Cinna’s time.
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What’s surprising in retrospect 
wasn’t the ferocity of the attack. It’s 
that despite having become the ob-

ject of the most orchestrated academic hate-in 
within recent memory, Regnerus remains a 
professor at that same university. This credit 
to the tenure system is all to the good, because 
from that perch he has now delivered one of 
the most coolly argued and fiercely true books 
yet written about the sexual revolution and its 
contemporary fallout.

Cheap Sex is not the first exercise in applying 
economic principles to the radically changed 
marketplace of sex, as its author notes. Previ-
ous thinkers including Anthony Giddens—
whose formative book The Transformation of 
Intimacy appeared a quarter-century ago—in-
fluence these pages, as do economists and social 
scientists like Roy Baumeister, Kathleen Vohs, 
Gary Becker, George Akerlof, Janet Yellen, 
Timothy Reichert, and others. Even so, Regn-
erus’s achievement in Cheap Sex is singular. He 
builds on a variety of foregoing insights to turn 
economic analysis of the sexual revolution into 
a gripping, panoramic portrait of the times, il-
lustrated in vivid statistical color.

Drawing on surveys and other sources—
particularly a data collection project headed 
by the author called Relationships in America, 
which interviewed just under 15,000 Ameri-
cans between the ages of 18 and 60 in 2014—
and written with empathy and verve, this is 
a book that even its most ardent detractors 
should find hard to dismiss. It’s often said—
or was often said by President Bill Clinton’s 
defenders, anyway—that everyone lies about 
sex. Not here. Cheap Sex delivers the empirical 
truth about life after the contraceptive revolu-
tion. The result is “not an elegy for a lost era,” 
Regnerus insists, but instead a sober and so-
bering “account of how young Americans re-
late today: what they think about relationships, 
how they interact sexually with their partners, 
what they hope for romantically.” 

Data sets and regression analyses aside, the 
argument of Cheap Sex is straightforward. Sex 
is now less expensive than ever before, because 
its highest “costs”—pregnancy, childbearing, 
childrearing, and the rest of the procreative 
bundle—have been reduced by technological 
revolution(s). As Regnerus puts it, “Cheaper 
sex has been facilitated by three distinctive 
technological developments: (1) the wide up-
take of the Pill as well as a mentality stem-
ming from it that sex is ‘naturally’ infertile; 
(2) mass-produced high-quality pornography; 
and (3) the advent and evolution of online dat-
ing/meeting services.”

So just how cheap is sex today? 
Cheap enough to explain, for starters, two 

commonly dissected and lamented phenom-

ena—the failure of many men to launch, and 
to commit. The rising numbers of men pro-
crastinating or opting out of the marriage 
market aren’t due to the commonly held belief 
that these men are “afraid” to settle down. It’s 
rather that cheap sex, whether via pornogra-
phy or the real thing, has demolished for many 
the incentive system of mating for life. Tinder 
and related apps, meanwhile, make finding a 
partner for sex cheaper and sometimes easier 
than mailing a letter. In another interesting 
measure of the declining price of sex, prosti-
tution is apparently diminishing—just as the 
book’s economic analysis would have suggest-
ed, given the inundated marketplace. 

Like any other revolution, this one has win-
ners and losers; to say that sex is cheap isn’t to 
say it’s evenly distributed. But in a time when 
20-25% percent of men and women say they 
first had sex with their current partner “after 
we met, but before we began to consider our-
selves in a relationship,” and 45% of women 
say they “first had sex with their current part-
ner no later than the first two weeks of the 
relationship,” buying the proverbial bovine 
makes less sense than ever. Consider a story 
the author cites from Vanity Fair about one 
male subject, who reports having “‘hooked up 
with three girls,’ thanks to the Internet and to 
Tinder, and…over the course of four nights…
spent a total of $80 between them. And he got 
what he came for with all three.” How’s that 
for the arithmetic of cheap sex?

Regnerus does a lively job of illu-
minating some of the paradoxes afloat 
in this flooded marketplace, among 

them that women are often more likely to 
have sex early on with men they don’t see as 
marriage partners; and that women are less 
dependent on men’s material resources than 
ever before, even as the same change has made 
it harder for them to secure what many want 
most, i.e., marriage and family. Yes, there are 
innate differences between the sexes, and they 
aren’t sugarcoated here. That fact alone will 
ensure that some people who ought to read 
this book won’t, and that some of those who 
do read it will be agitated beyond reason. The 
author correctly anticipates such objections, 
though: “You may prefer I not speak about sex 
in this way. That’s fine. But your preference 
for a different lingo about sex does not make 
any of this untrue.”

Chapter Four, “The Cheapest Sex,” is a 
particularly eye-opening 36 pages on the 
subject of contemporary pornography—who 
uses it, how often and how much, and how 
that use is affecting relationships with live 
human beings. “Men can [now] see more 
flesh in five minutes than their great-grand-

fathers could in a lifetime,” Regnerus notes. 
“In other words, humans are not evolution-
arily familiar with the accessibility, afford-
ability, and anonymity that Internet pornog-
raphy offers.” The result of this tsunami, he 
also shows (albeit without “ judging”) is ex-
actly comparable to the glut of cheap sugar 
in the modern food market: obesity, compul-
sion, and sickness. Pornography has become 
our newest disease of civilization.

Readers might be curious to know just how 
many men out there, proportionately, may be 
looking up from their laptop or phone with 
what journalist Pamela Paul has called “por-
nified eyes.” In their Relationships in America 
survey, Regnerus and his team ask the simple 
question, “When did you last intentionally 
look at pornography?” Forty-three percent 
of men and 9% of women reported having 
viewed it in the preceding week. Among 18 to 
39 year olds, the numbers increased to 46% of 
men and 16% of women. Just as salient, 24% 
of men reported their most recent use of por-
nography as either “today” or “yesterday”—a 
number that points to “possible compulsive 
behavior,” the author explains.

Among the virtues of cheap sex is 
its tacit demolition of the libertarian 
pretense of pornography as harmless 

spectator sport. As Regnerus observes and 
documents, digital pornography “replaces sex 
(for some), augments it (for others) and alters 
real sexual connection with real persons. It has 
changed sex and altered relationships in ways that 
iTunes has not changed music” (emphasis added).

Twenty-four-year-old “Carlos,” for instance, 
illustrates just some of the ways in which put-
ting pornography first disrupts relations with 
3-D humans. He keeps a collection of sex tapes 
made with former partners; his serial girl-
friends dislike this habit of his and sometimes 
break off relations because of it. It also annoys 
his current partner when “I can’t function just 
cuz I’m too desensitized,” as he puts it. The dis-
satisfaction with “real life” people, i.e., typically 
women, that’s fomented by smut is also part 
of this picture. As another subject puts it, “If 
you’re, you know, looking at porn every single 
day, you’re gonna want something else. You’re 
not gonna want what you’ve got. There’s no way 
you could be happy with it.” A third makes the 
point succinctly: “You become dissatisfied with 
the person you’re with. How could you not?”

Regnerus ventures the thought that this 
variant of sexual obesity, particularly, is hav-
ing political reverberations—in effect, skew-
ing the polity in a more liberal direction. 

“Viewing pornographic material is OK,” for 
example, is a statement that maps adroitly 
onto the spectrum, with 63% of “very liber-
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al” respondents agreeing, as opposed to only 
19% of “very conservative” ones. Even more 
intriguing, “last pornography use” emerges 
as “(very) significant predictor of men’s sup-
port for same-sex marriage.” Why might 
that be? “Contrary to what very many people 
might wish to think,” Regnerus hypothesizes 
in one of the book’s countercultural digres-
sions, “men’s support for redefining marriage 
may not be the product of actively adopting 
ideals about expansive freedoms, rights, liber-
ties, and a noble commitment to fairness. It 
may be, at least in part, a passive byproduct of 
regular exposure to the diversity of sex found 
in contemporary porn.”

Cheap sex closes with a list of pre-
dictions about what Regnerus fore-
sees by the year 2030: even cheaper 

sex, as ever-more sophisticated pornography 
combines with computer operating systems of 
the kind portrayed in the 2013 movie Her, re-
sulting in human beings who form their emo-
tional bonds ever more online; a weakening of 
age-of-consent laws; a continuing increase in 
unmarried Americans; a recession of same-
sex marriage now that the right to it has been 
established; more experimentation with same-
sex behavior, due largely to the “teaching” role 
of pornography; increased polyamory; and the 
failure of organized religion to interfere be-
yond the margins with any of the above. These 
are bold prognostications, and readers can ad-

judicate them best by studying the book and its 
data in full. 

Does all of it mean we’re doomed? No doubt 
some readers will find these pages dystopian—
a swirling mass of many Paolos and Frances-
cas, destined by the world after the Pill never 
to connect. That said, it’s also possible that the 
encouraging appearance of this book itself is of 
a piece with, and signals, something else.

This year marks the 50th anniversary of 
Humanae Vitae, the Catholic papal encyclical 
whose reiteration of traditional moral teaching 
and unapologetic rejection of the sexual revolu-
tion made it one of the most reviled documents 
of the modern age. For many years afterwards, 
few people could be found in public forthright-
ly defending those disparaged teachings apart 
from those popes charged with speaking ex ca-
thedra (and not all churchmen, at that). 

Now, half a century into the revolution, 
it’s a different scene. The most vigorous de-
fenses of traditionalist teaching these days are 
emanating for the most part from outside the 
Church. A rising tide of refugees, fleeing the 
damages chronicled so well in Cheap Sex, now 
contributes new voices, new critiques, and 
sometimes even new communities designed 
to counteract exactly what Regnerus and oth-
ers describe—all dedicated to a more expan-
sive and ennobled vision of human worth than 
the one now dominant.

Religious and social groups that didn’t exist 
a decade or two ago, pledged to a different kind 

of “resistance,” have sprung up on even some of 
the most secular campuses. Online and other 
resources for undoing the harms of pornogra-
phy and addiction abound, religious and non-
religious. The popularity and wide discussion 
of Rod Dreher’s call for a “Benedict Option” is 
more proof of a growing desire among some to 
say good riddance to what the revolution hath 
wrought. Even in one of the most unpromising 
precincts of all—Hollywood—overdue revul-
sion against men cloaked in the revolution’s 
prerogatives has finally broken through to the 
surface, as the belated yet seemingly authentic 
massive outcry over disgraced director Harvey 
Weinstein, et al. and ad nauseum, goes to show.

As Leo Tolstoy once said after reporting 
in excruciating detail about the goings-on in 
a slaughterhouse, “We can’t pretend we don’t 
know these things.” The same is true of the 
empirical and human record of our time, fol-
lowing the technological shocks and after-
shocks chronicled by Mark Regnerus in Cheap 
Sex. Like a number of other revision-minded 
books published during the past few years 
alone, this one will make it harder to plead ig-
norance about the wreckage out there. Maybe 
all this movement under the cultural surface 
is registering somewhere. Maybe, just maybe, 
the Great Pretend over the sexual revolution 
is starting to crack.

Mary Eberstadt is a senior research fellow at the 
Faith & Reason Institute.
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Essay by Hadley Arkes

Conservatives and Freedom of Speech

Conservatives seemed to come a 
bit unmeasured in their praise last 
spring as they celebrated a decision of 

the Supreme Court that they took to offer a 
full-bodied reading of the First Amendment. 
The case of Matal v. Tam (2017) involved the 
prosaic matter of “disparaging names” for 
trademarks: the Court struck down a deci-
sion of the federal Patent and Trademark 
Office, denying a trademark to a rock band 
composed of Asians. The decision was treated 
by conservatives as part of a design to shape 
a robust freedom of speech. But the grounds 
of judgment offered by the Court should have 
caused conservatives to wince.

To take an old line about Machiavelli, it 
might be said that this decision of the Court 
offers a façade of moderation for a radical 
interior. For the case found the conservative 
judges backing themselves into a doctrine 
that settles on moral relativism as the anchor-
ing premise and the new default position in 
judging matters of speech. That conservatives 
should celebrate that kind of decision seems 
to fit in now with a building sentiment on the 
right to resist the repression of speech on col-
lege campuses by flying to a doctrine of free 
speech that denies any grounds of limitation. 
It soars to a grand moral defense of speech by 
detaching speech from any standards of moral 
judgment or discrimination. But soaring, too, 

is the illusion that conservatives are willing to 
spin for themselves if they think that such a 
scheme could possibly bring safety and free-
dom on the campuses—or anywhere else.

Fighting Words

Simon tam and his rock band styled 
themselves The Slants. The name was 
meant to make light—and dissolve in 

mockery—a term often used apparently as 
an epithet to disparage. The U.S. Patent and 
Trademark Office invoked a provision in fed-
eral law that barred the registration of trade-
marks that may “disparage…or bring…into 
contemp[t] or disrepute,” any “persons, living 
or dead.”

The law had long recognized that there are 
certain terms or expressions, settled at any 
moment in the language, as terms that have 
the distinct function of deriding and insulting. 
One need only think of what we now call the 

“N-word,” a word no longer thought fit to print 
or say, at least in most circles. The argument 
was that the term “slants” was simply part of 
that same family of expressions and could be 
barred in the same way from respectable dis-
course. Whether the Trademark Office got 
that call right or wrong is a question read-
ily answered under the formula of the classic 
case of Chaplinsky v. New Hampshire (1942). 

Justice Frank Murphy observed in that case 
that certain well-defined and narrowly fo-
cused classes of speech have never been given 
protection under the Constitution:

These include the lewd and obscene, the 
profane, the libelous, and the insulting 
or “fighting” words—those which by 
their very utterance inflict injury or tend 
to incite an immediate breach of the 
peace. [Italics added.]

That case had guided judges and police 
quite sensibly for many years, for it was built 
upon the common sense of ordinary people 
and the clearest lessons taught in linguistics: It 
is the most distinctive mark of human nature 
that humans alone, among animals, have the 
gift of language. They can do more than make 
sounds to indicate pleasure or pain; they can 
give reasons over the things that are right or 
wrong, just or unjust. And it seems to be part 
of that same nature that these same creatures 
have an irrepressible tendency to keep offer-
ing those moral judgments. It stands to rea-
son, then, that any language will bring forth 
the words that bear the moral function of 
commending and condemning, approving and 
disapproving. But within that class there is a 
cluster of words with a sharper edge, words 
that deride, insult, assault. 
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The test in the old Chaplinsky case was clear 
enough to the man on the street, unburdened 
by a legal education: whether he was a con-
struction worker or a lawyer, would he recog-
nize, when he heard them, words or gestures 
that demeaned and insulted? The soundness 
of the test can be confirmed again instantly 
whenever we give a panel of people this set of 
words and ask if they can identify the terms 
clearly established as terms of insult, as op-
posed to words that may be on the borderline 
of insult, or perhaps even terms of approval 
and commendation: 1) kike, 2) wop, 3) nigger, 
4) urologist, 5) meter maid, 6) saint. People 
will not show the slightest puzzlement here in 
fixing on the words used as insulting or “fight-
ing words.” 

At the same time, the guidelines in the 
Chaplinsky case offered the advantage of avert-
ing the fears brought forth in all quarters over 
the restriction of speech: that it would work to 
bar “ideas” that are unpopular or uncongenial. 
The Chaplinsky case more readily averted that 
danger because it offered the simple—and en-
duringly workable—distinction between epi-
thets and arguments. As Justice Murphy had 
rightly said, these “utterances are no essential 
part of any exposition of ideas.” And so, 30 
years later, in the case of Rosenfeld v. New Jer-
sey (1972), Mr. Rosenfeld, speaking at a school 
board meeting, had only one word as he un-

rolled his complaints: mother-f---ing. Rosen-
feld was simply asked to refrain from using that 
word in order to avoid wrecking the climate of 
discourse and civility in the room. And yet, the 
barring of that word would not diminish in any 
way his freedom to offer the most scathing cri-
tique of the policies followed by the school and 
its board. Chief Justice Warren Burger once of-
fered the example of a couple “locked in sexual 
embrace at high noon in Times Square.” Shift-
ed to City Hall, the couple could be seen act-
ing out a metaphor describing what the mayor 
was doing to the city. But they could be barred 
from putting on this display, designed to shock 
ordinary folks, without being barred from of-
fering the strongest, substantive critique of the 
mayor and his policies.

As it happens, a criminal case with a jury 
still offers the best test for that common-sense 
understanding contained in the Chaplinsky 
case, for a trial simply taps the understanding 
of 12 ordinary people chosen at random. But 
when the office of trademarks had to make 
a decision on its own, it would have to con-
duct a survey or simply use the judgment of 
the staff in its own office, pressed by letters of 
complaint. I must admit myself that I’d never 
heard or seen the expression “slants” until I 
encountered it in this case. And that may be 
a telling sign that the term might not have 
been recognized widely in the public, even if 

people had any awareness that it was referring 
to Asians.

Expressing Ideas

Among the current members of 
the Court, the one who has come the 
closest to understanding anew the 

teaching in the Chaplinsky case has been Jus-
tice Samuel Alito. And over the past 40 years 
he may be the only one who has cited seriously 
that key passage in Justice Murphy’s opinion: 
that those gross words of assault “are no es-
sential part of any exposition of ideas, and are 
of such slight social value as a step to truth 
that any benefit that may be derived from 
them is clearly outweighed by the social inter-
est in order and morality.”

Alito cited that passage several years ago, as 
it bore on the case of Snyder v. Phelps (2011). 
Fred Phelps and his Westboro Baptist Church 
had harassed the funeral of a young man who 
had died in Iraq, waving signs saying “Sem-
per fi fags” and “Thank God for dead soldiers.” 
They would also decry the “pedophile machine” 
of the “Roman Catholic Monstrosity.” It was 
clear to Justice Alito that what had occurred 
in this case was a “vicious verbal assault.” And 
the fact that it was verbal did not make it any 
less of an assault. But as Alito also understood, 
there was not the slightest interference with 
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the religious or civic freedom of the Reverend 
Phelps and his group, as they were barred from 
harassing the family of the dead soldier. As the 
Justice noted, Phelps and his band

have almost limitless opportunities to 
express their views. They may write and 
distribute books, articles, and other texts; 
they may create and disseminate video 
and audio recordings; they may circulate 
petitions; they may speak to individuals 
and groups in public forums and in any 
private venue that wishes to accommo-
date them; they may picket peacefully in 
countless locations; they may appear on 
television and speak on the radio; they 
may post messages on the Internet and 
send out e-mails. And they may express 
their views in terms that are “uninhib-
ited,” “vehement,” and “caustic.”

By this common-sense test, following the 
common sense of the Chaplinsky case, the Na-
zis who marched in Skokie, Illinois, in 1977, 
and the white supremacists who marched in 
Charlottesville last August, may be restrained 
from provocative rallies designed to stir vio-
lence, while at the same time a Hitler would 
still be free to publish Mein Kampf. Writing 
may indeed be inflammatory, but when set in 
books and journals it reaches people through 

the calmer medium of reading, and lends itself 
to critique and counter-arguments. In contrast, 
as anyone knows, the encounter on the streets 
between neo-Nazis and Antifa is not the com-
ing together for an argument in the Oxford 
Union. In any event, it was the common sense 
of the Chaplinsky case that had to remain the 
key even now, as the Patent and Trademark 
Office had to consider whether the term “slants” 
would be recognized instantly by most people 
today as a term of insult or belittling. But the 
decision handed down by the Supreme Court 
in Matal v. Tam moved the matter onto an-
other plane entirely. For the decisive sentences, 
cited widely now in media, were these: 

We now hold that this provision [on 
derogatory names of companies] vio-
lates the Free Speech Clause of the First 
Amendment. It offends a bedrock First 
Amendment principle: Speech may not 
be banned on the ground that it ex-
presses ideas that offend.

The shift was simple, but unsettling. For 
the implication here was that “offense” is en-
tirely subjective—that there is nothing in 
fact, in principle, offensive and wrong. From 
these premises, any hurt or damage depends 
entirely on the feelings of the people who 
hear the words. The argument, then, is that 

people could take offense over all manner of 
things, and that is no basis for barring speech 
to those who are not offended by it. And yet 
what is ruled out here, quite decisively, is that 
there is indeed a class of acts and expressions, 
as Justice Murphy knew, that “by their very ut-
terance inflict injury.” They may be harassing, 
threatening phone calls; letters of extortion; 
the burning of crosses; and yes, the calling of 
names, with the precise intention of assaulting 
and intimidating. And what makes the injuries 
in these cases is not merely that people feel hurt, 
but that there could be no moral justification, 
say, for staging attacks on people solely because 
they are African-American or Asian. In one in-
stance, 30 years ago, crosses were burned out-
side the home of a black family in Maryland. 
As it happened, the family wasn’t home at the 
time, and the debris had been cleared away by 
the time they had returned. Nevertheless there 
was a sense running through the community 
that something wrong had been done even 
though the targets of the assault had never felt 
even a tremor of anxiety.

Likes and Dislikes

When the band of self-styled 
American Nazis sought to parade 
through a Jewish community in 

Skokie waving banners with swastikas, the 
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late Philip Kurland of the law school at the 
University of Chicago raised the questions: 
How many times need we wait to see whether 
the idea of genocide should have a chance to 
prevail in the marketplace of ideas? Is there not 
some ground on which the law in a free soci-
ety may recognize that the mass killing of the 
innocent is one of those things that happens 
to be inescapably wrong? Most people will not 
have at hand the terms used by philosophers 
in distinguishing between wrongs that may 
be “categorical,” wrong under any circum-
stances and conditions, as opposed to things 
that may be only “contingently” wrong, wrong 
under certain circumstances. But most people 
readily grasp that it is not always harmful and 
wrong to take an alcoholic drink—that any 
harms would depend on matters of degree and 
moderation. And yet the same people will not 
say that genocide, if taken in moderation, may 
be harmless or inoffensive. They may not have 
the technical vocabulary, but in their own way 
they recognize wrongs that will not be effaced 
by matters of degree and circumstance. The 
proverbial “man on the street” is likely to see 
at once what is morally bizarre about visiting 
death upon people who would seem to be in-
nocent of any wrongdoing. The “idea” of geno-
cide could not claim, then, the standing of a 
legitimate idea. And the outrage stirred by 
the appearance of Nazis marching in a Jewish 
neighborhood cannot be anything other than 
a justified anger. The law that would restrain 
that act of provocation could not itself then be 
unjustified.

As it happened, the passages that were key, 
or decisive, in the opinion in Matal v. Tam 
were set down by the Justice who had been 
the lone voice in holding to the teaching in the 
Chaplinsky case—namely, that the meaning of 
words was not merely subjective, that the law 
could justly restrain and punish “speech acts” 
that functioned as acts of insult or denigra-
tion. But Justice Alito was no longer holding 
out against the current here. In delivering the 
opinion of the Court, he was now respecting 
the lines of argument that had been handed 
down and confirmed over many cases by his 
colleagues, conservative as well as liberal. In-
deed, the line he was proclaiming now was an 
echo of the line sounded by Chief Justice John 
Roberts in Snyder v. Phelps, the case in which 
Justice Alito had offered that strong and lone-
ly dissent. And Roberts in turn had found 
himself channeling, in that case, the liberal 
Justice William Brennan striking down laws 
to protect the American flag in Texas v. John-
son (1989): “If there is a bedrock principle un-
derlying the First Amendment, it is that the 
government may not prohibit the expression 
of an idea simply because society finds the 
idea itself offensive or disagreeable.” 

We may ask, of course, how that proposi-
tion became a “bedrock” of the First Amend-
ment. It has never been part of the text, and 
it suffers the embarrassment of falling into 
self-contradiction as a moral principle. After 
all, if there is no objective truth that measures 
what “offends”; if “offense” simply depends on 
the subjective feelings of the people who hear 
the words; what could it mean to say then, as 
the Court did here, that the law that bars dis-
paraging names “offends a bedrock principle of 
the First Amendment”? If “offense” is merely 
subjective—if some may be offended and oth-
ers not—why should the law be struck down 
when many people are not offended by it? Or 
has the Court now discovered that the “idea” 
behind this law, the law that allows names 
to be judged for their propriety, is in fact at 
odds with the logic of the Constitution? Has 
the Court now come to the judgment that the 
only idea that can be offensive in point of prin-
ciple is that…there are ideas that are indeed 
wrong and offensive in point of principle? 

Are the judges then channeling Justice Rob-
ert Jackson in the classic case on the saluting of 
the American flag, West Virginia State Board of 
Education v. Barnette (1943)? Jackson famously 
remarked there that “[i]f there is any fixed star 
in our constitutional constellation, it is that no 
official, high or petty, can prescribe what shall 
be orthodox in politics, nationalism, religion, 
or other matters of opinion or force citizens 
to confess by word or act their faith therein.” 
Could it really have escaped Jackson, this most 
urbane of judges, that he was acting here in 
high official authority and proclaiming noth-
ing less than a new “orthodoxy” on the rightful 
and wrongful restriction of speech?

Jackson had been part of the crew of New 
Deal judges, headed by Hugo Black, who made 
it part of their own teaching to reject the tra-
dition of natural law, with its claim to know 
moral truths. And so Black would insist that 
when conservative judges struck down “social 
legislation” or virtually any other kind of leg-
islation, it could only be because they did not 

“like” the legislation before them. The conser-
vative judges offered serious arguments, woven, 
they thought, in the logic of the Constitution; 
but those claims were reduced by Black to mere 
feelings, to mere “likes” and “dislikes.” This was 
all part of the “positivist” attack on natural law 
and on the conservative jurists who earnestly 
invoked what they took to be truths and prin-
ciples that were bound up with the rule of law.

Reclaiming Slurs

The irony in our own day is that 
the rhetorical baton here was taken up 
by conservative jurists, such as Wil-

liam Rehnquist, Robert Bork, and Antonin 

Scalia. They made it clear that they did not 
take natural law seriously. And they rejected 
any appeal to those deep principles of law 
that were not all set down in the text of the 
Constitution. For they saw that willingness to 
move “beyond the Constitution” as the driv-
ing force in “ judicial activism.” The cruel irony 
is that, in taking up that mission, they found 
themselves absorbing deeply the positivism of 
Justice Black. 

In the case of The Slants, it was obvious 
that the members of the band did not choose 
that name with any purpose of disparaging 
other Asian Americans. Justice Alito caught 
the sense of the matter when he remarked on 
the belief held by members of the band, “that 
by taking that slur as the name of their group, 
they will help to ‘reclaim’ the term and drain 
its denigrating force.” And indeed we have 
seen that same style at work dramatically 
among teams or bands with African Ameri-
cans. Since the day that the decision in Matal 
was handed down, the Patent and Trademark 
Office has listed applications for trademarks 
using the word “Nigga” for everything from 
tablecloths and headgear (hair bands, hair 
holders) to athletic apparel (shirts, pants, 
jackets). As we have seen now quite often, this 
is a license that young black people may claim 
for themselves—to use the N-word in a jaun-
ty way, even as they treat it as a major offense 
when someone like comedian Bill Maher in-
nocently picks up the banter and falls into the 
use of that word even in a self-mocking way. In 
the meantime, in the state of things that the 
Court has now shaped for us, we may have the 

“bizarre scenario,” noted by attorney Gunnar 
Gundersen, that “a restaurant could not have 
on its door a sign warning ‘whites only,’ but 
it could name its restaurant Whites Only®.” 
In that case why not some other old favorites, 
such as “No Irish Need Apply,” or “Gentiles 
Only—No Jews”?

In the aftermath of the decision in Ma-
tal v. Tam it is hard to see that there could 
be any principled ground now for denying 
these applications. In that event, the Court 
would find itself undercutting the laws on 
civil rights that barred the advertising of ra-
cial discrimination. And yet, that may mere-
ly be another sign that, with this decision, 
the Court could generate a virtual spiral of 
incoherence.

Might the Court try to finesse the problem 
by trying to install as a principle the rule aris-
ing from the reaction to Bill Maher: terms 
that excite high outrage when used by whites 
suddenly become quite acceptable in the law 
when used only by the people whom the terms 
are meant to disparage?

But it would be hard to find five Justices 
likely to embrace an opinion of that kind 
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should a case come before the Court. The 
judges, in their inventiveness, would surely 
find some way to narrow or “distinguish” the 
holding in Matal. Which is to say, they would 
find some way of working their way back to 
the logic in Chaplinsky. 

Some observers of the Court suggest 
that what the Justices were trying to do was 
simply stay the hand of legal authority and 
leave that matter to be settled in the private 
sphere: people with more refined sensibili-
ties can press their concerns, say, with the 
owners of the Washington Redskins, with 
Bill Maher, or with conservatives speaking 
on the campuses in America. It could be that 
the Justices simply wished to draw a bright 
line to discourage all such challenges taking 
place in the halls of official authority. But 
that account simply begets another ques-
tion, even more embarrassing: If the Justices 
earnestly wished to draw a bright line, why 
did they offer such a spurious and untenable 
line? More than that, why did they use the 
authority of our highest Court to make moral 
relativism the default position? 

After all, the judges could have avoided 
that simple but momentous shift merely by 
relying again on the guidelines of the Chap-
linsky case, which contained not the slightest 
hints of relativism. If the judges had fallen 
back on Chaplinsky, there would have been no 
need even to take up Matal for argument. The 
Justices could have reminded themselves that 
the standards used in Chaplinsky were by and 
large the right ones, but that the Trademark 
Office had simply made a factual mistake in 
assuming that most people in the country 
would understand “slants” as a term of in-
sult and ridicule. The matter could have been 
left, then, to be challenged in protests to the 
agency, in editorials, or even in legislation to 
change the law on trademarks. And all of this 
could have been done without the interven-
tion of the judges. The only rationale for tak-
ing up this case in the Supreme Court was to 
move the issue to another plane and articulate 
a new principle. But that principle happens 
also to be the principle that the American 
Civil Liberties Union was floating, and ever 
floats, in a slogan nearly put to song: that free-
dom of speech is “even for the speech we hate” 
and for the people who may truly be hateful. 
Or to put it another way, there is no idea in 
politics that is so wrong or despicable that it 
can never be regarded as legitimate. 

Freedom to Choose?

What we may be seeing here is the 
same grievous mistake that conser-
vatives have made in their response 

to the wave of repression on the campuses. 

Faced with the mindless passion to stamp all 
conservative thought as racist, bigoted, homo-
phobic, the conservative response has been to 
declare for a regime of “free speech” in which 
no idea may be stamped as illegitimate. In the 
name of prudence and cleverness, the con-
servatives now seek their refuge by affirming 
the principles of relativism. What they will 
discover yet again is that there is no refuge 
here. The move to relativism as the new or-
thodoxy will bring them no safety or freedom, 
no civility or tolerance. Even as the faculties 
at the University of Chicago and Princeton 
offer high-minded declarations on freedom 
of speech, people with reservations about the 
homosexual life will still be branded as “ho-
mophobes,” as though they were carriers of 
disease rather than bearers of arguments that 
deserve to be respected and addressed as ar-
guments. Conservative professors will still be 
branded as objects of contempt and obloquy. 
Conservative speakers will still be unwelcome. 
But if there is a bright line to be drawn by the 
judges, would it not make more sense for the 
conservatives to form a clearer line of defense 
by holding to that simpler line in the Chaplin-
sky case: the line that separates the calling of 
names from the giving of arguments?

And is this not, after all, the very core of the 
crisis that has been upon us? It is the willing-
ness even to make an argument over same-sex 
marriage or transgenderism, that is treated 
now as a telling sign of bigotry. Even to en-
tertain an argument here is to entertain the 
possibility that thoughtful people may indeed 
challenge the true rightness of these things. 
The campuses still churn over Black Lives 
Matter, and yet it is not legitimate on those 
same campuses to speak of the black lives lost 
in the thousands every year in the major cit-
ies, either in crimes of violence within black 
communities or in the number of abortions 
exceeding the number of live births. We have 
a spiraling tragedy of a people ordering up the 
deaths of their own offspring, and none of 
that can be mentioned at the best schools. But 
as the conservatives feign their acceptance of a 
world in which there are no ideas that are seri-
ously right or wrong, true or false, they give 
up at the same time any claim to the moral 
defense of their own position. 

I was a participant at the time in that de-
bate on the Nazis in Skokie, and on the other 
side of the debate of course, seeking to defend 
the Nazis, was the ACLU. In making the case 
for the Nazis, the ACLU’s David Hamlin 
put it this way: “the First Amendment,” he 
said, “protects all ideas—popular or despised, 
good or bad…so that each of us can make a 
free and intelligent choice.” In Hamlin’s trans-
lation, it was a matter of being “popular” or 

“despised”—to be despised was merely to be 

“unpopular.” It was no part of his understand-
ing that certain things may in themselves be, 
in principle, despicable. And now, it may be 
the height—or the depth—of irony, that this 
position of the ACLU now seems to be set-
tling as the position even of conservatives on 
the Court.

That “freedom to choose” the Nazis in 
a free election sprang, of course, from that 

“proposition,” as Abraham Lincoln called it, 
that “all men are created equal” and that the 
only rightful government over human beings 
depended on “the consent of the governed.” 
But the Nazis, with their racial principle, re-
jected at the root that founding premise, and 
with it, the regime of free elections. To say 
that it was legitimate “to choose” the Nazis in 
an election was to say that it was legitimate 
to choose the party that would not only end 
free elections; it would sweep away also that 
regime of absolute freedom of speech that the 
ACLU affects to treasure. But if there was 
something good in principle about that re-
gime of freedom, we could not be warranted 
in choosing to sweep it away. And if that re-
gime is not rightful in point of principle, then 
the underlying principle of “all men are cre-
ated equal” could not itself be true. It could 
not be, as Lincoln thought, a “self-evident” or 
necessary “truth, applicable to all men and all 
times.” It could be, at best, only something 
true now and then. And if it is not an endur-
ing truth, it must only be an opinion, no more 
nor less true than any other set of opinions 
on offer in the political landscape. The real 
danger posed then by that case in Skokie was 
not the danger posed by this ragtag bunch 
calling themselves American Nazis. The 
deeper danger was that lawyers from the best 
schools, heading the ACLU, would talk them-
selves out of the very principles that marked 
this regime and the ground of their own free-
dom. And the danger even deeper now is that 
a corps of gifted conservative judges, backing 
into a stylish relativism, show little awareness 
that they are serenely putting in place now 
the premises that deny the moral ground of 
this regime and their own authority. What 
may be said then of the current state of con-
servative jurisprudence is this: that some of 
our best minds have talked themselves into 
moral relativism as a key component of their 
jurisprudence, and the conservative lawyers 
who have been tutored over the years by our 
best judges have been tutored now, in turn, 
not to notice.

Hadley Arkes is the Edward N. Ney Professor of 
Jurisprudence Emeritus at Amherst College, and 
the founder and director of the James Wilson 
Institute on Natural Rights and the American 
Founding.
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Book Review by James R. Stoner, Jr.

The Free Speech Debate
The Soul of the First Amendment, by Floyd Abrams.

Yale University Press, 176 pages, $26

Free Speech: Ten Principles for a Connected World, by Timothy Garton Ash.
Yale University Press, 504 pages, $30

Free Speech on Campus, by Erwin Chemerinsky and Howard Gillman.
Yale University Press, 216 pages, $26

Free Speech on Campus, by Sigal R. Ben-Porath.
University of Pennsylvania Press, 136 pages, $19.95

Whatever else might be said 
about American exceptionalism, 
free speech’s status in Ameri-

can law really is exceptional. Although free 
speech is affirmed in international docu-
ments such as the 1966 International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights, there it 
is typically qualified by other imperatives, 
or even openly subordinated to other goods. 
The First Amendment, by contrast, is abso-
lute: “Congress shall make no law...abridging 
the freedom of speech, or of the press.” How 
can any American patriot not exalt such 
rights?

Floyd Abrams certainly does in The Soul 
of the First Amendment. Abrams’s eminence 

as a First Amendment lawyer goes back to 
his work with Alexander Bickel on the brief 
for New York Times Co. v. United States (the 
Pentagon Papers case) in 1971, and contin-
ued with his winning argument for Senator 
Mitch McConnell in Citizens United v. Fed-
eral Election Commission (2010). Abrams’s 
book recounts the bipartisan triumph of what 
might be called free-speech absolutism, from 
its first stirrings a century ago to its dominant 
position on the Supreme Court today, all the 
while contrasting American law with British 
or European. Though the First Amendment’s 
language applies strictly to Congress, Abrams 
accepts the incorporation doctrine that ex-
tends its prohibition to the states. He asserts, 

as well, that it binds the executive and judi-
ciary, not just the legislature.

In fact, he argues that bridges v. cali-
fornia (1941), in which the Supreme Court 
reversed California’s holding a newspaper 

in contempt for its comment on a pending case, 
is “the first and most authoritative rejection in 
the United States of English law governing 
expression” and “nothing less than a new dec-
laration of American independence.” By con-
trast, he quotes a dissent by Justice Stephen 
Breyer from a 2014 decision that struck down 
campaign finance limits, in which Breyer con-
tended that the First Amendment protects 
not only individual rights “but also the pub-
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It’s easy enough to accept the rule permitting 
even seditious speech absent an immediate 
danger of a serious evil, but is the city of Char-
lottesville really defenseless when white su-
premacist Richard Spencer and his “fine people” 
come to town itching to provoke a riot? What 
about Antifa’s commitment, expressed in word 
and deed, to use violence to stop speech its ad-
herents detest? Abrams takes for granted that 
free speech includes expressive conduct, or to 
put it differently, that free speech equals free 
expression; but what if erasure of the line be-
tween speech and conduct has helped to para-
lyze us in the face of real threats from extrem-
ists? Justice Robert Jackson famously wrote 
that the Bill of Rights is not a “suicide pact,” a 
formulation suggesting that Abrams-style lib-
ertarianism has a death wish.

Timothy garton ash’s free speech: 
Ten Principles for a Connected World ad-
dresses the full range of contemporary 

questions concerning freedom of expression, 
particularly those that have emerged in the 
age of the internet and globalization. Hav-
ing established his credibility on the speech 
issue with his fearless reporting from behind 
the Iron Curtain as it was beginning to crack, 
Garton Ash spent years developing the frame-
work he expounds here.

Alexis de Tocqueville long ago noticed 
Americans’ irritable patriotism, which in the 
past 50 years has been matched by most intel-
lectuals’ irritable anti-Americanism. Garton 
Ash, who is British, is not entirely immune to 
this, but his task is actually to defend and pro-
mote American-style free speech to a skeptical 
world. Genuinely thoughtful and unabash-
edly liberal, his is a book to be reckoned with. 

It begins with the circumstances of mod-
ern speech, what Garton Ash labels “cos-
mopolis,” the “world-as-city.” This results si-
multaneously from the internet, which gives 
a huge proportion of mankind the ability to 
be in touch with one another almost instanta-
neously, and from recent migration patterns, 
which have made dozens of cities around the 
world multi-racial, multi-ethnic, and multi-
cultural. Both circumstances are genuinely 
new, he argues, noting that the modern im-
migrant does not leave the old country behind 
but often remains in daily contact with family 
and friends back home. Similarly, the internet 
has allowed the spirit of America to penetrate 
the daily lives of people everywhere.

Free Speech’s account of cosmopolis is not 
uniformly celebratory: though it instanti-
ates the Enlightenment ideal, it also creates 
and enables the modern terrorist. Nor is cos-
mopolis egalitarian, enhancing the “big dogs” 
(powerful states) and “big cats” (powerful cor-
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lic’s interest in preserving a democratic order 
in which collective speech matters.” Abrams 
doubts “that the First Amendment can serve 
both ends.” Because the Amendment has an 

“anticensorial soul,” he argues, “Permitting 
the government—the very entity the First 
Amendment was adopted to protect against—
to limit the speech of some would inevitably 
risk the rights of all.”

Abrams’s stirring defense of free speech 
is biographical as well as analytical. He cred-
its Justice Antonin Scalia’s dissent in Austin v. 
Michigan Chamber of Commerce (1990) with 
changing his mind on whether corporations 
can be punished for spending that promotes or 
opposes political candidates. This reconsidera-
tion led him to help overturn Austin in Citizens 
United, a development illustrating the migra-
tion of free speech commitment from the Left 
to the Right with the turn of the new century.

The soul of the first amendment 
deplores the courts’ acquiescence in 
censorship in the early part of the 20th 

century, noting that American jurists did 
their country no favors by following English 
precedent. Abrams criticizes the English law 
of libel and documents its worldwide menace 
to free speech, blocked here by congressional 
legislation and now somewhat reformed in 
England itself. The European Union’s “right 
to be forgotten,” he discovers, has led to the 
deletion of over half a million news articles 
online on topics of real public interest, partic-
ularly concerning crime. He makes the case 
against hate speech laws, ubiquitous in Eu-
rope but largely and blessedly, in his opinion, 
absent from the United States.

Only when he turns to the question of the 
Pentagon Papers and the recent publication of 
government information leaked by Bradley/
Chelsea Manning, Julian Assange, and Ed-
ward Snowden, does Abrams seem at all con-
flicted in his libertarianism. He’s offended, as 
a patriot, by Assange’s description of his mis-
sion: “to safely and impartially conduct the 
whistleblower’s message to the public, not to 
inject our own nationality or beliefs.” This neu-
trality, Abrams believes, probably ended the 
lives of some overseas informants and certainly 
risked others, when their names were made 
public, and compromised undercover practices 
that protect national security as well. His First 
Amendment absolutism absolves neither leak-
ers for violating their duties, nor editors from 
being held accountable in the court of public 
opinion for publishing classified material. Crit-
icism for abusing rights is free speech, too.

Though Abrams’s bracing defense of free 
speech is particularly welcome in our censori-
ous age, his approach is ultimately insufficient. 
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porations). At the same time, writes Garton 
Ash, it enhances the “power of the mouse,” the 
individual user who has access to the web, to 
social media in particular.

Given these circumstances, he proposes an 
ideal of free speech, a sketch of norms rather 
than laws, to guide cosmopolitans’ thinking. 
It’s unclear whether law, based in territorial 
jurisdiction and dependent on the politics of 
a state, has the power to control the internet. 
China, Russia, and Iran have built digital fire-
walls, but this is a technical achievement, not 
a legal one, and its stability is uncertain. The 
term “free speech” carries different connota-
tions in different tongues, making universal 
norms problematic, but increasingly supple 
machine translation and the universality of 
English make the language boundary porous, 
too. Americans have promoted global free 
speech to entrench our own global leadership, 
a sort of “unilateral universalism” as Garton 
Ash calls it, but in the realm of norms a genu-
inely “universal universalism” is at least possible. 

What, then, grounds free speech 
norms? He offers four arguments. 
We need free expression, to “realize 

our individual humanity,” to “find the truth,” 
because “it is necessary for self-government” 
and because it “helps us live with diversity.” 

The gravamen of the book is the elabora-
tion of universal norms. As promised in his 
subtitle, Garton Ash proposes ten. First is 
the fundamental purpose, what he calls the 

“lifeblood” of free speech: “We—all human 
beings—must be free and able to express 
ourselves, and to seek, receive and impart in-
formation and ideas, regardless of frontiers.” 
It isn’t hard to recognize that his “able” is a 
loaded word. Garton Ash deplores the way 

“money howls through political campaigns” in 
the United States. Together with the power 
of big cats like Google and Facebook, wealth 
speaks with inordinate force—but the rest of 
the norms make clear that the aspiration for 
more widespread economic empowerment is 
no excuse for silencing the fortunate.

The second norm, “We neither make 
threats of violence nor accept violent intimi-
dations,” rejects the heckler’s veto and the 

“assassin’s veto.” Free Speech calls out jihadi 
Muslims as the chief perpetrators of the latter. 
The standard he proposes would allow legal 
suppression of speech only when violence is 

“intended and likely and imminent.” His argu-
ment distinguishes speech from action, while 
recognizing that ideas have consequences. 
His working proposal for online communi-
cation, in particular for the republication by 
reputable websites of incendiary expression, is 
the “one-click-away” principle: make the Dan-
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ish cartoons available, but as links, so only the 
reader who goes looking for offense will en-
counter it.

The remaining norms are “about defending 
the line drawn in the second principle while 
we exercise the right spelt out in the first.” 
Two, in particular, show that Garton Ash not 
only chronicles but endorses cosmopolis. He 
welcomes challenges to “all limits to freedom 
of information justified on such grounds as 
national security,” and wants to “defend the 
internet and other systems of communication 
against illegitimate encroachments by both 
public and private power.” The former is not 
as categorical as it sounds: Garton Ash agrees 
with Abrams that Assange’s indiscriminate 
leaking of informants’ names was irrespon-
sible. The latter, too, is complicated. Garton 
Ash recognizes that taming private power 
usually requires augmenting public power. 
While he despises the power of money in poli-
tics, he admits that “a free market of purveyors 
enhances the free market of ideas.” Perhaps in 
the end he would be persuaded by Abrams 
that Citizens United is not the root of all evil. 

The final principle in Garton Ash’s list is 
courage, circling back to the need to face down 
the threat of violence that would suppress 
free speech. He rightly invokes Justice Louis 
Brandeis’s opinion in Whitney v. California 
(1927): “Those who won our independence...
believed liberty to be the secret of happiness 
and courage to be the secret of liberty.” Free 
Speech was published in 2016, before Brexit 
and the election of Donald Trump. While it 
is too soon to tell whether these events signal 
the end of cosmopolis or just anger at its ex-
cesses, the issues the book raises have hardly 
disappeared. 

Compared to these bold contribu-
tions to the free speech debate, two 
new books on free speech on college 

campuses are disappointing, though in differ-
ent ways. Both identify the issue of the day as 
free speech versus inclusion, and both insist 
that the two goals, properly understood, are 
compatible. Both are by faculty with senior 
positions in university administration, which 
perhaps explains their felt need to equivocate, 
though in fact both include sensible counsel 
on a number of issues and profess unyielding 
support for academic freedom. But none of 
the authors seems to quite grasp—as Abrams 
and Garton Ash do—that defending free 
speech today entails a willingness to face 
down the purported egalitarians who would 
suppress it.

When they wrote Free Speech on Campus, 
Erwin Chemerinsky and Howard Gillman 
were, respectively, founding dean of the Uni-
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“Trent Horn offers clear and convincing answers to some of the most common Protestant objections 
to the Catholic faith.”  
—Francis Beckwith, Ph.D., Professor of Philosophy, Baylor University
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versity of California, Irvine School of Law, 
and that university’s chancellor. (Chemerin-
sky is now dean of Berkeley School of Law.) 
Both have independent reputations as schol-
ars of constitutional law, Chemerinsky for his 
prolific legal commentary, Gillman for his 
studies of the Supreme Court and American 
political development.

Like Abrams, they tell the history of the 
constitutional law of free speech, less colorful-
ly but more systematically. They support free 
speech for standard reasons—for freedom 
of thought, democracy, and for a free soci-
ety—although it is easy to overlook that their 
emphasis in all three is on individual expres-
sion, not truth. They emphasize the benefit 
free-speech law has provided to groups once 
outside the mainstream in American soci-
ety—blacks, religious minorities, sexual pio-
neers—presumably so college students come 
to understand that, despite what they are 
hearing from radical professors, free speech 
once served the cause of progress. 

Chemerinsky and Gillman speculate as to 
why this is necessary. “This is the first genera-
tion of students educated, from a very young 
age, not to bully.” Very well, but isn’t the issue 
why they don’t leave behind childhood lessons, 
as other generations of students surely thought 
they were doing when going off to college?

Nevertheless, on many questions 
the authors’ instincts are good and 
their judgments sound. They clearly 

rebuke the British National Union of Stu-
dents’ “no platform” policy of blacklisting 
speakers they consider to be fascists or rac-
ists and forbidding their appearance on cam-
pus—contrasting it to the policy advocated by 
the Free Speech Movement in Berkeley in the 
1960s that insisted in principle, if not always 
in practice, that all political speech was wel-
come on campus. They refute legal philoso-
pher Jeremy Waldron’s case for suppressing 
hate speech, and offer an uncritical summary 
of recent Supreme Court decisions that have 
struck down or undermined the suppression 
of group libel and “fighting words.” They ac-
knowledge the experience of American uni-
versities that adopted speech codes in the 
1990s: “In practice, the code was used not 
against the kinds of purely hateful slurs that 
inspired its passage, but against people who 
expressed opinions that others objected to.” 

Free Speech on Campus lists “what campus-
es can and can’t do,” and the advice is for the 
most part sensible, if a bit complacent about 
the current state of the law. Chemerinsky and 
Gillman oppose censoring speech just be-
cause someone considers it harmful or offen-
sive, but favor punishing speech “that meets 

the legal criteria for harassment, true threats, 
or other speech acts unprotected by the First 
Amendment.” They’re against the destruction 
of property, and the disruption of classes and 
classroom activities. The book supports time, 
place, and manner restrictions on protests so 
that they don’t disrupt “the normal work of 
the campus, including the educational envi-
ronment and administrative operations.” 

Does this mean that, when the next crisis 
comes, the liberals who govern institutions of 
higher learning will have the backbone and 
the judgment to stand up for their schools and 
the nobility of learning, unlike in the ’60s? 
The authors may prefer this course, but they 
do not commend it persuasively. If all learned 
speech is at root self-expression or “personal 
truth,” and what distinguishes the scholar 
is only “discipline,” what sustains academic 
freedom against the “authenticity” of its oppo-
nents? They conclude, “If we expect [the cur-
rent generation of students] to fight for these 
[free speech] values, we must teach them these 
values.” But what if the young decide they pre-
fer their equality values to their elders’ liberty 
values? Are Chemerinsky and Gillman will-
ing to say that some values are better than 
others, so much so that the superior should 
be imposed and the inferior discouraged?

Sigal ben-porath is professor of 
education and philosophy at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania, but she starts 

her book, also titled Free Speech on Campus, 
by describing a crisis involving her duties “as 
chair of the university’s Committee on Open 
Expression.” The students had occupied the 
administration building “demanding changes 
to the school’s investment portfolio to bring 
it into better alignment with their ideology,” 
and she returned to campus in the evening, 
negotiated for two days, took care that the 
students were safe overnight, protecting “the 
free speech of students…while the university 
operated as smoothly as possible.” Ben-Porath 
eventually persuaded them to leave so the uni-
versity could consider their demands, presum-
ably without losing face. This, she writes, is 

“commonplace” on campus and more typical 
than the dramatic incidents at other schools 
that garner attention in the press.

Ben-Porath seeks to construct an ideal of 
“inclusive freedom,” simultaneously protect-
ing free speech, not least the speech of student 
protestors, while assuring first-generation col-
lege students and minorities that their dignity 
and opinions are respected. Despite her civil 
tone, she repeatedly inveighs against the insis-
tence on civility, which she apparently thinks 
privileges old-fashioned manners over frank 
expression by the less socially endowed. She 

comments on the hot cases of the past year or 
two—Charles Murray at Middlebury, Hal-
loween at Yale, racial trouble at Missouri, the 
repudiation of trigger warnings at Chicago, 
and Milo Yiannopoulos wherever he goes—
and she seems generally to sympathize with 
the students or at least to portray them sym-
pathetically, except of course the students 
who invite Milo. Ben-Porath admits that 
Erika Christakis at Yale, pilloried by students 
for suggesting that sensitivity had limits, was 
a “thoughtful commentator” who got “caught 
in the middle of [a] polarized debate.” 

Some of her suggestions make sense, 
such as distinguishing “dignitary safe-
ty” (try not to hurt people’s feelings) 

from “intellectual safety” (it’s okay to argue). 
Colleges should be concerned about hurt feel-
ings, but must foster challenging ideas. Thus, 

“mandatory sensitivity training for all faculty 
members goes too far.” She criticizes “bias re-
sponse teams” for undermining “the direct re-
lations between students and instructor, and…
because of the chilling effect they have on in-
structors’ speech.” 

But such comments are few and far be-
tween. When discussing the Middlebury 
case she condemns the violence against Mur-
ray, but praises the students’ arguments 
against bringing him to campus as serious 
efforts “to expand the democratic reach of 
free speech to groups they see as harmed and 
silenced, not to protect themselves within 
a liberal cocoon.” In reality, Middlebury’s 

“harmed and silenced” groups had many 
chances to hear other speakers at Middle-
bury that same semester, including Emory 
philosophy professor George Yancy on “Fear 
of the Black Body,” Vermont ACLU director 
James Lyall, Edward Snowden (via the inter-
net), Time magazine’s Joe Klein, Harvard’s 
Tarek Masoud on “Islam and Democracy in 
the Age of Trump,” and Amy Goodman of 

“Democracy Now!” 
To say in such circumstances that shouting 

down the one clear conservative voice is “to ex-
pand the democratic reach of free speech” is 
Orwellian. Fortunately, there are still liberals 
in the public sphere like Abrams and Garton 
Ash, and in the academy like Chemerinsky 
and Gillman, who speak up for free speech 
and open inquiry, however much the short-
comings of their arguments may cry out to 
others for more thought, more speech, and 
more action. 

James R. Stoner, Jr., is Hermann Moyse Jr. Profes-
sor and director of the Eric Voegelin Institute in 
the Department of Political Science at Louisiana 
State University.
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Book Review by David P. Goldman

Condoleezza Rice Goes to the Seashore
Democracy: Stories from the Long Road to Freedom, by Condoleezza Rice.

Twelve, 496 pages, $35

In jules dassin’s 1960 comedy never on 
Sunday Melina Mercouri’s Piraeus demi-
mondaine weeps at the awful denouement 

of “Medea,” but cheers up when the actors 
take their curtain call. They didn’t die after 
all, Mercouri exclaims, adding, “And they all 
went to the seashore.” Former Secretary of 
State and National Security Advisor Condo-
leezza Rice has written a report, Democracy: 
Stories from the Long Road to Freedom, on the 
tragic failure of democratic movements in the 
Middle East, Russia, and elsewhere, but with 
the sad bits left out. So convinced is she of de-
mocracy’s inevitable triumph that every story 
has a happy ending.

Iran’s regime “may for a time prevent the 
Iranian people from rising against their gov-
ernment, but it almost ensures that when 
they do, the landing will not be a soft one 
for the regime or the country.” Rice reports 
her “shock” when Hamas terrorists won the 
2006 Palestinian elections urged by the State 
Department (so shocked, she says, that she 
called the State Department watch officer 

from her elliptical workout to confirm the 
news). She learned, she tells us, that “armed 
groups should not participate in the electoral 
process.” The remedy lies in “nurturing a di-
verse set of institutions…empowering entre-
preneurs and businessmen, educating and 
empowering women, and encouraging social 
entrepreneurs and local civic organizations.” 
She praises former Palestinian Authority 
Prime Minister Salam Fayyad, who told her 
that the P.A.’s security services were “a bunch 
of gangsters,” but does not bother to mention 
that Fayyad was fired in 2013 after he failed 
to make a dent in the P.A.’s kleptocracy.

Of hosni mubarak’s fall and the 
Egyptian military’s return to pow-
er she declares that “the Egyptian 

people were calling for [Mubarak’s] immedi-
ate ouster” in February 2011. By the people, 
she means the fraction of Egypt’s population 
that fit into Cairo’s Tahrir Square. Then the 
Muslim Brotherhood “won an impressive vic-
tory in peaceful elections.” Unfortunately, the 

Brotherhood’s president, Mohamed Morsi, 
had an “Islamic and autocratic tilt” and “was 
blamed, whether fairly or not, for attacks on 
religious minorities.” In July 2013 the military 
overthrew him, after “violent protests swept 
the country, with millions of Morsi support-
ers and millions of his critics facing off.”

This involves an improper use of the plu-
ral. The Cairo-based International Develop-
ment Center’s report on the demonstrations 
counted fewer than one million pro-Morsi 
and 30 million anti-Morsi demonstrators in 
July 2013—a majority of Egypt’s total adult 
population. Never before or after did the 

“Egyptian people” proclaim their views with 
such unanimity. To Rice, the “Egyptian peo-
ple” were present to topple Mubarak but not 
to expel Morsi. It happens that Egypt had 
less than a month’s supply of wheat on hand 
when General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi took the 
country back from the Muslim Brotherhood 
with the manifest support of a supermajority 
of Egyptians. Mass popular support for a re-
turn to military rule does not fit Rice’s narra-
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tive, so she simply leaves out the unpleasant 
facts.

Still, Rice concludes her account of Egypt’s 
“Arab Spring,” in effect, they all went to the 
seashore: “despite these dark prospects and 
the repression unleashed by the Sisi regime, 
the dream of a freer and more democratic 
Egypt lives on. It can be seen in the stories 
of activists who, at great personal risk to 
themselves, continue to advocate for [sic] re-
forms.” It is of no consequence to her that half 
of Egyptians are functionally illiterate, that 
nine tenths of adult women (according to the 
World Health Organization) have undergone 
genital mutilation, and that Egypt imports 
half its total caloric consumption, feeding 
about half its people on subsidized bread. The 
country lives on loans from the Gulf States 
and the International Monetary Fund, and 
would starve without $20 billion of remit-
tances from Egyptians working overseas. It 
holds on to social cohesion and life itself with 
difficulty. Yet Rice reduces Egypt’s tortuous 
story to that of a few Western-educated activ-
ists. “Someday Egypt’s future will be brighter,” 
she writes, “and [the activists] will have anoth-
er opportunity to build their dream. It might 
be a far-off and distant future. But those who 
think otherwise discount the human yearning 
to be free.” In the meantime Rice discounts 
the human yearning to be fed.

Democracy is having a bad decade. 
China—the world’s largest and most 
successful dictatorship—is extend-

ing its influence beyond its coastal waters and 
into Eurasia, through the trillion-dollar One 
Belt, One Road program (and others). Chinese 
investments in Pakistan, Iran, and more re-
cently Turkey have given new vigor to dictato-
rial and sometimes dangerous regimes. Russia 
has quadrupled its oil exports to China. The 
two main Eurasian powers may compete, but 
they agree on preserving the Assad regime in 
Syria. Iraq’s main military forces now are Shi-
ite militias advised or commanded by Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard officers.

At this writing the U.S. administration is 
still debating how to respond to Iran’s long-
range ballistic missile program and its at-
tempt to create a “Shiite corridor” from Iran 
to the Mediterranean. A decade ago, Ameri-
ca could have destroyed Iran’s nuclear weap-
ons development program, a course of ac-
tion advocated by then-Vice President Dick 
Cheney. Rice and Defense Secretary Robert 
Gates persuaded President George W. Bush 
to forbear. Not just China and Russia, but 
other European and Asian nations are eager 
to do business with Iran, and America’s abil-
ity to shape events is shrinking. Worst of all, 

America’s technological edge in warfare is 
eroding.

Remarkably, Rice has almost nothing 
to say about China, except to suggest that a 
credit bubble in the Chinese economy shows 
the vulnerability of its authoritarian system. 
Yet China continues to grow at a rate that will 
double its economy every decade or so, and 
to increase its dominance in high-tech elec-
tronics manufacturing. New rail lines from 
China link Iran and Turkey to Chinese indus-
try and bind them to China’s economy. Tur-
key, for that matter, merits barely a passing 
mention. Rice laments the lost opportunity 
of the Iranian 2009 “Green Revolution” and 
the Obama Administration’s refusal to sup-
port popular protests against election fraud. 
But the only initiative she mentions from her 
tenure in office was a short-lived cultural ex-
change program, “to try to end the isolation 
of the Iranian people, even if we could do 
nothing about their government.” That’s hard 
to read without gagging, considering Rice 
did everything in her power to stop the Bush 
Administration from doing something about 
their government.

At the turn of 2018, Iranians took to the 
streets in more than 70 towns and cities to 
protest the Islamic Republic’s policies, and 
many denounced the Islamic Republic itself. 
Insufficient data are available at this writing 
to evaluate the origin and future of the new 
protest movement, but they have put regime 
change back on the agenda. The Trump Ad-
ministration’s vigorous response to Iranian 
aggression contrasts with Rice’s fatalism 
about the theocratic regime, and gives the 
Iranian people hope the U.S. can indeed do 
something about their government.

To a hammer, everything looks 
like a nail; to Condoleezza Rice, every 

“democratic transition” looks like the 
American civil rights movement, to which she 
devotes more pages than any other subject. 
Chattel slavery and the denial of civil rights 
to the descendants of slaves for a century af-
ter the Civil War was a shameful stain upon 
the United States, but it also was an anomaly 
in a country founded on the principle of uni-
versal equality. Oddly, Rice thinks the civil 
rights movement was a “moment of democrat-
ic transition,” like those in Poland, Egypt, or 
Iraq, rather than the extension of an existing 
democracy to a previously excluded minority. 
America, in her reading, is not exceptional, 
but simply another case study in “the long 
road to freedom.”

It is telling that Rice’s account of the civil 
rights movement doesn’t mention that its 
leaders were Christian ministers who ap-
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pealed to the conscience of a Christian nation. 
On the contrary, she rejects the notion that 
Christianity had much to do with the Amer-
ican Founding. The “Constitution gave ‘We 
the people’ no religious identity,” she writes. 

“Many have made the point that Christians 
founded America. These men and women 
lived in a time when at least some expres-
sion of Christian belief was an absolute ne-
cessity for moral propriety…but in the final 
analysis it doesn’t matter whether they were 
Christian believers, Deists, or atheists.” Al-
though she dismisses religion’s contribution 
to America’s policy, she denounces “religious 
prejudices in American social life and poli-
tics,” for example, her perception that “Mus-
lim Americans find themselves constantly 
professing their loyalty to the United States 
in answer to those who too easily draw a link 
between them and violent extremists in the 
Middle East.”

“As long as human beings fear 
those who are ‘different,’ prejudice 
and suspicion will be a part of the 

human experience,” Rice concludes. Her 
personal view of the matter is understand-
able. She recalls that “my friend Denise Mc-
Nair and three other little girls [were] killed 
in a bombing at the Sixteenth Street Baptist 
Church in Birmingham in September 1963,” 
when Rice was nine years old. The reader 
sympathizes with her impulse to universal-
ize this terrible event, but it is a woefully mis-
taken view of the world. The racists of the 
American South claimed that black Ameri-
cans were incapable of shaping their own po-
litical destiny, and the civil rights movement 
proved them wrong. Should we assume that 
every people in every land is equally capable 
of shaping its own destiny? The notion that 
largely tribal Muslim societies can march to 
democracy on the same path as Americans 
who elected their own pastors and collected 
their own taxes has caused endless mischief. 
Time and again, Rice’s prescription comes 
down to “assume a civil society,” where none 
ever has existed.

It was Rice’s misfortune to enter the po-
litical arena just as Poland broke free of Soviet 
control. If Poland could succeed at democracy, 
Rice believed, every other country could, too. 
But there was no question of building democ-
racy in Poland: the Poles had built that for 
themselves during the interwar period, and it 
was torn from their hands by Nazi and Soviet 
occupation. Civil society persisted in Poland 
through the Catholic Church during the years 

of Communist oppression, and the Poles took 
their first opportunity to restore a polity that 
was dormant but never destroyed.

Poland produced leaders like Lech Walesa; 
Russia produced nothing but predators like 
Roman Abramovich, Boris Yeltsin’s main 
backer among the Russian oligarchs. Rus-
sian Orthodoxy fostered piety, but not what 
the Catholic Church calls subsidiarity, the 
proliferation of religiously-influenced institu-
tions through civil society. That is one crucial 
difference between an independent church 
and an imperial church. The Communist 
system extirpated virtually all social life not 
under the direct control of the Communist 
Party. Through adverse selection, toadies and 
mediocrities rose up the bureaucratic ranks—
except in the secret services, the one Soviet 
institution that rewarded daring and intelli-
gence. It was inevitable that Russia’s new lead-
ers would come from the ranks of the KGB, 
because that was the country’s only school for 
leadership training.

ica hasn’t begun to pay for the consequences of 
her mistakes. The Bush Administration and 
its successor spent over $4 trillion to build 
nations in Iraq and Afghanistan, with nearly 
7,000 American dead and more than 50,000 
wounded. What do we have to show for it? Iraq 

“continues to function in a quasi-democratic 
fashion—the institutions are weak but at least 
present.… Freedom of religion is guaranteed….
[y]et religious minorities are being driven out 
of the country…because the government can-
not protect them from sectarian militias and 
terrorists,” reports Rice. Moreover, “The Irani-
ans will have free rein if there is no American 
counterweight,” by which she means, I pre-
sume, boots on the ground—that is, more of 
the same things that failed in the past.

What was america’s opportunity 
cost in return for this dismal out-
come? It is one thing for Jack to 

bring home a magic bean, and quite another to 
trade his mother’s cow for it. Rice, to be sure, is 
still waiting for her magic bean to sprout, but 
it’s nonetheless fair to ask what she traded for it.

Had we left Saddam Hussein in power or 
(as Daniel Pipes suggested at the time) installed 
one of his generals to succeed him, and spent a 
fraction of that $4 trillion on advanced military 
R&D, we would have little to fear from Rus-
sia’s S-400 air defense system or China’s DF-26 
carrier-killer missile or satellite-killing capabil-
ities. A tiny portion of the butcher’s bill for Iraq 
and Afghanistan would have bought America 
a missile shield sufficiently reliable to allow 
us to laugh at North Korea. We would not 
require China’s and Russia’s assistance to per-
suade Pyongyang to stop firing missiles in our 
direction. China and Russia would fear our un-
challenged technological prowess, as they did 
during the Reagan Administration, and the 
nuclear aspirations of Iran and North Korea 
would seem trivial in the face of American 
countermeasures. Our defense budget would 
not be constrained by spiraling deficits. Most 
of all, the world, as it did during the 1980s, 
would look up to the United States as the well-
spring of growth rather than to China.

That is how the tragedy of the aborted 
democratic movements became America’s 
tragedy. The prospects for a day at the beach 
are shrinking fast.

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).

To Condoleeza Rice,
every “democratic transition” 

looks like the American
civil rights movement.

Rice mentions the western experts 
who flocked to Russia in the early 
1990s to advise the post-Soviet gov-

ernment on reforms. I was briefly one of them. 
The late private equity investor Theodore 
Forstmann engaged the supply-side consult-
ing firm Polyconomics to study Russia’s econ-
omy. As the firm’s chief economist, I made 
several trips to Moscow and was duly ap-
pointed an adviser to Yegor Gaidar’s finance 
ministry in 1992. I wasn’t able to give much 
advice because everyone in power was too 
busy stealing public assets to listen. But the 
most striking thing about Russia under Yelt-
sin was the Russians’ utter passivity in face of 
a kleptocratic social breakdown. This wasn’t 
John Paul II’s Poland, but the sorry outcome 
of 70 years of Communist terror preceded by 
centuries of Tsarist autocracy. To expect a dif-
ferent outcome was delusional.

Culture doesn’t matter for Condoleezza 
Rice, who reduces the world to simple ideologi-
cal categories. Her contribution to misguided 
American policies has been substantial. Amer-
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Book Review by Michael A. Needham

Trumping Reagan?
Conscience of a Conservative: A Rejection of Destructive Politics and a Return to Principle, by Jeff Flake.

Random House, 160 pages, $27

The Working Class Republican: Ronald Reagan and the Return of Blue-Collar Conservatism, by Henry Olsen.
Broadside Books, 368 pages, $27.99

Evidence and logic go only so far in 
democratic politics. To see things as they 
are, rather than as we wish they were, is 

to recognize the importance of rhetoric and 
myth in shaping public sentiment. In the Left’s 
myth, the arc of progress points toward justice 
not yet attained. Progressivism deprecates the 
idea that justice is already inherent in our sys-
tem in favor of the better future’s truly just pol-
ity, which liberals are forging. As opponents of 
this myth, conservatives defend not merely our 
own preferences but the republic itself.

Conservatism’s counter-narrative centers 
on the Barry Goldwater-Ronald Reagan legacy, 
a realignment that repudiates progressivism 
in favor of timeless constitutional principles. 
Conservatism’s success depends, therefore, on 
that narrative’s resonance. Is the Goldwater-
Reagan myth, in essence, true? Does it speak 
to our present moment? Does conveying it re-
quire altering its finer points? And how does it 
account for Donald Trump? 

Two recent books offer different answers to 
these questions about the meaning of Trump 
and conservatism. The authors’ competing ap-
proaches show that the choice of embracing 
or rejecting Trump will shape conservatism’s 
future course, but also the interpretation of 
its past. Deciding how to regard Trump and 
Trumpism requires conservatives to ponder 
the meaning of conservatism itself. 

Senator jeff flake’s history of 
conservatism in Conscience of a Con-
servative is familiar: Barry Goldwater 

offered renewal to an intimidated, marginal-
ized Republican Party. Instead of being the 
tax collector for the Democrats’ welfare state, 
the party could offer a libertarian alternative 
to the big-government status quo. Sixteen 
years later, after all the votes were counted, as 
George Will quipped, Goldwater’s 1964 cam-
paign was ultimately victorious via Reagan’s 
election in 1980. The principles of limited 
government and economic freedom fueled 
not only his campaign but also the modern 
conservative movement. This revolutionary 
movement advocated extremism in defense 
of liberty, which the country embraced on 
the rare occasions the GOP offered a choice, 
not an echo. Because conservatism remains a 
movement of timeless ideas, its time has not 
yet come and gone.

Subsequent events have only underscored 
the original lesson, Flake argues. When Re-
publicans stand for conservative principles, 
they win hearts, minds, and elections: the 
White House in 1980; the House of Represen-
tatives in 1994 and 2010. And when Repub-
licans stray from those principles, they suffer 
electoral defeat, as in the backlash in 2008 af-
ter George W. Bush. Flake fears the backlash 
yet to come, after four or eight years of a big-

spending, big-government Trump Administra-
tion disdainful of conservative principle.

For all that, Flake is an unlikely Goldwa-
terite. A conservative House member from 
Arizona who led the successful campaign 
against earmarks, Flake made a sharp pivot to 
the politics of bien pensant respectability upon 
election to the Senate in 2012. In recent years, 
he has seemed more devoted to scoring media 
points by reaching out to Democrats than to 
advancing libertarianism. In October, he an-
nounced his retirement from the Senate with 
a showy speech denouncing the president.

Conscience of a conservative con-
veniently follows in this vein, bemoan-
ing all manner of liberal bogeymen. 

But Flake knows well that America’s elites, 
now his primary audience, will not merely tol-
erate but embrace some renditions of liberty: 
mass immigration understood as a univer-
sal quasi-right, and the free trade orthodoxy 
that Donald Trump attacked in 2016. Thus, 
the free flow of labor and goods plays an out-
sized role in Flake’s account of the essence of 
conservatism, standing in for a more broadly 
libertarian agenda. Trump’s protectionism, 
Flake tells us, is of a piece with his general 
openness to big government. This argument 
reduces the fight against big government to 
the defense of globalism.
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The belief that the rising tide of global GDP 
lifts all boats by no means defines pre-Trump 
conservatism, but it does represent the sort 
of abstraction that characterized the move-
ment Goldwater founded. Trumpism suc-
ceeded by rejecting the universal and abstract 
for the particular and concrete: the particular 
communities harmed by trade; the particular 
workers losing jobs to immigrants; the eleva-
tion of concrete issues like joblessness, crime, 
and the opioid crisis over the abstract goal of 
shrinking government. Flake may not be an 
ideal representative of his brand of conserva-
tism, but he is among the few in its ranks will-
ing to take on Trumpism so publicly. He is not 
wrong to recognize Trumpism for what it is: 
an existential threat to a conservatism that be-
gins and ends with reducing “big” government. 

In the broader view, conservatism is 
prudent, not defined by and limited to lib-
ertarian abstractions. Where Flake choos-

es Goldwater as the lodestar for American 
conservatism, Henry Olsen chooses Ronald 
Reagan in his revisionist history, The Working 
Class Republican. Many movement conserva-
tives would regard this as a distinction with-
out a difference. To the contrary, says Olsen: 
Reagan’s conservatism succeeded because he 
transcended rather than perpetuated Gold-
water’s ideas. 

Working Class Republican casts Reagan as 
a legatee not of Goldwater but of Franklin 
Roosevelt—a controversial, counter-intuitive 
thesis. A senior fellow at the Ethics and Pub-
lic Policy Center, Olsen disputes what “ev-
erybody knows” about Reagan: that Reagan’s 
conservatism was libertarian, that the essence 
of his philosophy was the reduction of gov-
ernment’s size and scope; that he would today 
join those who decry most of modern govern-
ment as unconstitutional overreach. Even “ul-
traconservative” readers, to use Reagan’s par-
lance, will find it difficult to dismiss Olsen’s 
reinterpretation of Reagan. 

Olsen makes his case by drawing atten-
tion to Reagan’s frequent departures from 
the small-government ideology routinely as-
cribed to him. For example, Reagan’s “There 
you go again” retort during the 1980 presi-
dential debate set up remarks on his support 
for an alternative to Medicare that would 
have provided federal financial assistance 
to states to establish old-age insurance pro-
grams. Even in his 1964 “Time for Choosing” 
speech Reagan claimed, “We’re for a provi-
sion that destitution should not follow un-
employment by reason of old age, and to that 
end we’ve accepted Social Security as a step 
toward meeting the problem.” Olsen traces 
similar concessions throughout Reagan’s ca-
reer, disabusing us of the notion that such 

apostasies were outliers rather than funda-
mental beliefs.

These brushstrokes portray a rea-
ganism that rejects more than it affirms 
conservative orthodoxy. Rarely did 

Reagan argue that any ongoing or proposed 
government intervention in the service of a 
worthwhile goal was constitutionally or phil-
osophically illegitimate. Moreover, his objec-
tions to government programs often focused 
on flawed execution rather than illegitimate 
ends. Mostly absent and never central in Rea-
gan’s lexicon, contra Flake, were buzzwords 
like “liberty.” Arguments about federalism 
were more prominent, but never as dispositive 
considerations against some government ac-
tion in the service of a legitimate need. 

But Olsen’s Reagan is not without prin-
ciples. His philosophy, embodied in Reagan’s 

“Creative Society” speech delivered in 1966 
when he was running for governor of Cali-
fornia, boils down to three emphases: self-
government coupled with interpersonal ob-
ligation, serving as a bulwark against central 
control; the identification and addressing of 
public needs; and human dignity. 

Olsen argues persuasively that Reagan’s 
conservatism is best understood in terms of 
the human concerns it addressed in his day, 
not the small-government abstractions he is 

“This book deserves to be 
widely read, candidly 
discussed, and 
strenuously debated.”

BAYLOR UNIVERSIT Y PRESS

Books for Good | baylorpress.com
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known for. It was a conservatism that spoke 
to concrete problems rather than from philo-
sophical axioms. Though fully aware of the 
dangers of government overreach, it never 
substituted concern about government’s size 
for concern for human flourishing. 

Reaganite conservatism, as Olsen under-
stands it, shares an enemy—big government—
with libertarianism but defines that enemy 
differently. The issue is not the size of govern-
ment’s footprint but the bureaucratic control 
and micromanagement that stifle Americans’ 
aspirations. Its antipathy for government, 
therefore, is contingent not on government’s 
size but on its nature. For such a conserva-
tism, the character of the elites who operate 
the machinery of government—precisely the 
ones Flake appeases in his alternative vision—
matters at least as much as the size and scope 
of government. The contrast with Flake’s low 
regard for populism—cast as an enemy of 
conservative principle—could not be clearer.

Working class republican will 
be embraced or scorned by most 
conservatives based or whether 

they feel it carries Reagan’s openness to gov-
ernment too far and underestimates his role 
in creating the anti-government image that 
has animated the conservative movement 
since 1989. Olsen’s new account, that Reagan 

had more in common with Roosevelt than 
with Goldwater, is not fully persuasive. But 
whether he has captured the essence of Rea-
gan matters less than his critique of the story 
he aims to supplant, of a doctrinaire conser-
vatism that Republican primary voters, sup-
posedly its strongest enthusiasts, rejected last 
year in favor of something radically different.

That rejection should not be over-inter-
preted: for most of the prolonged Republican 
primary contest Trump secured pluralities, 
not majorities, against an array of more con-
ventionally conservative challengers. Still, the 
numbers reveal two groups of voters, divided 
not by conservatism versus moderation but on 
the basis of two different conservatisms—the 
ones on offer from Flake and Olsen.

The best insights available on that coali-
tion come from another project of Olsen’s—
the Democracy Fund’s Voter Study Group—
to which I served as an advisor. It has pro-
vided the most comprehensive longitudinal 
study yet produced of the attitudes that 
drove Trump’s surprise victory. As described 
at VoterStudyGroup.org,

The 2016 VOTER Survey (Views of 
the Electorate Research Survey) was 
the study group’s first original research. 
In partnership with YouGov, it polled 
8,000 adults—most of whom had 

participated in similar surveys in mid-
2016, 2012, and 2011, which allowed 
for a unique longitudinal data set and 
deep exploration into many hotly-de-
bated subjects of the election.

Of particular interest is the analysis of 
Trump’s voters conducted by Emily Ekins of 
the Cato Institute. On one side of the Trump 
coalition, she found, are two subgroups often 
lumped together in the “conservative” column. 
There are the “staunch conservatives” at 31%, 
who are what we tend to think of when we 
talk about conservatives: loyal Republicans 
who are anti-tax, pro-gun, and socially con-
servative. Then there are the “free marketeers” 
at 25%, conservative on economics but mod-
erate to liberal on cultural issues and identity 
politics. Together, these two groups establish 
a majority intra-Republican voting bloc for 
free-market messages. These are the voters 
who might have voted for the sort of candidate 
Flake admires. But they are not the whole of 
the Republican coalition, nor do they repre-
sent anything close to a national consensus for 
a drastically downsized federal government. 

On the other side are three Trump-voting 
subgroups whose politics are far less tradi-
tionally Republican—and that therefore 
proved far more decisive in Trump’s victory. 
First, at 20%, there are the “American pres-
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ervationists,” who fear cultural change but 
otherwise support liberal economic policies. 
Then there are the “Anti-Elites,” some 19% of 
Trump voters, who are less skeptical of cul-
tural change and immigration than Ameri-
can preservationists are, but incline toward a 
populism of compromise and asking more of 
the rich. The remaining 5% are disengaged, 
politically uninformed, and alienated from 
our political debates. 

These three groups may not be the majority 
of the Republican Party, but they are a sizable 
enough chunk of its voter base that victory 
is impossible without them. Donald Trump, 
who received somewhere between 11% and 
15% of his votes (depending on which study 
you consult) from people who voted for Barack 
Obama in 2012, would not be president with-
out these defections. 

The question republicans now face 
is how to keep and incorporate these vot-
ers. Flake’s conservatism, which would 

have Republicans basically dismiss their con-
cerns, barely commands a majority of Republi-
can voters, and so offers little hope of securing 
majorities from the entire electorate. Perhaps 
this explains Flake’s paeans to bipartisanship. 
Unhappy with his party and its coalition, he 
cannot explain how to promote an ideology 
with too narrow a constituency to govern. 

A coalition this divided needs a new public 
account of itself if it is to maintain political 
power. The 2016 election saw a fractured gov-
erning coalition that opposed the right-side-
of-history myths that looked so ascendant in 
the Obama years with a new story of its own, 
one that reclaimed the true Reagan (if you 
believe Henry Olsen), or moved beyond him 
(if you don’t). Yet it’s unclear whether Trump 
or Trumpism actually points toward durable 
principles of governance or whether Trump’s 
victory is best attributed to his own singular 
appeal. If a new account is centered entirely 
on one man, it is a cult of personality destined 
to fracture when he departs the scene. 

We do see in Trump’s rhetoric about glo-
balism versus nationalism the effort to build 
a Trumpism that might prove more durable. 
But Trump himself seems to approach his 
takeover of the Republican Party as a transac-
tional arrangement rather than an effort to of-
fer anything new. At times his rhetoric seems 
merely for show: the real work is in brokering 
deals among the GOP’s factions, which have 
been left unchanged by his election.

Many conservatives are mostly happy to 
have it this way. Trump, they believe, owes 
them for their votes, without which he would 
not have won the presidency, and they expect 
to collect his support for their priorities. They 

did not elect Trump to rewrite their agenda, 
and with a new president eager to put victories 
on the board, they see no reason to do so. All 
they needed was a president who would sign 
Obamacare repeal and corporate tax reform 
into law. As it turned out, the main obstacle 
they faced was not the Trumpist realignment 
but their congressional leadership’s incom-
petence and the intransigence of moderates, 
whose long tenure in Washington rendered 
them averse to draining its swamps.

Although proponents of this view had sev-
eral successes to celebrate in 2017—the eleva-
tion of Neil Gorsuch to the Supreme Court, 
an inspiring deregulatory agenda, and the 
passage of a massive tax cut—they also run 
into the harsh reality of the failure to repeal 
and replace Obamacare. Absent a modern 
governing majority, conservatism’s policy as-
pirations can be achieved only through parlia-
mentary sleights of hand or executive actions 
temporarily free from the constraints of pub-
lic opinion. Successfully building a governing 
coalition will require something more: mak-
ing the non-ideological half of the Trump co-
alition inhabitants in, rather than visitors to, 
the GOP.

What have these voters received 
since Trump’s election? Propos-
als to end the trade deals Trump 

told them were stealing away their jobs have 
been downgraded to “renegotiations” and are 
likely to be downgraded, again, to rebranding. 
Core Trumpist priorities like ending Presi-
dent Obama’s illegal amnesty seem to be little 
more than bargaining chips to be thrown away 
to Chuck Schumer with the hope of preserv-
ing the construction of some physical struc-
ture at the border. For all his time as presi-
dent, the most tangible achievement Trump 
can point to on their behalf was the Carrier 
deal inked before he took office, financed not 
by any Trump Administration initiative but 
by then-Governor Mike Pence’s Indiana state 
government.

For some, Trump’s inability to translate his 
rhetoric into results validates the pre-Trump 
conservative worldview. It would be more pro-
ductive, however, for thoughtful conservatives 
to apply conservative principles to the chal-
lenges Trump diagnosed. Conservative think 
tanks and publications exist for just this pur-
pose—to equip conservative and Republican 
office-holders to succeed. Trump’s presidency 
proves the importance of these institutions 
and their work: to specify and justify an agen-
da that produces tangible results.

Michael A. Needham is the chief executive officer 
for Heritage Action for America.
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Essay by Matthew Continetti

Senators and Their Pages

Why do senators write books? 
They have plenty of other things to 
be doing: constituent service, legis-

lation, presiding over committees, delivering 
speeches, and raising money, for starters. Yet 
the impulse to scribble remains. According to 
official records, authors comprise more than 
a third of the current Senate, from Kirsten 
Gillibrand (Off the Sidelines: Raise Your Voice, 
Change the World) and Angus King (Gover-
nor’s Travels: How I Left Politics, Learned to 
Back Up a Bus, and Found America) to Claire 
McCaskill (Plenty Ladylike) and James Inhofe 
(The Greatest Hoax: How the Global Warming 
Conspiracy Threatens Your Future). Doesn’t 
matter if your senator is on the left or on the 
right, male or female, from a big state or a 
small state, famous or invisible. He is proba-
bly an author. The liberal Democrat Sheldon 
Whitehouse of Rhode Island, for example, 
has written two books. If this is news to you, 
don’t worry. He probably hasn’t read them 
either.

There have been literary senators, of 
course, legislators whose book-writing pre-
dated their election and for whom writing 
was a large part of their being. I think of 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, the last Senate 
intellectual, and of James Webb, and even of 
Barack Obama. For the most part, though, 
senatorial books are instrumental. They 
are ways of elevating a senator’s profile, of 

guaranteeing him television appearances, of 
having his name floated for president. They 
might also be a way of laying down a marker, 
of identifying the senator with a particular 
agenda or ideological movement. The au-
thors of this sort of book do not necessarily 
intend for you to read it. What they want is 
for you to notice it.

Jeff Flake, Ben Sasse, Mike Lee, Al Fran-
ken, and Elizabeth Warren do have some-
thing to say, however, and the uneven quality 
of their prose suggests that, in some cases, 
they eschewed ghostwriters to say it them-
selves. Their books want to be taken seri-
ously—even, if you can believe it, ex-Senator 
Franken’s. The sober intention is evident in 
the volumes’ design. Only the two Demo-
crats chose to feature their portraits on the 
covers, for instance. And with the partial 
exception of Jeff Flake’s Conscience of a Con-
servative, each one of these books is thick, 
hefty, inflated by the capacious margins and 
line spacing commonly found in high-school 
term papers.

The Libertarian

I say flake’s work is a partial excep-
tion because even its paltry 138 pages are 
too long. His effort is more of an essay, or a 

collection of diary entries, than a book. “I will 
start by saying that I regret having to write 

this book,” he writes, and I believe him, be-
cause I regretted having to read it. No one can 
doubt Flake’s sincerity, his commitment to 
free market principle, or his love of Arizona, 
the American West, and his role model Barry 
Goldwater. It’s clear that he, like many people, 
was disturbed by the rise of Donald Trump, 
and surprised by Trump’s election. He’s con-
cerned about the future of his movement, his 
party, and his country. 

My problem with Conscience of a Conserva-
tive is that it doesn’t go beyond these feelings 
of revulsion, shock, and anxiety. It doesn’t of-
fer persuasive answers to the countless rhe-
torical questions that fill its pages.

Here is one of those questions. Take a deep 
breath: “How is it,” Flake asks,

that the Republican Party, the political 
movement that has long been animated 
by the simple, strong ideas of limited 
government and economic freedom, has 
been swept up in a populist fever and 
has fallen for ideas that are the oppo-
site of what so many of us have believed 
for so long—from ardent belief in free 
trade to realpolitik federal budgeting to 
responsible immigration policy to mak-
ing the Republican Party as big a tent 
as possible—all united by a belief that, 
as George Will once wrote, “limited 
government by its limitations nurtures 
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in men and women the responsibilities 
that make them competent for, and 
worthy of, freedom?”

Flake remains befuddled. He says the con-
servative movement and Republican Party 
embraced Donald Trump out of a desire to 
win at any cost. But there is a problem with 
his assertion: no one really expected Trump to 
win. Republicans backed Trump not because 
they expected him to defeat Hillary Clinton 
but because he voiced their wishes and fears 
over the howls of the mainstream media and 
the financial and political establishment. The 
logic of the Trump voter was that, if America 
had to go down into the pit of statism and po-
litical correctness, it might as well go down 
fighting. Calculations of victory had little to 
do with it.

“We have given in to the politics of anger—
the belief that riling up the base can make up 
for failed attempts to broaden the electorate,” 
Flake writes. “These are the spasms of a dying 
party.” But if the GOP of 2017 is a dying par-
ty, what does a living one look like? Repub-
lican strength at the local, state, and federal 
levels is higher than the party has experienced 
in decades. The congressional majority might 
not be able to reach consensus on health care, 
but is that the fault of a president whom few 
congressmen like anyway?

Many of Flake’s arguments are restate-
ments of the conventional wisdom one en-
counters in the swamp. “The demographic 
picture of America is rapidly changing,” he 
writes, “and we have to change with it.” For 
evidence, Flake cites the fact that George W. 
Bush got 56% of the white vote and won, and 
Romney got 59% and lost. But Trump got the 
same percentage as Romney and won, and did 
better than Romney among black and His-
panic voters besides. It’s unclear what Flake is 
trying to prove. Nor does he explain why Re-
publicans should tailor their message to the 
ethnic categories of the census form rather 
than make broad appeals to American soli-
darity and pride.

Flake repeats two mistakes that conserva-
tives, myself included, made during the 2016 
primaries. The first is to assume a consensus 
where none exists. The conservative move-
ment, it turns out, contains widely divergent 
views on immigration, trade, entitlements, 
and foreign policy. It is wrong, as well as self-
defeating, to pretend that these differences 
do not exist, much less that there is a uni-
versally recognized arbiter of what counts as 
conservative.

The second mistake is to commit the fal-
lacy of composition. As multifarious as they 
are, conservatives are but one part of the Re-

publican coalition. It is folly to presume that 
the influence they have exercised over the 
party will continue indefinitely. This is not to 
say conservatives should abandon efforts to 
strengthen the forces of freedom within the 
GOP. But they shouldn’t be shocked or of-
fended when other factions win the day.

“The issues that increase freedom and 
broaden opportunity for the most people are 
the issues that I wanted to devote my ener-
gies to,” writes Flake. For that I am grateful. 
But I would be more grateful still if Flake had 
engaged in a closer examination of the posi-
tions and reasoning of his nationalist populist 
opponents. An accommodation between the 
two camps may be the only way to satisfy the 
consciences of all.

Yale, study at Oxford, work as a management 
consultant, serve as a university president, 
win election to the Senate at age 42, and write 
a hugely ambitious examination of the history 
of American education and parenthood, rang-
ing from Aristotle and Augustine to Rousseau, 
Calvin, and Dewey. David Brooks would call 
him a “Résumé God.” And as I made my way 
through his book, I kept having the nagging 
suspicion that Sasse was judging me. Poorly.

“My wife and I frame many questions in our 
parenting in terms of our children’s souls,” he 
says. That is splendid. My wife and I, on the 
other hand, frame many questions in our par-
enting in terms of keeping the kids dressed, 
fed, bathed, and occupied before we put them 
to bed and collapse into a heap on the couch. 
My fear is that following Sasse’s advice would 
add to our fatigue or, worse, kill us.

What does Dr. Sasse (Ph.D.) recommend? 
“If you are feeding your baby broccoli and 
apple sauce, sequence the sweets as a reward 
for the vegetables.” “See a birth.” “Send your 
two-year-old to get your socks every morn-
ing.” “Write down every single bit of junk 
food you eat every single day for a month (or 
for whatever time period you choose).” “Let 
your six-year-old order the pizza, let her pay 
the delivery person, and make her ask how 
he or she got to your house.” “Assign your 
kids the task of planning family vacations.” 

“Become obsessed with lean packing—truly 
obsessed.” “Buy a good backpack that can 
hold no more than 18 or 20 pounds, and for 
some of your trips, take only what you can 
easily carry on your back.” “If you’re from the 
city, take your family and go live (not vacation) 
in the country for weeks. If you’re from the 
country, go live in a city. This won’t work for 
some jobs with set schedules and set geogra-
phies, but fewer and fewer of us will be work-
ing in such jobs without interruption for our 
whole lives going forward.”

That final recommendation is emblematic 
of the audacious and impractical Sasse pro-
gram. Who but a member of the very rich has 
the financial and professional means to trans-
plant his family, including a spouse who in all 
probability works as well, “for weeks”? Nor do 
I take comfort in the assurance that we will 
have more opportunities for this type of ad-
venture after our jobs have been outsourced 
or automated. Then again, our obsession with 
lean packing will be made easier. We will no 
longer have money to buy anything.

According to Sasse, our habits will improve 
if we jot down every Cheeto we snack on or, 
conversely, every morning we wake up at 6:00. 

“There is no magic technique for  how  to log 
your time or document your behaviors,” he 
says.

Books discussed in this essay:

Conscience of a Conservative:
A Rejection of Destructive Politics and a 

Return to Principle, by Jeff Flake.
Random House, 160 pages, $27

The Vanishing American Adult: Our 
Coming-of-Age Crisis—and How to
Rebuild a Culture of Self-Reliance,
by Ben Sasse. St. Martin’s Press,

320 pages, $27.99

Written Out of History: The Forgotten 
Founders Who Fought Big Government, 
by Mike Lee. Sentinel, 256 pages, $27

Al Franken, Giant of the Senate,
by Al Franken. Twelve, 416 pages, $28

This Fight Is Our Fight: The Battle to 
Save America’s Middle Class,

by Elizabeth Warren. Metropolitan 
Books, 352 pages, $28

The Over-Achiever

Nebraska’s ben sasse is another 
critic of the president, but The Van-
ishing American Adult is about nei-

ther personalities nor policy. Its subject is 
our failure to educate the next generation of 
Americans in the beliefs, attitudes, and habits 
of self-government. “Our kids are not ready 
for the world they are soon going to inherit,” 
Sasse writes. “We don’t even know how to 
talk about the daunting tasks of becoming re-
silient enough to navigate a world with much 
shorter job durations.”

Sasse, though, is resilient enough to hold 
degrees from Harvard, St. John’s College, and 
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My technique is to put little stacks of 
3x5 index cards and pens everywhere—
in the car, by the bed, on my desk, by the 
shower, in my briefcase, in my locker at 
the gym, everywhere. I keep a little box 
on my desk and transfer each index card 
that ends up with a note and date on it 
into the box. Then once per week, I sort 
and tally the index cards and email my-
self a summary of what I did—for ex-
ample, six desserts and only two work-
outs this week (versus my stated goal of 
five workouts and only three desserts).

How Sasse will be able to run for president 
while juggling stacks of index cards itemiz-
ing his crunches, curls, and pints of Chunky 
Monkey, I do not know.

“This book has not been about public policy, 
traditionally understood,” Sasse explains. The 
reason, he says, is that one must first define 
a problem before recommending solutions. 
Moreover, the challenge of making patriots 
is “well upstream from politics.” Also, “we are 
nowhere near having a fleshed-out menu of 
possible policy levers.” (Where does one find 
a “fleshed-out menu”? A restaurant for can-
nibals?) Ultimately, Sasse concludes, answers 
will emerge from “highly diverse and competi-
tive digital markets.”

Nevertheless, I would have appreciated 
more politics and less spiritual reflection. The 
line “We are a drifting and aimless people” 
may work in a sermon, but coming from a sen-
ator it sounds more like a dodge. It’s a way to 
avoid the messy realities and difficult choices 
of politics by raising the debate to a level of 
metaphysical and religious abstraction far re-
moved from the daily lives of ordinary people.

That’s too bad since the dilemma Sasse 
identifies is real. Yet the implicit lesson of his 
book is that the office he holds is irrelevant to 
addressing the drift he describes.

The Constitutionalist

The decline of civics is also mike 
Lee’s subject. Americans, Utah’s ju-
nior senator says, may be infatuated 

with the founders, but we have lost our un-
derstanding of the ideas behind their consti-
tutionalism. He wants to help us recover that 
wisdom.

Lee’s first book, The Freedom Agenda 
(2011), was a call to limit government through 
a balanced budget amendment. His second, 
Our Lost Constitution (2015), was a persuasive 
and accessible primer in constitutional law, 
and a history of the ways in which the three 
branches of government have ignored the lan-
guage of our founding charter. “We will re-

claim our Constitution,” he wrote in the latter, 
“only when litigants, judges, elected officials, 
and (most important) voters decide that the 
Lost Constitution must not remain lost for-
ever.” Hear, hear.

But now Lee has gone in another direction. 
He’s written a tribute to the men and women 
who wanted the Constitution to be lost from 
the get-go. “In my nearly lifelong study of 
the Constitution and the era of our nation’s 
founding,” he says in Written Out of History, 

“I have discovered many stories that challenge 
what we take to be conventional wisdom 
about America’s birth—the ‘origin story’ of 
our country.”

These profiles of the Iroquois chief Cana-
satego, Mercy Otis Warren, George Mason, 
and Luther Martin, among others, are cer-
tainly readable and contain fascinating details, 
and Lee’s judgments are lively, and his revi-
sionism is unpredictable. If you are an admirer 
of Hamilton and Jefferson, however—and re-
ally, who isn’t?—you will be shocked when Lee 
writes that Aaron Burr “should also be remem-
bered as one of the first victims of a chief execu-

to learn more about the debates surrounding 
ratification? That is an admirable wish, but 
not entirely relevant to the exercise of his of-
fice. Maybe he’s bored, and has taken up the 
writing of history as a hobby.

The Satirist

I found it noteworthy that all three 
of the books by Republican senators are 
about principle, history, morals, and de-

corum, while the two books by Democrats 
are filled with personal anecdotes and legisla-
tive prescriptions. The Republican books are 
more intellectual, the Democratic ones more 
experiential. That gives the Democrats an 
advantage, for one assumes that the intended 
audience of these books—i.e., voters—will be 
more interested in the here and now than the 
what-might-have-been.

“Let me tell you a little secret about United 
States senators,” writes Minnesota’s Al Fran-
ken. “We all love being United States senators. 
We all like having a staff of brilliant young 
people whose work we can take credit for. We 
all like having reporters ask us for our insight-
ful takes on critical issues.” Franken also must 
have enjoyed writing Al Franken, Giant of the 
Senate, a fast-paced and entertaining memoir 
of how this most unlikely of senators went 
from activist funnyman and radio host to 
winning a second term with 53% of the vote. 
He will need an even faster-paced sequel to 
describe his downfall from office.

I was surprised by how much I enjoyed 
Giant of the Senate. For a while now, Frank-
en’s shtick has turned me off as partisan and 
condescending. He’s the sort of comic who 
insists on being called a “satirist,” and whose 
jibes at conservatives are often nothing more 
than name-calling and pedantry. Yet I found 
myself chuckling throughout this book, and 
was absorbed in its first 70 pages, which cover 
Franken’s years in the entertainment indus-
try—though without mentioning any groping 
or French kissing.

He is a disarming author. When a friend 
warns him that entering politics will subject 
him to public opprobrium, Franken has to 
look up “opprobrium” in the dictionary. He 
isn’t bothered by what he learns. “I could han-
dle that!” he writes. “After all, I had written 
Stuart Saves His Family and produced SNL 
during the Anthony Michael Hall season. I 
had nothing to fear from public scorn.” Little 
did he know what was coming.

The theme of Giant of the Senate is Fran-
ken’s difficulty separating himself from his 
comic past. He and his staff build a (meta-
phorical) “deHumorizer” to suppress his ten-
dency to mock, quip, and lampoon. The ma-

tive bent on exacting vengeance and a federal 
government that can turn its mighty coercive 
powers against one of its own citizens.” But the 
shock will be a good one, as it will provoke you 
to reexamine your assumptions, before con-
cluding that Lee is absolutely wrong.

What these brief essays add up to is some-
thing of a mystery. “The problems stemming 
from government overreach today,” he writes, 

“are largely due to the fundamental unresolved 
imbalances that exist between, on the one 
hand, the federal government and the states 
(and, therefore, the people who benefit from a 
system that favors local control in most areas 
of government); and, on the other hand, be-
tween the executive branch and the other two 
branches of government.”

But those problems derive from the very 
system the characters in Written Out of His-
tory opposed. Are we to assume that the Anti-
Federalists were right, and the Constitution is 
an instrument of centralization and control? 
That would be quite a claim, especially from 
a United States senator and former clerk of 
the Supreme Court. Or does Lee just want us 

The powers of Congress
have become so vitiated

that senators can
only sit back
and watch.
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chinery is glitch-prone, but readers at least are 
unlikely to mind.

“You cannot be a candidate for public office 
and have a radio show on the air,” he writes.

At least not according to the Federal 
Election Commission and the Federal 
Communications Commission. And 
so in a nod to my commitment to ad-
here to federal law, I announced that I 
was running for the United States Sen-
ate on February 14, 2007—Valentine’s 
Day—as I signed off the air for the last 
time. Then Franni and I went home and 
spent a romantic evening calling friends 
for money.

The book also contains a political lesson. 
Before one can pull oneself up by the boot-
straps, Franken says, one must be wearing 
boots. He cites his wife’s family, who rose 
from poverty to the middle class “because 
of Social Security, Pell Grants, the GI Bill, 
and Title I of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act.” He cleverly reformulates the 
Democratic agenda in the language of Paul 
Ryan: “Democrats aren’t just the party of 
equality for all—we’re the party of opportu-
nity for all. We’re the ones who want to give 
people the boots.” But beware of Democrats 
bearing gifts, including a “comic” past.

The Schoolmarm

Franken’s emphasis on government 
action to improve the circumstances 
of middle-class Americans could be a 

lifeline for a Democratic Party at sea. So de-
pleted is the national leadership of his party 
that he was likely to play a significant role in 
its attempted recovery, until he wasn’t. Which 
brings us to another Democratic senator men-
tioned often in his pages: Elizabeth Warren.

The day after Donald Trump was elected 
president, Warren says she got a message 
from the New York Times. Would she care 
to revise an op-ed she had written in expec-
tation of Hillary Clinton’s victory to account 
for the unexpected result? “Revisions?” War-
ren writes. “Yeah, this draft needed some revi-
sions. I thought maybe I would just make it a 
two-word op-ed: Oh s--t.”

Warren is surprisingly belligerent for a 
foreign-policy dove. Violence is never far 
from her mind. This Fight Is Our Fight is a 
sequel to A Fighting Chance, published in 
2013, and dedicated “to the people of Mas-

sachusetts, who sent me into this fight.” Her 
recent speeches to adulatory crowds at the 
Women’s March, the AFL-CIO, and Net-
roots Nation have been filled with pugilistic 
barbs and trash-talk. “We’re not going to go 
back to the days when universal health care 
was something Democrats talked about on 
the campaign trail but were too chicken to 
fight for after they got elected,” she said last 
August. Bam!

Warren is barely able to contain her an-
ger. “When I hear my colleagues in Congress 
express their deep concern for those who 
have already made it even as they cheerfully 
dismiss everyone who is busting their rear 
to get by, the fury rises in me like a physical 
force,” she writes. She is continually on edge, 
forever ready to burst: “I want to scream,” “I 
clenched my jaw,” “My hands were shaking,” 

“Grind my teeth,” “My voice started to rise,” 
“I wanted to climb to the top of the Capitol, 
hang off its side like King Kong, and shout 
at the top of my lungs.” There were moments 
when I couldn’t tell if This Fight Is Our Fight 
was the launch of her 2020 campaign or a cry 
for help.

Who is Warren fighting? None other than 
the ghost of Ronald Reagan, and the bankers, 
ideologues, global corporations, and malevo-
lent Republicans who helped him steal the 
American dream:

Over several generations, our coun-
try built the greatest middle class the 
world had ever known…. We used it 
all—tax policy, investments in public 
education, new infrastructure, support 
for research, rules that protected con-
sumers and investors, antitrust laws—
to promote and expand our middle 
class…. But now, in a new century and 
a different time, that great middle class 
is on the ropes.

Warren’s just-so story is a partisan carica-
ture, needless to say. There is no mention of 
inflation or bracket creep or the Soviet Union 
in her discussion of Reagan, who “smiled and 
waved his way into the White House” before 

“unraveling the regulatory net.” She breezily 
concedes that it was a Democratic president, 
Bill Clinton, who signed the repeal of her 
beloved Glass-Steagall bank regulation, and 
then returns to castigating the GOP. Her 
catalogue of Republican malfeasance is as un-
original as it is boring. At least Franken had a 
ready quip and the occasional kind word for 

some of his Republican colleagues. Warren 
seems ready to pummel the whole lot of them 
into oblivion.

Yet it would be a mistake to dismiss her as 
a hack. Born in Oklahoma City, the young-
est of four and the only girl, this former Har-
vard professor has not forgotten her middle-
American roots. All three of her brothers 
served in the armed forces. Her prose, laced 
with colloquialisms like “good grief,” “shoot,” 

“yeah,” “walloped,” “ooh,” “boy,” “wow,” and 
“holy cow,” sounds like dialogue from an epi-
sode of Leave It to Beaver. What bothers her is 
what bothers most Americans: the high price 
of housing, health care, day care, and col-
lege. Unsurprisingly, she never mentions that 
these are precisely the sectors of the economy 
in which government is most involved.

“Government is not our enemy,” Warren 
writes. “Government for the people is our ally.” 
A lovely thought, but what about the other el-
ements of Lincoln’s quotation: government of 
and by the people? Wasn’t it the feeling that 
government was acting without any demo-
cratic accountability that helped make Don-
ald Trump president? Warren does not answer 
these questions. Instead, she ascribes Trump’s 
success to racism and bigotry and Democrats 
unwilling to—you guessed it—fight.

Warren’s bellicosity obscures feelings of 
panic and despair. She is telling an unhappy 
story, one of unrelenting predation and failure. 
Powerful forces are arrayed against her and the 
middle class, forces she has been unable to stop.

In her impotence, however, she is not alone. 
The theme of powerlessness courses like a dark 
river through these books. Flake announced 
his retirement from the Senate last October, 
Sasse says politics is inadequate to the task at 
hand, Lee suggests the Constitution may have 
been flawed from the beginning, Franken 
couldn’t conform to the rules and norms of 
Washington (or did he conform all too well?), 
and good manners and the criminal justice 
system prevent Warren from beating the ad-
herents of supply-side economics into a bloody 
pulp. The powers of Congress have become so 
vitiated, the apparatus of the administrative 
state so complex, and American society and 
culture so fragmented that all they can do is 
sit back and watch.

Why do senators write books? Perhaps it’s 
because they have no other choice.

Matthew Continetti is editor-in-chief of the 
Washington Free Beacon and a contributing 
editor of the Weekly Standard.
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Book Review by Bradley C.S. Watson

Hundred Years’ War
The Progressives’ Century: Political Reform, Constitutional Government, and the Modern American State,

edited by Stephen Skowronek, Stephen M. Engel, and Bruce Ackerman. Yale University Press, 544 pages, $100

Common experience, and modern 
psychology, validate the truism that 
people tend to see what they’re look-

ing for. In the professional realm, confirma-
tion bias—that is, the tendency of investiga-
tors to seek and elevate that which confirms 
their preexisting hypotheses—is likely to con-
strain the gaze of even the most determined 
and experienced souls, and perhaps especially 
the most determined and experienced. Défor-
mation professionnelle, as the French call it, is a 
condition that can only afflict the well-trained, 
or at least the long inured.

Professional academics, nominally dedi-
cated to objectivity, have not proved im-
mune to deformation—or outright capture 
by professional interests—in their efforts 
to regulate the ebb and flow of respectable 
opinion. The American academy, long enjoy-
ing various forms of insulation and privilege, 
is uniquely positioned to generate moral haz-
ard in the realm of ideas. A case in point is 
the idea of Progressivism, as it was transmit-
ted by American academics, especially histo-

rians, throughout the 20th century. Progres-
sivism argued for an overturning of the prin-
cipled American constitutionalism of fixed 
natural rights and limited, dispersed power. 
In its stead, self-styled Progressives sought 
to privilege an organic, evolutionary model 
of the Constitution, facilitating the author-
ity of experts who would be dedicated to the 
expansion of the public sphere and political 
control, especially at the national level. The 
Progressive intellectual synthesis is based 
on a transformation in American political 
thought that occurred in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries, stemming from the 
confluence of social Darwinism, pragmatism, 
and German idealism. Elements of this in-
tellectual Progressivism were exemplified by 
such thinkers as John Dewey, W.E.B. Du 
Bois, William James, Francis Lieber, Wil-
liam Graham Sumner, and Lester Frank 
Ward, and such political actors as Theodore 
Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. By the ear-
ly 20th century, the historicism at the heart 
of Progressivism—the belief that history it-

self leads ineluctably to ever greater improve-
ment—came to dominate key academic dis-
ciplines, such as law and political science. 

As winston churchill is reputed 
to have said, “History will be kind to 
me for I intend to write it.” In large 

measure, the first scholarly interpreters of 
Progressivism were also its intellectual archi-
tects, and later interpreters were in deep sym-
pathy with its premises and conclusions. Too 
many scholarly treatments of the Progres-
sive synthesis have been products of it, or at 
least insufficiently mindful of the hostility of 
Progressivism to the founders’ Constitution, 
not to mention to the realm of the private, 
including conscience itself. For much of the 
past century, Progressivism was interpreted 
as a populist, or occasionally an intellectual, 
movement that was ultimately assimilable to 
the basic contours and deepest concerns of 
American politics. 

Writing after the dust had settled and af-
ter the Progressive era had morphed into the 
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other with Claremont McKenna College, Cla-
remont Graduate University, or the Claremont 
Institute, the “Claremont School” has sparked 
one of the most important intellectual and po-
litical movements of recent years: the reconsid-
eration of the Progressive intellectual synthe-
sis—the Progressive idea—which has had such 
a large influence in American political, philo-
sophical, religious, historical, and policy arenas 
over the past century. Scholars in the Clare-
mont orbit have long emphasized that the U.S. 
Constitution—and indeed any form of limited 
government—rests on the understanding that 
there are permanent principles of political right 
derivable from a proper understanding of hu-
man nature, including the fact that humans are 
politically equal, and fallen, beings. In rejecting 
any account of an unchangeable human nature, 
the Progressives went deep to attack the heart 
of American constitutionalism. 

Now, this reconsideration of the Progressive 
synthesis has spread to more mainstream po-
litical science circles—or perhaps it’s better to 
say it can’t be ignored in such circles anymore. 
Witness The Progressives’ Century, a sprawl-
ing volume edited by Stephen Skowronek and 
Bruce Ackerman of Yale, and Stephen M. En-
gel of Bates College. As the editors allow in 
their introduction, the Progressives were insur-
gents who “pressed a comprehensive critique 
of the old order,” including its constitutional 
foundations. For Progressives, institutional 

constraints on the national government had to 
give way to allow for programmatic action, part 
of an all-out “assault on limits.” In this sense, 
they were unabashedly anti-constitutional. 

The editors insist that Progressivism is now 
on the defensive as a result of contemporary 
conservatives laying siege to it. Alas, the 21 
contributors the editors have assembled don’t 
do much to cash out this claim. Dealing with a 
few central questions and many ancillary ones, 
this catch-all volume has a cumulative effect 
similar to the historical works that went before 
it—it makes the Progressive synthesis appear 
more diffuse, and more mainstream, than it is. 
Rather than claiming Progressivism is on the 
defensive, it would be more accurate to observe 
that it has merely had to defend itself—for 
the first time—as a result of the recent siege. 
But even the need for an intellectual defense 
would come as news to a lot of contemporary 
progressives, including many contributors to 
this volume, who are still under the mistaken 
impression that their wholesale rejection of the 
founders’ Constitution is as American as apple 
pie. Important as the conservative counterin-
surgency has been, it still has a ways to go. 

But just how far should the con-
servative counterinsurgency go? Ac-
cording to the editors, its reappraisal of 

the modern American state and the Progres-
sive ideas that underlie it has already “grown 
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New Deal, leading progressive historians, who 
fancied themselves historians of Progressiv-
ism, wrote with the considerable authority that 
20th-century American academia provided. 
They declared it was time for citizens to move 
along, for there was really nothing (or at least 
not much) to see in Progressivism. And where 
there was something, it was often a lost prom-
ise, an unfulfilled yearning, an unrequited love 
for an American damsel who too often resisted 
progressive advances that would in no wise 
have compromised her integrity. These schol-
ars offered up interpretations and historiogra-
phies of the Progressive era, and they cemented 
in the American mind the image of Progres-
sivism as a rather warm, fuzzy movement for 
change whose time had come and gone. Rich-
ard Hofstadter’s mid-century consensus view 
of American intellectual history, for example, 
clearly evident in books like The Age of Reform 
(1955), deemphasizes the depth of philosophic 
disagreement that separated the founders of 
Progressivism from the founders of the Ameri-
can republic. And indeed, continuities in the 
American tradition, rather than important dis-
junctions, were long emphasized by scholars 
across the scholarly spectrum. 

Enter the “claremont school” of 
political science, which picked up where 
American historians never left off. Con-

sisting of scholars associated in one way or an-
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more radical” and “polemical.” So just who are 
the radicals in the story? The editors’ sympa-
thies, like those of the mid-century historians, 
seem clear enough. Although they grant that 

“[c]onservative revisionism all but compels a 
broad reconsideration of the rise of Progres-
sivism as the pivot point in the development 
of modern American government,” one can-
not help sensing that this admission is meant 
largely to provide fodder for the “American 
political development” subfield of political sci-
ence with which they are associated. Déforma-
tion professionnelle is as likely to creep into this 
subfield as any other, especially when “objec-
tivity” precludes the deep attachment to the 
Constitution, and to the regime, that is expe-
rienced by the conservative counterinsurgents 
who appear to the editors, and many of the 
contributors, to be the radicals.

It is the counterinsurgents—“rejectionists” 
in the editors’ lingo—who are renouncing 
what “should be familiar to most Americans,” 
including especially faith in government’s 
ability to solve socio-economic problems. The 
rejectionists would even go so far as to under-
mine our purported confidence in enlight-
ened expertise and leadership. In the end, the 
editors’ counsel is that it’s best not to “choose 
sides on the legacy of progressivism.” Surely 
we can build consensus around that.

The chapters that deal most 
squarely with the rejectionists—those 
by Ken I. Kersch of Boston College and 

Steven M. Teles of Johns Hopkins—convey 
the tone of the volume, even as they do a com-
mendable job of offering a quick if incomplete 
guide to some of the most trenchant criticism 
of the Progressive synthesis. Kersch notes that 
Progressivism is now central to accounts from 
the intellectual Right as to how the found-
ers’ Constitution was abandoned. This marks 
a shift from earlier conservative interpreta-
tions—which tended to concentrate on coun-
termajoritarian “activist” judges—toward a 
more robust political theory of the American 
Founding which the rejectionists juxtapose 
against the rampant historicism of the Progres-
sives. In short, the center of gravity of constitu-
tional conservatism has moved away from the 
law schools to the discipline of political science. 
It is being articulated by “Straussian political 
theorists,” writes Kersch, who are capable of 
engaging the elaborate theory of Progressivism 
and offering a rebuttal that “cuts much deeper” 
than the earlier legalist-originalist one. 

But Kersch insists that things are com-
plicated when it comes to the Progressive 
synthesis, which was “diverse and often self-
contradicting.” The insights—or “obsessions,” 
as the author prefers—of the Straussians are 
tinged with “religious foundationalism” and 

“dog-whistle implications” demanding “an 
oathlike allegiance” to natural law. Serving 
this fundamentalism of the rejectionists are 

“apocalyptic stories of faith and heresy, salva-
tion and damnation, friends and enemies, loy-
alty and treason” and “constitutional McCar-
thyism,” revealing “the very egoism they hold 
damnable in their enemies.” The only thing 
apocalyptic in all this is Kersch’s purple prose.

Kersch argues that the new critique of 
Progressivism has overcome past divisions 
on the Right, forging a new conservative 
political movement, at both the intellectual 
and populist levels. These “movement” impli-
cations are taken up by Teles in his examina-
tion of the intellectual and popular channels 
through which the new critique of Progres-
sivism was spread. The political theorists 
moved their ideas through think tanks like 
the Claremont Institute and the Heritage 
Foundation, and then opinion journalists 
like Jonah Goldberg and Glenn Beck. The 
Tea Party movement was given a “coherent 
account of the fall” by intellectuals who ex-
plained and defended the founders’ Consti-
tution against progressive assaults. 

The claremont circle figures 
prominently in Teles’s account. He’s 
right to suggest it is responsible for 

the remarkable resurgence of interest in the 
founders’ political theory, dormant for so 
long among intellectuals blinded by the Pro-
gressive synthesis. In good political science 
fashion, Teles bases much of his analysis on 
interviews, especially with scholars in the 
Claremont orbit. Alas, like many a political 
scientist, he is not quite at home with the 
zoological specimens he is studying, so he 
sees them as curiosities. To him, they appear 
unlike an earlier generation of more conge-
nial Straussians, who were willing to make 
peace with a progressivism that, while occa-
sionally overreaching, was ultimately a mere 
response to political necessities, and one that 
could be squared with constitutional norms.

This is a large volume that contains 
enough material to be of use to students of 
various aspects of the progressive phenom-
enon. But it would have been a lot better had 
the editors troubled themselves to include 
one or two unapologetic rejectionists—as-
suming they know any.

Bradley C.S. Watson is professor of politics and 
Philip M. McKenna Chair in American and 
Western Political Thought at Saint Vincent 
College. His most recent book is an anthology of 
leading scholarly critics of progressivism, Pro-
gressive Challenges to the American Consti-
tution: A New Republic (Cambridge Univer-
sity Press).
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Book Review by Michael M. Uhlmann

Putting the Big in Big Government
Bureaucracy in America: The Administrative State’s Challenge to Constitutional Government, by Joseph Postell.

University of Missouri Press, 416 pages, $45

Is administrative law unlawful? was 
the deliberately provocative title chosen by 
Columbia Law School’s Philip Hamburger 

for his 2014 book on the constitutional con-
sequences of the bureaucratic model that has 
dominated American lawmaking in modern 
times. His answer was emphatic and clear: ad-
ministrative law hardly deserves to be called law 
at all. By allowing agency rules to have binding 
effect with only tenuous legislative authoriza-
tion, and by permitting agencies to interpret 
and adjudicate their own rules with little su-
pervision by Article III courts, administrative 
law radically altered the Constitution’s under-
standing of republican government; it was, at 
best, little more than an effort to mask bureau-
cratic caprice in the forms of law. (Hamburger 
elaborated this theme at 500-plus pages in his 
original treatise. Happily for those who prefer 
the nutshell, Encounter Books has now given 
us a short distillation of his argument in The 
Administrative Threat—a perfect pamphlet for 
the lawyer or government major in your life.)

Hamburger’s critics seemed to be as an-
noyed with his question as they were with the 
bluntness of his answer, their silent assump-
tion being that anyone who raised the ques-
tion was, almost by definition, outside the 

pale of respectable opinion. In a word, he had 
questioned not just this or that policy, proce-
dure, or program of the administrative state; 
he challenged the legitimacy of its very foun-
dations. The characteristic legal procedures of 
the administrative state, Hamburger argued, 
stood in sharp contrast to those that had been 
articulated and institutionalized by thought-
ful statesmen at great cost over many centu-
ries, first in English efforts to restrain royal 
prerogative, and eventually in America, which 
formally established consent of the governed 
and limited government as the cornerstones 
of its constitutional order. By displacing leg-
islative deliberation in favor of bureaucratic 
expertise, administrative law undermined 
consent and accountability. And by permit-
ting regulatory agencies to combine powers 
the Constitution sought to keep separate, it 
undermined the chief institutional device 
through which government was to be limited. 

With rare exceptions, this kind 
of argument is seldom raised in the 
academy these days, least of all in the 

law schools, which act as a sort of Praetorian 
Guard for the institutions of the administra-
tive state. Given contemporary legal education’s 

focus on process over principle, such neglect 
is more easily explained than justified. One 
would think that even lawyers might be curi-
ous about this question: how is it that a regime 
devoted to limited, representative government 
somehow morphed into one in which virtually 
all law is created by unelected administrators? 
The most commonly accepted explanation for 
this phenomenon is what might be called the 
Topsy Thesis. Readers will recall the char-
acter of that name in Uncle Tom’s Cabin who 
explained her development by saying “I s’pect 
I growed. Don’t think nobody never made me.”

This explanation contains a kernel of truth, 
but goes only so far. Among other things, it 
confuses the growth of government as such 
with the most distinctive feature of modern 
government: the effort to separate politics 
and administration. On the causes and con-
sequences of that effort, one must turn to the 
thought of the early Progressive theorists and 
practitioners, who saw themselves not only as 
agents of bigger government but as prophets of 
a new constitutional order. They understood 
very clearly that the establishment of the ad-
ministrative state would require the radical 
modification if not elimination of the princi-
ples and institutional devices of the founders’ 

The Dysfunctional Family
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Constitution. Their belief, and that of their 
disciples, was that the original Constitution—
and especially the separation of powers—was 
fundamentally deficient to begin with or had 
certainly become so by the late 19th century. 
The nation had, as the saying now goes, moved 
on. History, they decreed, had displaced Na-
ture as the nation’s lodestar, and that was that. 

With minor rhetorical adjust-
ments here and there, that under-
standing of modern political and le-

gal development has dominated most Ameri-
can history, political science, and law school 
curricula ever since. Even so, declaim as they 
might that History has rendered the original 
Constitution obsolete, progressives have be-
gun to notice of late, somewhat nervously, that 
Nature has not gone gently into that good 
night after all. Hamburger’s book is but one 
recent and noteworthy example of a large and 
remarkably robust body of revisionist scholar-
ship challenging many of the most important 
features of the Progressive Project. This revi-
sionist literature cuts across many disciplines, 
including political philosophy, American 
history, economics, and law, and is now too 
large and too thoughtful for contemporary 
progressive enthusiasts to ignore. What they 
will eventually do about it remains to be seen, 
but issues critical to the maintenance and op-
erations of the administrative state are being 
debated with a breadth and depth not seen 
for the better part of a century. These ideas 
have even begun to circulate among thought-
ful federal office-holders in all three branches. 

Into this mix comes Joseph Postell, who 
teaches at the University of Colorado at Colo-
rado Springs and has been laboring produc-
tively in these revisionist vineyards for some 
years now. His efforts have borne fruit in Bu-
reaucracy in America: The Administrative State’s 
Challenge to Constitutional Government, a highly 
informative, crisply written mini-treatise that 
provides a useful introduction to almost every-
thing important one needs to know about its 
subject. The book can hold its own as a mono-
graph in American political development, as an 
exercise in applied political theory, and as a le-
gal commentary on the separation of powers in 
our time. Under all of these rubrics, it is at once 
a tightly condensed summary of leading schol-
arship to date and an original work of historical 
and political analysis. 

Postell questions many of the arguments 
advanced in support of the administrative 
state, but he is scrupulously fair when discuss-
ing them. There are more refined (and more 
recondite) legal discussions; there are more 
detailed and nuanced historical analyses. But 
much of that scholarship, useful as it is, sel-
dom sees the forest for the trees. Until now 
no one had tied together most of the major re-

visionist themes in one place in such an invit-
ing and instructive manner. The book should 
be required reading for political science and 
even law students wishing to learn how mod-
ern American bureaucracy came to be, and 
whether it works (or doesn’t), and why. 

A number of postell’s achievements 
in the book deserve particular no-
tice. Unlike Progressive critics of the 

American Founding who believed the original 
Constitution was incapable of doing much of 
anything, and unlike those conservatives who 
project a golden era of laissez faire onto the 
early republic, Postell understands that gov-
ernment regulation was fairly extensive in the 
early decades of the 19th century. He also 
takes seriously the political philosophy of the 
founding, which sought to establish not weak 
government, but one that was simultaneously 
limited and energetic. In a free country, there 
were factional interests aplenty who were not 
shy about importuning government for spe-
cial favors. James Madison foresaw the phe-
nomenon more or less perfectly and offered 
his remedy, most memorably in The Federalist: 
forcing factional interests through a constitu-
tional grid, dominated by the extended repub-
lic and the separation of powers, would lessen 
or eliminate their mischiefs. 

In discussing early regulatory developments, 
Postell addresses the work of scholars like Yale 
Law School’s Jerry Mashaw, who tend to see 
early regulatory examples as precursors to 
the administrative state that arose in the next 
century. Not so, Postell argues, after carefully 
re-sifting the evidence gathered by neo-Pro-
gressive revisionists. To the contrary, true to 
Madison’s vision, Congress jealously held onto 
its legislative franchise and eyed regulatory 
bodies of all kinds with great suspicion. On the 
critical issue of delegation, Congress with rare 
exceptions was careful to set particular metes 
and bounds to authority exercised by executive 
and judicial bodies. Postell’s examination of 
the relevant political and legal evidence here is 
a nicely delineated piece of careful research that 
will repay close attention.

The administrative regime that emerged 
in the early 20th century, Postell argues, dif-
fered not only in degree but in kind from what 
had gone before. For most of American his-
tory, the growth of regulation was matched by 
Congress’s jealous protection of its own pow-
ers. When creating enforceable legal rules, 
Congress took care to delineate standards 
with reasonable specificity. There was nothing 
like the kind of delegated legislative author-
ity routinely encountered today, when Con-
gress is all too happy to transfer policymak-
ing powers to regulatory agencies. In a word, 
the modern administrative state didn’t “evolve” 
from early American precedent; it didn’t even 

begin, as is commonly assumed, with the cre-
ation of the Interstate Commerce Commis-
sion (ICC) in 1887. It would be nearly another 
generation before the ICC became a kind of 
model for federal regulatory agencies which 
later dominated the federal landscape. What 
changed in the interim was the constitutional 
mindset that informed federal legislation, a 
mindset that had been decisively re-formed 
by the Progressive indictment of the found-
ing. Postell’s discussion of the intellectual and 
political history of the administrative state’s 
evolution prior to the New Deal is compre-
hensive, eminently fair, and instructive. In a 
short space, there is nothing to match it, and 
for that alone he is to be congratulated.

His treatment of subsequent 
developments is comparably sure-
footed and revealing. He walks us 

through battles within the Progressive camp 
as well as conflicts between Progressives and 
their intellectual and political opponents. His 
analysis of the 1946 Administrative Procedure 
Act, how it came to be, and how it regularized 
what earlier generations would have seen as 
constitutional heresy is first-rate, and sets the 
stage for his final chapters, which highlight 
the explosion of federal regulatory activity in 
the 1970s, the more or less complete surrender 
of Congress to open-ended delegations of its 
legislative authority across a wide front, and 
the mischief of undue judicial deference to bu-
reaucratic authority. On all of these subjects, 
Postell has something pointed and imagina-
tive to say, and he says it exceeding well. 

At the core of Bureaucracy in America is 
Postell’s concern with constitutional legitimacy. 
Despite the dominion of Progressive thought 
in modern political culture, there remains a 
continuing sense of unease among progressives 
and conservatives alike about the now nearly 
century-old effort to substitute the efficiency 
of bureaucratic expertise for the messiness of 
political deliberation. To the extent his book 
conveys a message, it is that the virtues of the 
former are greatly exaggerated, while those of 
the latter are frequently ignored. Can the ad-
ministrative state be re-constitutionalized? On 
Postell’s showing, the contours of an argument 
along that line can be imagined, beginning with 
a Congress that minds the details when it dele-
gates lawmaking authority and a judiciary that 
actively polices agency arbitrariness. These are 
difficult but not impossible tasks. One would 
be hard-pressed to identify a better starting 
point than immersing oneself in the lessons so 
adroitly presented in Joseph Postell’s new book.

Michael M. Uhlmann is research professor of 
American Government at Claremont Graduate 
University, and a senior fellow and faculty mem-
ber of the Claremont Institute.
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Book Review by John Marini

How the Ruling Class Rules
The Bureaucrat Kings: The Origins and Underpinnings of America’s Bureaucratic State,

by Paul D. Moreno. Praeger, 204 pages, $46

In the bureaucrat kings: the origins 
and Underpinnings of America’s Bureaucratic 
State, Paul Moreno indicts the American 

administrative state and our new ruling class, 
its chief beneficiary. A professor of history at 
Hillsdale College, he writes as a historian but 
also a citizen in rejecting the inherent benefi-
cence or historical inevitability of social “re-
form” and “progress.” Alert to the profound 
effect the idea of progress has had on popular 
government, he nonetheless judges historical 
and political changes in light of an unchanging 
standard of the public good, or justice, an idea 
inherent in the founding documents, the Dec-
laration of Independence and the Constitution. 

“The United States is ruled by an establish-
ment nowhere mentioned in the U.S. Consti-
tution,” Moreno laments. “Once a federal re-

public, we have become a centralized bureau-
cracy run by an unelected administrative class,” 
one that “combines the legislative, executive, 
and judicial functions that the Constitution 
separated.” Congress is particularly guilty, he 
argues, for “delegat[ing] its lawmaking power 
to this bureaucracy” in ways that make “Con-
gress more powerful and less accountable.” 
Because these actions have undermined feder-
alism and the separation of powers, the condi-
tions that sustain popular rule, Moreno does 
not spare the executive and judicial branches 
or the states for helping transform a constitu-
tional regime into a bureaucratic state.

The bureaucrat kings rejects those 
administrative law professors who 
purport to have discovered “a hidden 

or forgotten” administrative constitution ex-
tending throughout American history.” No 
one would deny the importance of admin-
istration as a practical necessity for all gov-
ernments, but centralized administration, or 
bureaucracy, is a new form of rule that estab-
lishes “organized intelligence” as the heart 
and mind of the “rational state” imagined by 
G.W.F. Hegel. In Max Weber’s view, it was 
understood to be the final form of rule, an 
expression of the last Western value, “ratio-
nality.” Moreno, by revealing the theoretical 
and political roots of the founders’ Consti-
tution, shows them to be wholly incompat-
ible with what has come to be understood as 
bureaucratic, or rational, rule. His judgment 
concerning the absence of bureaucratic rule 
throughout much of America’s past com-
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to choose. And the decision of the American 
people will determine the outcome for the 
whole of mankind.”

Von Mises believed that America was still 
governed by officials whose power was lim-
ited by a written Constitution’s authority, as 
opposed to being ruled by those whose au-
thority rested on expert knowledge. “If the 
citizens are under the intellectual hegemony 
of bureaucratic professionals,” he contended, 

“society breaks up in two castes: the ruling 
professionals, the Brahmins, and the gullible 
citizenry. Then despotism emerges, whatever 
the wording of constitutions and laws may be.” 
Like Tocqueville, he considered bureaucratic 
rule a form of democratic despotism, and be-
lieved that America still had a choice.

Moreno shows that, for more 
than a century after America’s 
founding period, administration 

was limited by constitutionalism, and decen-
tralized by federalism. Popular government 
required that the rule of law be established by 
the people’s representatives and legitimized 
by consent of the governed. Although he does 
not deny the reality of “social and economic 
change,” he implies that political choice de-
pends more heavily on political ideas or the-
ory. Relying on Abraham Lincoln as a guide 

to applying timeless principles to changing 
circumstances, Moreno notes that “socioeco-
nomic reality changed between the American 
Revolution and the Civil War, but Lincoln 
and the Republicans persuaded the Ameri-
can people to return to the principles of the 
Founding” (emphasis in the original).

By the end of the 19th century, however, 
the influence of German philosophy and po-
litical science had made any such return al-
most unthinkable. The idea took hold that it 
was impossible to reject change once History 
with a capital H, understood in terms of ratio-
nal necessity, had nodded its approval. Then, 
rational choice dictated adapting or accom-
modating the new—and ruled out any return 
to the former principles as by definition irra-
tional and reactionary.

It was, Moreno suggests, “the late-19th-
century progressives [who] chose not to re-
turn to our founding principles, but to adopt 
modern, continental European theories of 
government.” The progressive philosophy of 
history would establish the theoretical and 
practical ground of the administrative state. 
By the end of the 20th century, as American 
government increasingly accommodated itself 
to the requirements of administrative rule, the 
bureaucracy supplanted the political branches 
as the arbiter of policymaking. 

ports with two of the most discerning stu-
dents of modern democracy and bureaucracy.

In the 19th century Alexis de Tocqueville 
described the phenomenon of bureaucracy al-
most before it had revealed itself. He called it 
centralized administration, which he consid-
ered the new form of despotism that democra-
cies must fear if they are to remain free. This 
democratic disease had not yet infected the 
Jacksonian America he examined; in fact, he 
praised America for its burgeoning civil and 
political associations, and for the absence of 
centralized administrative rule. The Constitu-
tion and a federal system had allowed for a de-
centralized political and administrative system 
of government, which inhibited the rise of the 
administrative state. Nonetheless, Tocqueville 
in Democracy in America warned against aban-
doning those traditional political and social in-
stitutions that had prevented its growth.

Ludwig von Mises confirmed Tocqueville’s 
judgment regarding America. In Bureaucracy 
(1944), von Mises wrote, “Although the evo-
lution of bureaucratism has been very rapid 
in these last years, America is still, compared 
with the rest of the world, only superficially 
afflicted. It shows only a few of the charac-
teristic features of bureaucratic management.” 
Unlike Great Britain and continental Europe, 
Von Mises insisted, “America alone is still free 
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Moreno gives a brief but mas-
terly account of the “four waves of 
the administrative state” over the 

past century. The first (1900–1930), on behalf 
of an expansive national public sector, was 
spearheaded by activist presidential leader-
ship within both parties. In the second (1930–
1945), the New Deal established “the state as 
an entitlement-provider rather than a rights-
protector.” The third wave (1945–1975), the 

“Great Society and the New Social Regulation” 
led “by a resurgent judiciary,” centralized ad-
ministrative power on behalf of civil rights 
and the national regulation of social and 
economic problems. Finally, the fourth wave 
(1975–2010) revealed that the constitutional 
branches and political parties were unable to 
limit administrative rule. Although the sepa-
ration of powers was “designed to prevent the 
rise of a centralized bureaucratic state,” he 
recognizes that “[o]nce that state was estab-
lished…the same structure made it difficult 
to undo.”

The almost unbroken ascendancy of the 
administrative state in the last half of the 
20th century undermined the political dy-
namic that made the separation of powers 
work. The political branches could no longer 
understand the common good from the per-
spective of constitutionally established insti-
tutions. Instead, the legislative and executive 
branches both understood their powers and 
prerogatives from the perspective of the ad-
ministrative state. In such circumstances, it 
became almost impossible to make “ambition 
counteract ambition.” The legislature no lon-
ger defended its constitutional power or acted 
as a body whose collective purpose was de-
fined and expressed by lawmaking. It became 
mainly a collection of individual offices that 
mirrored the executive branch, comprising 
members who were co-administrators instead 
of lawmakers. 

Nor could the president re-establish po-
litical rule from the executive branch. Indeed, 
Moreno denies that the Nixon and Reagan 
presidencies did, or could do, much to chal-
lenge administrative rule. In fact, Moreno 
contends that Ronald Reagan strengthened 
rather than reduced the power of the adminis-
trative state by doing “more to make presiden-
tial control of the bureaucracy a reality than 
did all of his predecessors.” Despite the inten-
tions of individual presidents, for and against 
administrative rule, presidential control of 
the bureaucracy alone could not re-establish 
the political conditions of constitutional rule. 
Rather, it had become clear by the end of the 
century that administration had become the 
heart of modern government, almost impervi-
ous to political control. 

Of course, every activity of gov-
ernment requires execution and 
agents with the discretion needed 

to discharge their duties. The necessity of 
competent administration was well known 
to the American Founders. Its problematic 
character, in terms of constitutional govern-
ment, derives from the fact that, as Alexan-
der Hamilton observed in The Federalist, “the 
administration of government, in its largest 
sense, comprehends all the operations of the 
body politic, whether legislative, executive, or 
judiciary.” The Constitution’s political success 
depended on separating those governmental 
powers to prevent unified and despotic rule, 
establishing instead a limited government 
compatible with political consent and popular 
rule. 

Consequently, the Constitution grants ad-
ministration no independent or autonomous 
authority. The political branches participate 
in establishing the ground of administrative 
authority, and controlling its effects as well. 
Only within the modern concept of the “ra-
tional State” does administration acquire a 

The abandonment
of natural rights

made bureaucratic rule 
possible and perhaps 

inevitable.

new kind of technical and rational authority, 
derived from scientific or universal knowledge, 
which both establishes its autonomy and as-
sures its status. 

The idea of a rational State, operating 
with autonomous and politically neutral ad-
ministration, was a product of the 19th-cen-
tury historicism that inspired the agenda for 
Progressivism and 20th-century liberalism. 
The bureaucratic state’s growth parallels the 
rise of the new social sciences and the posi-
tivist understanding of law. The authority 
that legitimized the modern administrative 
state is the technical, rational knowledge de-
rived from the new social sciences’ methods. 
In John Dewey’s view, the “social intelligence” 
produced in the modern research university 
would establish the means to administer 
progress within the Hegelian “rational state.” 
Accordingly, the new disciplines of politi-
cal science, economics, sociology, history, 
and law viewed America’s past and future 
through the lens of Progressive theory. All 
attempted to understand political, economic, 
and social reality as revealed and made intel-

ligible by the empirical, or scientific method. 
Since Auguste Comte, the social sciences 
were intended to be the applied science of 
the rational state. 

The theoretical defense of bureau-
cratization rests on the premise that 
change, or progress, is not merely good 

but historically inevitable. This championing 
of the new was a revolution in politics and po-
litical thought. If Hannah Arendt is to be be-
lieved, the figure behind that theoretical view 
was also the father of the modern state (lo sta-
to) and revolution, or re-founding, itself. There 

“exists in our political history one type of event 
for which the notion of founding is decisive, 
and there is in our history of thought one po-
litical thinker in whose work the concept of 
foundation is central, if not paramount,” she 
notes in her essay “What Is Authority?”. “The 
events are the revolutions of the modern age, 
and the thinker is Machiavelli, who stood at 
the threshold of this age and, though he never 
used the word, was the first to conceive of a 
revolution.”

The revolution Machiavelli initiated was 
not merely political and social. By establish-
ing novelty—openness to change—as an 
essential feature of the modern mind, it un-
dermined nearly all tradition. Is “this piece of 
Machiavelli’s mind beginning to feel familiar 
to our modern eye and ear?” Harvey Mans-
field asked in the Wall Street Journal in De-
cember, in a piece marking the 500th anniver-
sary of The Prince. “Here, in the constant need 
for novelty and acquisition—our freedom in 
combat with our necessity—we have the germ 
of our modern politics, our business, our in-
tellectuals, our arts, our morals.” Why have 
those revolutions, so receptive to innovation, 
been so often transformed into the rigid con-
formity and uniformity of bureaucratic rule? 
Nearly every modern regime has been estab-
lished on a revolutionary foundation. Are 
they all Machiavellian, destined to follow the 
historical pattern established at the beginning 
of modernity? If it has become impossible to 
preserve tradition of any kind, “rational” rule 
is modern man’s fate.

It is hard to imagine a writer more con-
temptuous of bureaucracy than Franz Kafka, 
who once wrote that “every revolution evapo-
rates and leaves behind only the slime of a new 
bureaucracy.” In his view, bureaucracy would 
seem to be the unnatural outgrowth of revo-
lutionary fervor bred of utopian expectations. 
His hatred of bureaucracy informed his un-
derstanding of all politics and civil society as 
well. If Kafka and Max Weber are right, all 
revolutionary politics must end in bureaucra-
cy. In their view, it would appear that bureau-
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cracy is the inevitable but also the inhuman 
result of revolutionary modernity. 

Weber, perhaps the greatest so-
cial scientist of the 20th century as 
well as the most profound student 

of modern bureaucracy, argued that “the fate 
of our times is characterized by rationaliza-
tion and intellectualization and, above all, the 
‘disenchantment of the world.’” In his view, 
the shift from traditional authority to legal-
rational authority would lead to a “polar night 
of icy darkness” culminating in an “iron cage” 
of rational control. In Weber’s view, modern 
bureaucracy is the final form of the metamor-
phosis of reason, and its last and only value. 

“Joined to the dead machine, [bureaucratic or-
ganization] is at work to erect the shell of that 
future bondage to which one day men will 
perhaps be forced to submit in impotence…if 
a purely, technically good, that is, rational bu-
reaucratic administration and maintenance 
is the last and only value which is to decide 
on the manner in which their affairs are di-
rected.” In his despair he wondered: “what 
have we to set against this machinery, in order 
to preserve a remnant of humanity from this 
parceling-out of the soul, from this exclusive 
rule of bureaucratic life ideals?”

It is not surprising that bureaucracy, un-
like science, technology, or medicine, is the 
only kind of rational progress or change that 
is unwelcomed by liberals and conservatives, 
progressives and reactionaries. Even Karl 
Marx disputed Hegel’s contention that uni-
versal knowledge establishes the status and 
authority of a civil service class, whose exper-
tise would free it of any social or economic ties. 
As Marx noted in his Critique of Hegel’s Phi-
losophy of Right, “The state formalism, which 
the bureaucracy is, is the state as formalism, 
and Hegel has described it precisely as such a 
formalism. Because this state formalism con-
stitutes itself as a real power and becomes it-
self its own material content, it is evident that 
the bureaucracy is a tissue of practical illusion, 
or the illusion of the state.” Marx calls the 
bureaucracy “a circle from which one cannot 
escape.” In its “hierarchy of knowledge,” the 

“top entrusts the understanding of detail to 
the lower levels, whilst the lower levels credit 
the top with understanding of the general, 
and so all are mutually deceived.” For Marx, 
organized knowledge would not and could 

not bring about revolutionary change. Only a 
revolutionary class—the proletariat—would 
deliver us. But even they turned out to need 
minding by a vanguard class of intellectuals.

Were kafka and weber right in 
their assumption that all modern 
revolutions are destined to disinte-

grate into a historically inevitable bureaucratic 
slime? In analyzing modern revolutions since 
Machiavelli, Arendt noted, “The fact that not 
only the various revolutions of the twentieth 
century but all revolutions since the French 
have gone wrong, ending in either restoration 
or tyranny, seems to indicate that even these 
last means of salvation provided by tradition 
have become inadequate.” None of those revo-
lutions could reconcile the notion of founding 
with the defense of any kind of tradition. All 
were destined to consume themselves in the 
process of founding. Nonetheless, Arendt ex-
empted one modern revolution from her ver-
dict. She insisted that of all revolutionary at-
tempts, “only one, the American Revolution, has 
been successful” (emphasis added). 

Although America established itself on a 
revolutionary foundation, it did not, like France, 
attempt a new order that obliterated its moral, 
religious, and intellectual legacy. Indeed, in the 
eyes of the American Founders, the revolution 
and its re-constitution were meant to defend the 
highest intellectual, political, and religious tra-
ditions, those derived from philosophy, litera-
ture, science, and theology. Under America’s 
regime of civil and religious liberty, defense 
of those traditions would become a defense of 
the founding and those eternal principles upon 
which it had established itself: the trans-his-
torical ideas derived from reason, nature, and 
revelation. The founders sought to protect the 
theoretical ground of both philosophy and reli-
gion, and thereby defend the way of life derived 
from each. 

In the aftermath of the American Revolu-
tion, the theoretical defense of rational limits 
imposed by nature or nature’s God, as a con-
dition of human happiness, was to become 
almost indistinguishable from a defense of 
the founding and the founders themselves. 
The abandonment of the founders’ theoretical 
perspective of justice, or natural right, and re-
jection of its embodiment in the political sci-
ence of the Constitution, made bureaucratic 
rule possible and, perhaps, inevitable. But the 

long-term political success of administrative 
rule would require delegitimizing the found-
ing’s principles in order to establish the legiti-
macy of the administrative, née rational, state. 
That has yet to occur. 

Nonetheless, as paul moreno has 
shown, the politics of progressivism 
has succeeded in empowering a new 

class, the bureaucrat kings, drawn from both 
the public and private sector, whose interest 
requires the perpetuation of an administra-
tive state directed from the center. Conse-
quently, the defense of justice, of a common 
good understood in terms of the principles 
that established constitutional government, 
still demands the defense of political rule as 
opposed to rational rule. As von Mises has 
noted, 

democracy means self-determination. 
How can people determine their own 
affairs if they are too indifferent to gain 
through their own thinking an inde-
pendent judgment on fundamental po-
litical and economic problems? Democ-
racy is not a good that people can enjoy 
without trouble. It is, on the contrary, a 
treasure that must be daily defended by 
strenuous effort. 

Both Tocqueville and von Mises had de-
scribed an America still animated by consti-
tutionalism and attachment to civil and re-
ligious liberty. By failing to comprehend its 
animating principles, or by denying the jus-
tice of its own past, is it destined to succumb 
to the fate described by Kafka and Weber? 
The verdict on America is not yet in, but as 
long as democracy includes the capacity to 
choose new leaders and transform political 
institutions, the rule by bureaucrat kings, 
however well organized and intended, re-
mains precarious. If, on the other hand, the 
path of least resistance is to enjoy the ben-
efits of rational rule rather than reestablish 
political rule, then only “the pitiless crow-
bar of events,” in Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s 
words, can reawaken the desire for freedom 
and self-government.

John Marini is professor of political science at 
the University of Nevada, Reno, and a senior fel-
low of the Claremont Institute.
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Book Review by Loren Rotner

Frontier Justice
Avenging the People: Andrew Jackson, the Rule of Law, and the American Nation, by J.M. Opal.

Oxford University Press, 352 pages, $29.95

The devotion andrew jackson once 
enjoyed is hard to overstate. By 1859, he 
was second only to George Washington 

in townships named in his honor. Celebrated 
as the champion of ordinary Americans against 
corrupt elites, Jackson feared that American na-
tional government was especially vulnerable to 
capture by the creeping, undeserved influence 
of a privilege-seeking few. Yet, as McGill Uni-
versity historian J.M. Opal shows in Avenging 
the People: Andrew Jackson, the Rule of Law, and 
the American Nation, he was more complicated 
than his popular image suggests. For much of 
his life he embodied frontier America’s tension 
between civilization and barbarism, where En-
lightenment liberalism clashed with the pre-
modern politics of honor and glory-seeking.

Commemorating Jackson’s 250th birth-
day at the Hermitage, his estates in Tennes-

see, in March 2017, Donald Trump identified 
Jackson’s martial virtue as a key to his success. 
He fought in the Revolution, but his rise to 
national prominence came after his victory 
at New Orleans (1814-15) at the end of the 
War of 1812, where “his ragtag—and it was 
ragtag—militia...drove the British imperial 
forces from America,” observed Trump. We 
can hardly conceive today of a militia, let 
alone a “ragtag” one, defeating a foreign power 
on American soil, and elevating its relatively 
obscure commander to the presidency.

Modern titans are often ad-
mired for lucrative industrial or 
technical innovations; Jackson was 

admired for his manliness and bravery. He 
couldn’t stomach the obscurity of plying a 
trade and living modestly in the Waxhaws, a 

frontier Carolina territory, during the 1780s 
and ’90s. The Battle of New Orleans―where 
he led a vastly outnumbered American force 
to victory―gave him, Opal writes, “all the 
glory he had ever wanted,” convincing “a 
broad mass of people that God had directly 
intervened to save his most favored nation” 
through Jackson’s leadership. His attraction, 
argues Opal, was rooted in Americans’ de-
sire for justice―and to conquer and punish―
rather than in a commitment to democratic 
republicanism and its humane ideals.

Jacksonians “raged at the moral chaos of 
the world,” where scalpings were answered 
by bloody campaigns of vengeance and calls 
for total war. Jackson was a throwback. His 
righteous indignation had a tribal flair, char-
acterized by anger against perceived injustices, 
whether from the British or American Indians, 
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ALGORA PUBLISHING
Nonplussed by World Events? 

THE NEW COMMONWEALTH
From Bureaucratic corporatism to socialist 
capitalism 
Claudiu A.  Secara           296 pages  $24.95

Brexit, NATO expansion and the 
SCO reflect major shifts in alli-
ances in the global power game, 
but an even greater tectonic 
force is at work as well. 
That's dialectics: the Soviet 

Union evolved from socialism to 
capitalism and back to socialist 
capitalism. This book provides a 
unique interpretation of events 
unfolding in Europe and around 

the world within broad historical, economic, military 
and political contexts. 
The author shows how the US, bastion of "free 

markets," finds itself constrained to move toward 
socialistic policies just as the Communist nations 
inevitably integrated more elements of capitalism. 

Nonfiction for the Nonplussed !

Available from www.ALGORA.com 
and Amazon.com

THE ASSAULT ON DEMOCRACY
How we undermine our own strengtH

Prof .  Gerhard Falk             200 pages   $19.95

Falk studies the dynamic 
between social cohesion and  
the individual, marking key 
points in history that moved the 
West toward dignity and indi-
vidual rights. Now we're eroding 
those achievements and splin-
tering society. Police abuse, 
inequality, assaults on free 
speech and attacks on religion 
undermine the foundations of 

America's individualism and entrepreneurialism. 

THE POLITICAL TRIAL OF BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
a prelude to tHe american revolution

Prof .  Kenneth Lawing Penegar 
280 pages   $23.95
Franklin was keen to foster an 

amicable settlement between 
the colonies and the British, but 
for all his brilliant successes in 
life, he also suffered searing 
loss and humiliation. This narra-
tive combines chronological 
and social history with a mys-
tery: Why did he publish in 
Massachusetts a cache of per-
sonal letters that had fallen in his lap in London? 
The "leak" had political ramifications and was a 
shock to all, and it had consequences for the pros-
pect of avoiding a deeper rift with Britain. 

DRIFTING TOWARDS ANOTHER CIVIL WAR
IN AMERICA    200 pages  $19.95
Donald Kropp  

The American people's values, aspi-
rations and social concerns are dia-
metrically opposed to the hidden 
agenda of the neo-conservatives. 
The social impact of the wealthy cor-
porate elite families and their hidden 
history in 'Skull and Bones,' Nazi ties, 
eugenics, and wars helps explain the 
erosion of our basic institutions today. 

or from personal slights. His military and po-
litical conquests, especially against the Indian 
tribes of the southeastern U.S., were driven 
by a desire to revenge violent assaults against 
white settlers on the frontier. His brand of jus-
tice, Opal believes, was unrestrained by law.

The federalists in the national 
government had failed in the early 1790s 
to placate Indian tribes through treaties 

and payoffs. The Cumberland was besieged by 
fear and violence: “everyone knew family mem-
bers who had spent time in the [wartime] forts 
or whose loved ones had died in horrifying 
ways,” writes Opal. With little loyalty to the le-
gal order that failed to protect them, frontiers-
men engaged in repeated campaigns of retribu-
tion. Through first-hand accounts, Opal shows 
Jackson clashing with the Federalists over law’s 
purpose—justice through vengeance versus 
Enlightenment due process.

Jackson thought the Indians “had no con-
cept of ‘the law of Nations’ and only sought 
to commit ‘Murder with impunity.’” Treaty-
making with them was largely ineffectual 
and meaningless. By 1793, the worst year of 
frontier violence, fearful settlers vacated their 
homes and relocated to makeshift forts. Opal 
thinks it probable that Jackson defended, late 
that year, a widely circulated pamphlet calling 
for Indian extermination.

Doubling down on their largely ineffectual 
commitment to the rule of law, the Federalists 
admonished frontiersmen for not trusting in 
the “arm of society,” which had “put an end to 
the bloody havoc of distinct times and savage 
places.” Jackson, as attorney general for the 
Southwestern Territory, excused vengeance 
seekers by painting a legal veneer on their 
vigilantism. He argued, for example, that an 
entire Indian nation could be punished if they 
refused to extradite suspected murderers hid-
ing in their territories.

Opal too quickly dismisses as legal ma-
nipulation Jackson’s commitment to the right 
of self-defense. By arguing that frontiersmen 
ought to be allowed to choose how to admin-
ister justice and security in what was virtually 
a state of nature, Jackson made a defensible 
case for a certain sort of rule of law, born of 
natural right.

But Jackson was a controversial glory-seek-
er, immoderate and unrefined. His sensitivity 
to personal slights overshadowed his devotion 
to the Declaration of Independence’s natu-
ral rights teaching. In 1806 he killed a man 
in a duel for insulting his wife, nearly getting 
killed himself in the process. He met public 
criticism by defaming his victim, claiming he 
had “rendered no ‘essential service to the Pub-
lick’” and speculated in the slave trade. That 

same year Jackson was convicted of assault 
and battery for a separate incident and almost 
entered a second duel. As Opal demonstrates, 
the “quarrelsome and contentious” Jackson 
fell far short of Aristotle’s or anyone else’s 
ideal of a gentleman.

Opal uses jackson’s vengeful na-
ture to build an explanatory narra-
tive of his life, including his presi-

dency. Jackson’s fitness for office was often 
questioned in terms of his potential for dic-
tatorship since his deepest political passions 
were satisfied by the relative freedom of mili-
tary command. Yet, as president, he was pain-
fully constrained by intermediary institutions, 
especially by the Whigs in Congress. 

Jackson’s complicated love of just punish-
ment is best illustrated by Opal’s analysis of an 
obscure episode, in which he operated as judge, 
jury, and executioner over traitors during an 
1818 Florida campaign. Two British soldiers 
had been detained for inciting Indians to attack 
American settlers. Standing “alone in a Florida 
wilderness that no European nation had effec-
tively claimed, in the half-light of a war that no 
European nation had officially declared,” Jack-
son prescribed a set of ad hoc legal procedures 
to try and punish the prisoners. Jackson wrote 
evocatively of the episode as exemplifying the 
slow but just power of men to exact retribution 
and ensure heaven’s vengeance on earth.

Given Opal’s argument that Jackson was 
motivated by the love of vengeance—his “sense 
of justice was the rule of law”—Jackson’s insis-
tence on some semblance of legal process is cu-
rious. Opal notes that he justified his approach 
through the “law of nations,” which prescribes 
that “any individual of a nation making war 
against the citizens of any other nation, they 
being at peace, forfeits his allegiance, and be-
comes an outlaw and pirate.” But why should 
an outlaw and pirate deserve any semblance of 
procedural justice, however rudimentary?

Confusion about the relative weight of Jack-
son’s commitment to law and the “right” of ven-
geance is shot through Avenging the People―
and maybe through Jackson himself. Opal is 
strongest when he shows how figures like Jack-
son were caught at a crossroads of early Ameri-
can political development. They seem most at 
home seeking reprisal and glory in courageous 
moments against enemies. At the same time, 
they were conditioned by a liberal tradition 
that sought to conquer glory-seeking through 
the rational administration of law.

Opal’s confusion might have been avoided 
had he taken seriously Jackson’s arguments as 
president. “There is no question,” he asserts, 

“that the presidency changed Andrew Jack-
son, perhaps more than it had his predeces-
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In the Children’s Best 
Interests
Unaccompanied Children in American-
Occupied Germany, 1945-1952

by Lynne Taylor

This book delves deep into the debates, 
struggles, and policies of refugee relief 
agencies that shaped the lives of over 
40,000 unaccompanied and displaced 
children in postwar Europe.

The Austerity State
edited by Stephen McBride and 
Bryan M. Evans

The Austerity State tackles the 
question of why, after the fall 
out from the 2008 economic and 
financial crises, countries across the 
world continue to rely on austerity 
policies that, on many levels, 
have failed.

Working in a Multicultural 
World
A Guide to Developing Intercultural 
Competence

by Luciara Nardon

In this book, Luciara Nardon offers a
comprehensive framework for 
understanding intercultural 
interactions and developing skills for 
successful intercultural situations.

New in paperback

Ethical Capitalism
Shibusawa Eiichi and Business 
Leadership in Global Perspective

edited by Patrick Fridenson and 
Kikkawa Takeo

Ethical Capitalism tackles the 
thought, work, and legacy of 
Shibusawa Eiichi, today known as the 
“father of Japanese capitalism”.

Austerity
The Lived Experience

edited by Bryan M. Evans and 
Stephen McBride

This book explores the more practical, 
ground-level side of the austerity 
equation. The result is a ground-
breaking contribution to the study of 
austerity politics and policies.

A Conviction in Question
The First Trial at the International 
Criminal Court

by Jim Freedman

A Conviction in Question is a gripping 
account of the first case to appear at 
the International Criminal Court, the 
trial of Union of Congolese Patriots 
leader and warlord, Thomas Lubanga 
Dyilo whose crimes included murder, 
rape, and the forcible conscription of 
child soldiers.
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sors,” but he dwells little on Jackson’s words, 
and leaves us in the dark about Jackson’s in-
tellectual development. He neither analyzes 
the constitutional arguments surrounding 
the national bank controversy, nor Jackson’s 
response to the Senate’s censure after his uni-
lateral removal of the Federal Bank deposits 
in 1833.

Jackson invented a new presidential 
doctrine, in which the president exercises 
greater authority in controlling and re-

moving a treasury secretary than Congress, 
because the president “is the direct represen-
tative of the American People.” Opal ignores 
this. I suspect Opal deemphasizes Jackson’s 
constitutional and legal arguments because 
he assumes they do not explain his presiden-
tial behavior. He mentions Jackson’s famous 
veto message, with its defense of the “humble 
members of society” against the self-dealing 
rich and well born, but he overlooks Jackson’s 
attempt to bring this theme to the defining 
center of American politics.

Jackson’s attempted reordering of the sepa-
ration of powers to make the president, rather 
than Congress, the steward of the people’s in-
terests was a watershed moment in the devel-
opment of American political thought. Aveng-
ing the People is a missed opportunity, not only 

for understanding Jackson on his own terms, 
but for understanding the thread that links 
him with current cultural and political de-
bates. Instead, Opal distances Jackson from 
us. For him, Jackson’s novel view of sovereign-
ty, as the right to heed one’s passions in the 
defense of natural rights, is rightly consigned 
to the dustbin of history. 

But another kind of Jacksonianism remains 
alive today in Donald Trump’s claims to em-
body “real people,” unjustly victimized by the 
smug privileged. Like Jackson, Trump speaks 
of fair economic opportunity and the virtues 
of honest labor; like Jackson, Trump points 
to an idealized republican past, in which self-
sufficient, locally-oriented families prospered 
without moral or economic meddling from 
external forces, be they elites, immigrants, or 
powerful commercial interests. Did Jacksoni-
anism constitute a reasonable movement, as 
Trump has said, to “reclaim the people’s gov-
ernment from an emerging aristocracy?” Or 
was it simply motivated by a hatred of certain 
classes of “elites?” Opal’s focus on Jackson’s 
thirst for vengeance neglects these questions.

Jackson organized and mobilized groups 
of Americans, not so much for their superior 
numbers or “whiteness,” but for the way of life 
to which they aspired: self-sustaining, sober, 
unpretentious, and directly connected with 

DORIS MILLER, PEARL HARBOR, AND THE BIRTH OF THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
Thomas W. Cutrer and T. Michael Parrish
On the morning of December 7, 1941, after serving breakfast and turning his attention to laundry services aboard the USS West 
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160 pp. 35 b&w photos. Bib. Index. $24.95 cloth
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Five American Athletes Who Died in Military Service
Carson James Cunningham
Inspired by the story of Pat Tillman, Cunningham captures the lives and times of Tillman and four other war-
hero American athletes, all of whom died while serving in the US military. Here we have over a century’s worth 
of men who faced the fears and uncertainties that come with life and made the ultimate sacrifice. Their stories 
give us a kaleidoscopic picture of America over the course of more than one hundred years, and through them 
we can explore the wars America has participated in, the values that Americans have celebrated, and what it has 
meant, over time, to be an American hero.
268 pp. 18 b&w photos. Index. $26.95 cloth
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American Veterans of World War II, Korea, and Vietnam
Michael D. Gambone
Long Journeys Home explores the veteran experience in World War II, Korea, and Vietnam. Author Michael D. 
Gambone examines and dissects the various myths that have grown up around each of these wars. Despite many 
differences, some obvious and some not, Gambone nonetheless finds a great deal of continuity, and ultimately concludes that Korean 
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the fruits of their labor. These alone repre-
sented the “real people” deserving of the Con-
stitution’s blessings. Trump appealed to this 
Jacksonian spirit at a campaign rally in May 
2016, declaring that “the only important thing 
is the unification of the people—because the 
other people don’t mean anything.” For Jack-
sonians like Trump, America’s spiritual re-
newal—its republican virtue—depends upon 
the “sober pursuits of honest industry,” the 
virtues associated with coal mining and con-
struction work, for example. These virtues not 
only prepare the ground for the perpetuation 
of communities, but foster the republican citi-
zen’s sense of self-worth and confidence.

Jacksonian Democracy, wrote historian 
Marvin Meyers in 1957, constituted “an appeal 
to an idealized ancestral way” that defended 
the virtues of “simplicity and stability, self-re-
liance and independence, economy and useful 
toil, honesty and plain dealing.” While Opal 
sheds much light on Jackson as a glory-seeker, 
he almost totally ignores Jackson as a republi-
can statesman. His otherwise stimulating book 
too-easily reduces Andrew Jackson’s motives to 
his inordinate and bloodthirsty passions.

Loren Rotner is special assistant to the president 
and assistant director of strategic initiatives at St. 
John’s College in Annapolis, Maryland.
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Book Review by Allen C. Guelzo

In a Gilded Cage
The Republic for Which It Stands: The United States during Reconstruction and the Gilded Age, 1865–1896, by Richard White.

Oxford University Press, 968 pages, $35

The oxford history of the united 
States may be the most prestigious 
series of American history survey vol-

umes in print. Originally launched under the 
aegis of C. Vann Woodward and Richard 
Hofstadter, it embraces at least three Pulitzer 
Prize-winners—James M. McPherson’s Battle 
Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era (1988), 
David M. Kennedy’s Freedom from Fear: The 
American People in Depression and War, 1929–
1945 (1999), and Daniel Walker Howe’s 
What Hath God Wrought? The Transforma-
tion of America, 1815–1848 (2007)—plus two 
other Pulitzer nominations and a Bancroft 
Prize in 1997 for James Patterson’s Grand Ex-
pectations: The United States, 1945–1974.

There have been some misfires. Charles 
Grier Sellers’ Jacksonian America, 1815–1846 
(1991) was so unabashed in its Marxist blath-
erskite that it was withdrawn from the series 
and published as a separate volume. H.W. 
Brands’s account of the Gilded Age, Le-
viathan: America Comes of Age, 1865–1900 
(2007), was yanked at the last minute, too, 
without comment from Oxford—but not 
without suggestions that Brands was too com-

plimentary to industrial capitalism. (Oxford 
published it anyway, as a stand-alone.) Benja-
min Schwarz, then the Atlantic’s literary and 
national editor, gave the series the back of his 
hand in 2006, dismissing all but the volumes 
by Robert Middlekauff (on the Revolution) 
and McPherson as “bloated and intellectually 
flabby,” lacking “intellectual refinement, ana-
lytical sharpness, and stylistic verve.”

Schwarz’s estimate of the series 
will not be improved by its latest of-
fering, Richard White’s The Republic 

for Which It Stands: The United States during 
Reconstruction and the Gilded Age, 1865–1896. 
Despite Dr. Johnson’s offhand dictum that no 
one but a blockhead ever wrote but for money, 
it is still surpassingly rare that an author be-
gins by announcing—as White does—that 
he wrote his book because “I needed the mon-
ey.” But his larger motivation clearly lies in his 
conviction that the current Age of Trump is 
simply a replay of the Gilded Age, and that 
Gilded Ages are “easier to describe and ana-
lyze as an historian than indulge or endure as 
a citizen.” 

The Gilded Age America he describes was 
conceived under a delusion, and dedicated to 
a proposition mixing equal parts racism, sex-
ism, capitalism, individualism, elitism, decep-
tion, fraud, and degradation. The era’s delu-
sion was fostered by no less than Abraham 
Lincoln. “Americans had, unknowingly, con-
ceived twins in 1865,” White writes on the in-
troduction’s first page. “The first twin embod-
ied the world they anticipated emerging from 
the Civil War, and it died before ever being 
born. The second, unexpected, twin lived, for-
ever haunted by its sibling.”

White’s first “twin” is free labor—the idea 
that in an open and democratic society, citi-
zens enter marketplaces without let or hin-
drance and sell their labor to whoever will buy. 
It was an idea born of John Locke, matured 
in the English-speaking world by John Stuart 
Mill and the Manchester School, and articu-
lated in its clearest fashion by Lincoln:

The prudent, penniless beginner in the 
world, labors for wages awhile, saves a 
surplus with which to buy tools or land, 
for himself; then labors on his own ac-
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count another while, and at length hires 
another new beginner to help him. This, 
say its advocates, is free labor—the just 
and generous, and prosperous system, 
which opens the way for all—gives hope 
to all, and energy, and progress, and im-
provement of condition to all.

But it was all for nothing, declares 
White. At its inception free labor was a 
fraud. It never drew an honest breath 

after 1865, if it ever drew one. Prudent, pen-
niless beginners are invariably the prey of their 
predecessors, and can succeed in no other way 
than by forcibly expanding into other people’s 
domains and subjugating them. Each expan-
sion is cloaked in fraud and lies, and since 
the freedom to contract for one’s own labor is 
nothing more than a different kind of slavery, 
the likely result is prosperity for the deceitful, 
manipulating few who corruptly obtain con-
trol of the outcomes.

What kept free labor such an attractive bait, 
says White, was its near-kin ideology of the 

“home”—the promised reward for those serv-
ing the free-labor Moloch. But the home itself 
teemed with oppression and abuse. It “embod-
ied all the gendered and racialized assumptions 
of American republicanism and the American 
economy,” and its defense was the excuse for 
inflicting “horrendous violence and repression” 
on “Chinese, blacks, Indians, and to a lesser 
degree some European immigrants.” It is not 
clear from White’s telling whether the home 
inflicted greater degrees of slavery on men or 
women, or why he is reluctant to admit that, in 
1870, one in five Americans owned their own 
home, and immigrants purchased and owned 
homes at greater rates than the native-born—
but he’s confident that the home’s ultimate 
product was Lizzie Borden and the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union.

Oddly in White’s narrative, free labor, which 
is supposed to have been dead-on-arrival at the 
close of the Civil War, has a Monty-Python-
like capacity for getting up and insisting it’s 
happy. Free labor, White declaims, was dead in 
1865; it is, nevertheless, alive in the mid-1870s 
to provide “a fraying bridge over a widening 
class divide.” It is not yet dead when Thomas 
Edison opens his laboratory in Menlo Park, 
nor in 1889, when Mark Twain’s A Connecticut 
Yankee in King Arthur’s Court transports the 
industrious Hank Morgan to medieval Eng-
land to upset the Round Table. But whenever 
its shelf-life finally expires—whether in the 
hands of Richard Ely’s The Past and the Pres-
ent of Political Economy (1884) or the members 
of the Farmers’ Alliance—it is accompanied 
by the realization that “individualism, contract 

freedom, and laissez-faire” are “a set of anach-
ronisms utterly out of step with modern condi-
tions” which must be replaced by distributive 
government’s controlling hand.

Corruption is the malevolent “twin” that 
survived free labor to become the evil genius 
guiding the Gilded Age’s economy and gover-
nance. “The Gilded Age was corrupt, and cor-
ruption in government and business mattered.” 
Not that White believes anything could have 
prevented this: corruption sprang naturally 
from democracy’s soil, as unfettered voters per-
sistently elected politicians (like Ben Butler) 
whom their betters (like Charles Eliot Norton 
and Richard Henry Dana) knew to be unfit. A 
controlling, distributive government might, at 
least on some counts, be understood as a syn-
onym for corruption, but not here.

White’s indictment of corrupt Gilded 
Age Solons is a long one. But none draws 
his venom more than Ulysses S. Grant. The 
two administrations of the victor of Appo-
mattox and suppressor of the Ku Klux Klan 
have quite a donkey’s tail of scandals pinned 
to them—Jay Gould, the Whiskey Ring, 
Credit Mobilier, the Belknap bribery. None 
of them actually involved Grant. No matter: 
White’s hatred of Grant is maniacally relent-
less. Grant’s “financial and economic poli-
cies…all contributed to a rich stew of disap-
pointment and alienation” while he “accepted 
the favors of rich men bestowed in the name 
of a grateful nation” and was “always suscep-
tible to the flattery of the wealthy.” And in 
his lowest of low blows, White does not hesi-
tate to snarl that, after the dying Grant raced 
his last clock to complete the Memoirs which 
rescued his family from penury, we should 
be grateful that he “ran out of time to write 
about his presidency.”

There is misery to be recounted in 
the Gilded Age, as no doubt there is in 
the age that preceded it, and no doubt 

in this one. But the misery of White’s Gilded 
Age has a manufactured air. We are told that 
immigrant farmers were impoverished by the 
American landscape—and that it was the pro-
ductivity of that landscape which forced them 
to leave their Austro-Hungarian hovels and 
journey to the American free-labor Gehenna. 
White’s account is also narrow, in terms of ge-
ography (his America frequently vanishes to 
little more than Chicago and New York City), 
the economy (western railroads), and people 
(urban immigrants). We never actually learn 
much about manufacturing output, imports 
and exports, or the complexities of the tariffs 
(the 1885 Tribune Almanac needed 19 pages to 
describe the scope of the 1883 tariff legislation 

but in White it gets none). The U.S. Navy’s 
rebirth in the 1880s, from its post-Civil War 
erasure, gets no mention; neither do diplomatic 
affairs (including the purchase of Alaska), the 
Fall River Line, women’s colleges, public lectur-
ers, the great bicycle craze, nor the dime novel. 
State governments only bob into view when a 
strike needs suppressing—this, despite the fact 
that the Gilded Age was the paramount era of 
state government activism. The telephone is the 
subject of exactly three paragraphs (largely to 
note how Alexander Graham Bell converted it 
into “a monopoly and profit”), and Joseph Glid-
den, who invented barbed wire in 1873, doesn’t 
even get a sentence—thus telescoping the 
two Gilded Age inventions which most trans-
formed American spaces into almost nothing.

The intellectual history of the 
Gilded Age is even more invisible: Wil-
liam James gets two pages, John Dewey 

one, Josiah Royce and Charles Sanders Peirce 
none. Baseball, that great Gilded Age cultural 
confection, earns just one reference, on how 
racist its professional membership became 
and the reserve clause’s resemblance to slavery. 
Booker T. Washington barely merits a glance. 
Winslow Homer, Charles W. Chestnutt, John 
Singer Sargent, Sarah Orne Jewett, Edwin 
Arlington Robinson, Ida Tarbell, John Philip 
Sousa, Washington Roebling, Amy Beach, 
Nat Love, George Whitefield Chadwick, 
Louisa May Alcott, and Theodore Thomas 
have no existence worth White’s notice.

You do not have to love the Gilded Age 
to sense something terribly awry in White’s 
grinding recitation of its nastiness, or his 
single-minded focus on economic immis-
eration. One can feel nothing but shame 
for the nation he describes—and it is hard 
not to believe that the infliction of shame 
is White’s principal purpose, more than 
even money or politics, in writing the book. 
This is also an America that my Irish great-
grandfather, James P. Kerrigan, would have 
stared at incredulously. A man of the Gilded 
Age, and a railroad-worker, he died of gan-
grene from stepping on a rusted rail; but it 
never occurred to him to curse the United 
States from his deathbed for his bad lot in 
life. It is White’s complete failure to connect 
people like James Kerrigan with the hopeless 
story he lays out in The Republic for Which 
It Stands which puzzles me, and would have 
infuriated my great-grandfather. 

Allen C. Guelzo is the Henry R. Luce Professor 
of the Civil War Era at Gettysburg College, and 
the author, most recently, of Gettysburg: The 
Last Invasion (Alfred A. Knopf).
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Book Review by Karl Rove

The Major
President McKinley: Architect of the American Century, by Robert W. Merry.

Simon & Schuster, 624 pages, $35

For most americans, the 25th presi-
dent is largely unknown, overshadowed 
by the rambunctious man who replaced 

him, Theodore Roosevelt, and by William 
Jennings Bryan, the man whom he twice de-
feated for the White House. Yet after winning 
in 1896 one of the nation’s five great realign-
ing elections (the others were in 1800, 1828, 
1860, and 1932), William McKinley devoted 
his presidency to leading America into new 
prominence on the world stage.

The list of modern McKinley biographies 
is comparatively short. There’s Margaret 
Leech’s 1959 Pulitzer Prize-winning In the 
Days of McKinley. It was followed four years 
later by William McKinley and His America 
from University of Oklahoma professor H. 
Wayne Morgan and then by University of 
Texas historian Lewis L. Gould’s The Presi-
dency of William McKinley in 1980, part of 

the “American Presidency Series” from the 
University Press of Kansas. In 2010 R. Hal 
Williams of Southern Methodist University 
also drew attention to McKinley with his 
Realigning America: McKinley, Bryan, and the 
Remarkable Election of 1896 from the Univer-
sity of Kansas’s “American Presidential Elec-
tions” series. Still, the man and his achieve-
ments remain underappreciated.

Now robert w. merry, a former 
Wall Street Journal reporter and later 
managing editor, executive editor, 

editor-in-chief, and president of Congressional 
Quarterly, has joined this hardy band of bi-
ographers and put his considerable talents to 
work expanding the public’s understanding of 
McKinley’s pivotal role in American history.

Merry’s previous book, the masterful his-
tory A Country of Vast Designs: James K. 

Polk, the Mexican War, and the Conquest of 
the American Continent (2009), argued that 
Polk was a consequential president who made 
America a continental nation by winning the 
war with Mexico and settling a long-standing 
dispute with England over Oregon’s border. 
On the domestic side, he slashed tariffs and 
reformed the banking system, then retired 
after one term (and died four months later)—
America’s only effective president between 
Andrew Jackson and Abraham Lincoln.

In his new book, Merry tackles McKinley 
in the same revisionist spirit, painting a per-
suasive picture of the president who launched 
the United States on the path to becoming 
the 20th century’s dominant nation. As a 
young man he was a war hero, enlisting as a 
private at the Civil War’s start and ending the 
conflict as a brevet major, with three battle-
field promotions for conspicuous bravery 

Tomb of President McKinley in Canton, Ohio.
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that included surviving two suicide missions. 
When recommended for the Congressional 
Medal of Honor for his heroism at Antietam, 
he discouraged his comrades from pursuing 
the matter, saying he was only doing his duty.

He soon became a skilled legislator, serving 
in the U.S. House for nearly 12 years from a 
swing district in Ohio, then as now a key state 
in national elections. He earned a reputation 
in Congress for hard work, adroit manage-
ment of legislation, and a genial manner that 
earned him respect across the aisle in an era of 
intense, bitter partisanship. (By comparison, 
today’s Washington looks like both parties are 
roasting marshmallows and singing “Kumbaya” 
around a campfire.) Even when—in a practice 
common to both parties in close contests dur-
ing the Gilded Age—the Democratic majority 
threw him out of Congress in May 1884 after 
he had won re-election in 1882 by only seven 
votes, some of his fiercest Democratic adver-
saries voted to seat him in a show of respect. 
McKinley’s popularity caused Speaker of the 
House Thomas B. Reed to complain, “[M]y 
opponents in Congress go at me tooth and nail 
but they always apologize to William when 
they are going to call him names.” 

Merry also draws attention to 
McKinley’s admirable family life. 
His colleagues and the public saw 

the loving care he showered on his wife, Ida 
Saxton, a fragile, nervous woman who devel-
oped epilepsy after the couple lost both their 
children, one daughter at the age of just five 
months and the other before her fifth birthday. 

Before his ascent to the presidency, “The 
Major” (as he preferred to be called) was a two-
term reform-minded governor from 1892 to 
1896. Though Ohio’s chief executive had few 
real powers, McKinley passed an ambitious 
agenda of tax reform, railroad safety measures, 
and infrastructure improvements. In his sec-
ond term, his efforts at promoting labor peace 
and providing relief for those hit hard by the 
1893 depression cemented his reputation as a 
Republican champion of the workingman.

McKinley became the GOP presidential 
nominee in 1896 as an outsider, besting the 
party’s bosses in state conventions where he 
out-organized the establishment and defeated 
the front-runner, Speaker Reed (“Czar Reed” 
as he was called, and not just behind his back). 
The Major then went into a raucous general 
election that he hoped to fight on the issue 
of trade protection. Instead, he was forced to 
battle Bryan on the currency issue, on which 
McKinley had a mixed record. Bryan’s sur-
prise nomination and oratorical skills pro-
pelled the Nebraska populist into the lead in 
the late summer and early fall. But by mid-

September, McKinley had found his voice on 
the currency question and began turning the 
issue among urban industrial workers. His 
message of sound money, protection, and na-
tional unity made him the first presidential 
candidate since Ulysses S. Grant in 1872 to 
win more than 50% of the popular vote. His 
victory kicked off a 36-year period of Repub-
lican dominance during which the GOP lost 
power only when it split briefly in 1912.

As president, mckinley began 
building the modern American navy; 
acquired the “Gibraltar of the Pacific,” 

with the annexation of Hawaii; and won the 
Spanish-American War, giving the U.S. pos-
session of the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and 
Guam while granting Cuba its independence. 
What’s more, McKinley’s “Open Door” policy 
provided equal trading rights in China and 
kept the Middle Kingdom from being carved 
up by world powers. He helped to forge the 

“special relationship” with Great Britain that’s 
been a key element of American foreign policy 
ever since.

When McKinley took office in 1897, the 
deep depression the country had endured 
for almost four years under Democrat Gro-
ver Cleveland quickly dissipated. Part of the 
reason for this recovery was that McKinley 
wasn’t Bryan. Bryan’s Free Silver rhetoric had 
terrified business leaders while The Major ap-
proached the currency question in a reassur-
ing way that united labor and capital, restored 
confidence, and renewed the animal spirits of 
the nation’s business community.

Merry shows how McKinley codified this 
sound money policy with the 1900 Gold Stan-
dard Act, after deftly deflating sentiment for 
bimetallism in much of America by proving 
no other major power supported an interna-
tional agreement for currencies based on both 
gold and silver. The guarantee of a sound cur-
rency also attracted investment from home and 
abroad that was needed to build factories and 
railroads, and open mines and new agricultural 
regions. The mild inflation America experi-
enced—after gold strikes in Alaska, South Da-
kota, and elsewhere had increased the money 
supply—contributed to prosperity’s return.

He called Congress into early session in 
1897 to reinstitute the Republican tariff policy. 
This was the main issue The Major had advo-
cated during his years in the House, earning the 
nickname, the “Napoleon of Protection.” Here 
Merry demonstrates his skill as an historian for 
the McKinley who occupied the White House 
was different from the one who had served in 
the U.S. House. Economists still argue how 
much the Republican policy of high tariffs con-
tributed to the nation’s economic growth in the 
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Gilded Age. Although Representative McKin-
ley favored protectionism, he thought business 
interests were often too greedy with their tar-
iff demands. He voted, for example, against a 
tariff bill sponsored by his mentor, Ways and 
Means Committee Chairman William D. “Pig 
Iron” Kelley, because he thought it too gener-
ous for domestic manufacturers. McKinley 
also championed removing tariffs from im-
ported consumer staples like sugar and coffee, 
and from materials for industrial production 
that were not domestically produced. 

But by his inauguration, the new 
president believed the country’s pros-
perity increasingly depended upon sell-

ing its goods abroad. So he put a stronger em-
phasis on the principle of reciprocity: America 
would reduce its trade barriers to countries that 
removed obstacles to the sale of U.S. goods 
in their markets. President McKinley acted 
on this belief by backing the Dingley tariff, a 
moderate measure sponsored by Congressman 
Nelson Dingley of Maine. Though the bill was 
manhandled by high-tariff senators who at-
tached 872 amendments raising rates for spe-
cific goods, McKinley signed it in late July 1897 
and then appointed a special commissioner to 
negotiate reciprocal trade agreements. 

 He also moved against the industrial trusts, 
expanded civil service reform, and worked 

to maintain labor peace. He enjoyed cordial 
relationships with both parties in Congress 
and so strengthened and broadened the chief 
executive’s powers that Lewis L. Gould has 
called him “the first modern president.”

By the end of his first term, the country 
was prosperous and at peace after the short 
and popular war with Spain. Running on the 
slogan of “A Full Dinner Pail,” McKinley won 
reelection with the (then) biggest popular 
margin in history, demolishing Bryan again. 
He had served just over six months of his new 
term when an anarchist shot him on Septem-
ber 6, 1901, at the Pan-American Exposition 
in Buffalo. He lingered until—despite days of 
upbeat bulletins from his physicians—dying 
on the 14th. 

Merry ends his volume by ask-
ing why historians have passed 
over or belittled McKinley’s ac-

complishments. Some of the critics argue 
that he was simply in the White House 
when events altered America’s course. Oth-
ers attribute his successes to the able men he 
gathered around him. Some give the credit 
to presidents who followed up on the initia-
tives McKinley began. 

And of course, there’s Theodore Roosevelt, 
whom Merry calls “impetuous, voluble, amus-
ing, grandiose”—words that would never be 

applied to The Major. T.R., he writes, “took 
the American people on a political roller-
coaster ride, and to many it was thrilling.” But 
to Merry, it was T.R.’s reticent, gentlemanly, 
patient, focused predecessor who is the true 
author of the American Century.

Even Roosevelt knew the greatness of the 
man who had picked him as his running mate, 
having previously rescued him from political 
oblivion by making him assistant secretary of 
the navy, a post without which T.R.’s future 
rise would have been impossible. As William 
McKinley was laid to rest in the Canton, Ohio, 
cemetery, the entire cabinet was seated before 
the receiving vault, many openly weeping. The 
young new president stood a few yards apart, 
reluctant to sit with his colleagues for fear 
he, too, would lose control of his emotions. 
The country experienced a moment of grief it 
had not felt since Lincoln’s assassination, and 
would not experience again until John F. Ken-
nedy’s. Readers of Robert Merry’s excellent 
book will better understand why at that in-
stant America so deeply loved its fallen chief.

Karl Rove was senior advisor to President 
George W. Bush and is now a Wall Street 
Journal columnist and Fox News contributor. 
He is the author of The Triumph of William 
McKinley: Why the Election of 1896 Still 
Matters (Simon and Schuster).
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Book Review by Joseph Tartakovsky

We Could Use a Man Like…
Herbert Hoover in the White House: The Ordeal of the Presidency, by Charles Rappleye.

Simon & Schuster, 576 pages, $32.50 (cloth), $18 (paper)

Herbert Hoover: A Life, by Glen Jeansonne.
Berkley, 464 pages, $28

Hoover: An Extraordinary Life in Extraordinary Times, by Kenneth Whyte.
Alfred A. Knopf, 752 pages, $35

Three new biographies reassess, 
with quite different results, America’s 
31st chief executive. Herbert Hoover in 

the White House: The Ordeal of the Presidency 
by Charles Rappleye, a journalist turned his-
torian, focuses on Hoover’s handling of the 
Great Depression that devoured all but eight 
months of his 1929-33 presidential term. Her-
bert Hoover: A Life by Glen Jeansonne, an 
emeritus history professor at the University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee, covers all of Hoover’s 
90 busy years. So does Hoover: An Extraordi-
nary Life in Extraordinary Times by Kenneth 
Whyte, author of The Uncrowned King (2009), 
a biography of William Randolph Hearst, and 

formerly editor-in-chief of Canada’s Maclean’s 
magazine and its National Post. 

All three authors start from the same 
premise. Hoover, writes Jeansonne, has been 
reduced to the “economic Satan” who brought 
or failed to stop the Great Depression, con-
demned to sit, scowling, arms folded, beside 
Franklin Pierce and James Buchanan among 
the worst presidents. Rappleye, too, regrets 
that Hoover is recalled only “in defeat and 
in caricature—the clay-footed conservative 
who preached the old dogmas of laissez-faire 
while the false idols of capital came crash-
ing down.” But whereas Jeansonne idolizes 
Hoover as the “most versatile American 

since Benjamin Franklin”—and a man, adds 
Whyte, whose “capacities and achievements 
are obvious and awe-inspiring”—Rappleye 
refuses to “resurrect Hoover as a forgotten 
hero ready for a new turn in the sun,” for his 
was a “failed presidency, and not just because 
of fate.”

“Bertie,” as the blacksmith’s son 
was known, was born in 1874, in 
a 350-person Iowa outpost called 

West Branch, making Hoover the first presi-
dent born west of the Mississippi. As a boy he 
milked cows and planted corn in hand-dyed 
homespun. His Quaker mother, born in Brit-
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ish Canada, limited the family library to the 
Bible, an encyclopedia, and anti-liquor novels. 
Orphaned at nine and sent west, Hoover took 
a chance in 1891 as a member of the inaugu-
ral class at Stanford University, later earning a 
geology degree, and then, chancier still, struck 
out to be a mining engineer in the Australian 
outback. In an industry basically consisting of 
big bets, Hoover had one of the highest “hit” 
rates of his time, including a famed half-mil-
lion-dollar gold-mine investment that eventu-
ally produced $55 million. In 1898 imperial 
China asked Hoover, fast becoming a living 
legend, to manage the coal mines within the 
Celestial Empire in return for a fifth of all prof-
its. He lived in the walled-off foreign colony of 
Tianjin, enjoying 15 servants and nine-course 
meals; a Boxer Rebellion siege saw him impro-
vising a volunteer fire brigade. 

Hoover later became a millionaire globe-
trotting mining consultant and investor, with 
125,000 men on his payroll and offices in San 
Francisco, New York, Paris, St. Petersburg, 
Johannesburg, Melbourne, Rangoon, and 
London. A friend said that he “boarded an 
ocean liner as casually as you or I take a trol-
ley-car to our daily jobs.” Jeansonne thinks 
Hoover could have become the Rockefeller of 
mining had he not instead chosen, in 1914, to 
enter public service—a decision motivated by 

patriotism but also, as Whyte notes, the war-
time collapse of commercial mining.

During world war i, as a private 
citizen, he organized millions of 
tons of food relief to Belgians starv-

ing under German occupation and English 
blockade—until then the most audacious 
relief effort in history. Observers marveled 
at Hoover’s blend of humanitarianism and 
acumen in financing, rationing, transporta-
tion, and distribution; he managed a global 
network of docks, warehouses, and ships fly-
ing their own flag. Hoover moved so freely in 
enemy territory—with such good relations 
with the kaiser’s high command—that young 
Winston Churchill suspected him for a spy.

In 1917 President Woodrow Wilson 
brought the logistical mastermind into his 
administration to manage the national food 
reserves at a time when, under the wartime 
Smith-Lever Act, the federal government 
could in fact force Americans to eat their broc-
coli. The supremely efficient Hoover, after the 
war, not only sent back Congress its original 
$150 million appropriation but $60 million in 
profits.

When Warren Harding tapped Hoover, 
now 46, for his secretary of commerce in 1921, 
Senate Republicans distrusted the “ambitious 

publicity hound with a Democratic résumé,” 
as Whyte puts it. He was saved by his repu-
tation as a skilled, industrious, officious, and 
apolitical public servant. Calvin Coolidge kept 
the dynamo on, even if, as the joke went, the 
secretary of commerce thought himself under-
secretary of all other departments. Hoover’s 
cabinet accomplishments in the ’20s included 
creating the Division of Simplified Practice, 
which made “recommendations” to help indus-
try avoid the inefficiencies of, say, a dozen sizes 
of light sockets or bricks; the Aeronautics Di-
vision (the future FAA), which federalized air-
line safety and saw Hoover personally mapping 
out flight routes; and the Radio Division (the 
future FCC), to coordinate a new industry that 
saw 18,000 broadcasters drowning out each 
other on uncoordinated frequencies. 

In the 1928 presidential election, 
Hoover, popular and buoyed by national 
prosperity, crushed Al Smith, winning 40 

states including Smith’s own New York and 
even five in the Old South. The technology-
minded Hoover installed phones in the Oval 
Office, and made progressive gestures like de-
clining a salary (though he still took in out-
side income from his business ventures) and 
graduating the income tax (over the objection 
of Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon).
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Jeansonne describes a clearly exceptional 
man but in panegyrical terms. Hoover was 

“tough and virtually fearless, with a warm heart, 
a generous soul,” he writes, describing Hoover 
as floating above politics. Not only did he, in 
Jeansonne’s telling, become the first man to 
reach the White House without white-hot po-
litical ambition, but once there, he was “honest 
to a fault, reluctant to pander or employ pa-
tronage in elections.” Jeansonne lays particular 
stress on Hoover’s “Quaker traits” as “handi-
caps,” such as in his “self-effacing style” and un-
willingness to “play hardball.” Midway through 
Jeansonne’s book we are in the presence of un-
qualified adulation—his Hoover drawn so de-
void of foible and weakness, and Hoover’s ac-
complishments so vast—that I concluded that 
either Hoover was not altogether human or 
this biography not altogether true. Jeansonne’s 
haste to catalogue his subject’s achievements 
leads the author into blunders like reporting 
that around 1918 Hoover ensured “free meals 
to 35 million Finnish children” when Finland’s 
population was about 3 million. Conversely, he 
lets Hoover off for the politically (if not also 
economically) disastrous Smoot-Hawley tar-
iff—against which 1,000 economists signed an 
open protest letter—with the bland suggestion 
that it “did more harm than good.” (Readers 
seeking the anti-Jeansonne account, a relent-

lessly condemnatory portrait of Hoover, should 
try William E. Leuchtenburg’s slim 2009 bio, 
Herbert Hoover.)

For Rappleye, “Hoover was not the mild 
Quaker soul that his friends liked to portray.” 
Although “a kindly enough man in person 
and to his friends,” in office Hoover “was surly, 
easily frustrated, and sometimes vindictive.” 
Whyte, taking the middle ground, presents 
the most penetrating psychology of Hoover, 
finding in his “grim, silent ways” proof of a 
powerful determination born of a tough child-
hood, but also a “massive sense of vulnerability” 
that led him into a habit of semi-duplicitous 
self-promotion. Rappleye and Whyte both 
describe Hoover’s apolitical stance as largely a 
pose to enhance his outsider, technocratic cre-
dentials and to gratify his desire to see himself 
as a non-politician summoned, in the old way, 
to reluctant service. This image was a boon 
but also a liability. “What I do fear,” Hoover 
said, in 1929, “is the result of the exaggerated 
idea…that I am a sort of superman, that no 
problem is beyond my capacity.”

The problem he would face shook 
the world’s economic foundations. His-
torians still debate the causes of the 

Great Depression but Hoover insisted that it 
was a “hurricane” blown over from Europe’s 

post-Versailles chaos. Jeansonne adopts this 
view; Whyte is noncommittal but suggests (in 
line with a growing trend) that we look hard at 
the Federal Reserve’s failure to maintain an ad-
equate money supply. Rappleye fingers the Fed, 
too, but adds in other factors like the crash 
in residential construction. All three biogra-
phers agree, however, that the take-command 
Hoover, a one-man brain trust, acted with un-
precedented vigor and sophistication. 

The old engineer initiated more public 
works (e.g., the Golden Gate Bridge) than the 
past 30 years of administrations combined 
and asked all 48 state governors to maintain or 
expand public-works employment. He raised, 
alongside his cabinet, millions of dollars in 
charity for private organizations, much from 
his own pocket. He prevailed on Henry Ford 
and other industrialists to raise their work-
ers’ pay; he brokered labor unions’ “patriotic 
withdrawal” of wage demands. In October 
1931 he summoned 40 top banking and insur-
ance executives to a secret meeting in Andrew 
Mellon’s flat to beseech them to raise $500 
million to steady failing banks. He suspended 
immigration by executive order, established 
the Reconstruction Finance Corporation to 
spend stunning amounts of stimulus equal 
to two thirds of the pre-crash federal budget, 
and expanded agricultural credit institutions. 
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Jeansonne and Whyte hold that no peacetime 
president ever intervened in economic affairs 
so daringly. But these efforts to arrest the de-
scent stopped at a line that Hoover, for prin-
cipled reasons, refused to cross.

 

The hoover “hallmark,” to use 
Rappleye’s word, was a commitment 
to what Hoover called “cooperative” 

or “voluntary” action, as distinguished from 
governmental coercion. The president said 
he wanted to buck up the people’s courage 
to “fight their own battles in their own com-
munities,” without Washington, D.C. The 
celebrated relief-worker protested that he ab-
horred hunger and cold as much as any man 
but insisted that federal “direct relief ”—the 
dreaded “dole”—would debauch America’s 

“infinitely valuable” spirit of “mutual self-help” 
and “self-sacrifice,” mainly the responsibility 
of individuals, private institutions, and state 
and local governments. But as the clamor for 
aid from D.C. grew more desperate, Hoover 
was prone to bloodless, statistics-heavy re-
marks in an attempt to tamp down hyste-
ria. “I don’t believe an administration should 
be content with calm, factual statements,” a 
journalist ally of Hoover’s said, “when the ob-
vious need of the hour is for somebody to say 
something with a heroic ring to it.” That was 
precisely what Hoover refused to do. “This is 
not a showman’s job,” he insisted. 

Years later Hoover admitted that his “po-
litical mistake” was in uttering things like 

“The Depression is over” or “The hoboes are 
better fed than they ever were before,” for 
even if such statements were factually correct 
when made, they exposed him to discredit 
when conditions sank further. His other dis-
advantages as he headed to the 1932 presiden-
tial election included clumsy relations with 
the press and Congress, and one of modern 
history’s most gifted nemeses in New York 
Governor Franklin Roosevelt. Hoover swept 
into office by landslide and out by avalanche, 
losing all but six states. Before the election a 
wag cabled Hoover: “Vote for Roosevelt and 
make it unanimous.”

Hoover’s was a “historic fall,” as Rappleye 
writes, “from one of America’s most celebrated 
incoming presidents to its most reviled incum-
bent.” He may have claimed “elation” at being 
unburdened of responsibility, but friends saw 
humiliation and rage at being made the face of 
official callousness by Democratic campaign-
ers for, astonishingly, the next five presidential 
elections, through the Eisenhower-Stevenson 
contest in 1952. Jeansonne sees a Hoover 
who finally shed his Quaker forbearance and 
started fighting, as friends always urged, mak-
ing speech after fiery speech in the 1930s and 

’40s, all aimed at proving to Americans that 
FDR’s wild carnival of spending, price con-
trols, politicized relief, and swelling bureau-
cratic growth amounted to “collectivism” and 

“regimentation” along dangerous foreign lines. 
Whyte agrees that Hoover was motivated by 
an honest conviction that America now had 

“more to fear than to gain from further ex-
pansion of the federal government,” but also 
points to a desire for self-vindication. Rap-
pleye, too, focuses on the “personal roots” of 
Hoover’s “pique”—a fixation with FDR and a 
psychological need by a man who, it was said, 
had never known failure to win in the realm of 
ideas what he had lost at the polls.

The impression of anti-fdr animus 
is hard to avoid when reading Hoover’s 
two 400-page volumes devoted to clear-

ing himself of causing the Depression and 
proving FDR’s guilt in prolonging it: the Mem-
oirs of Herbert Hoover: The Great Depression, 
1929–1941 (1952), and his posthumous The 
Crusade Years, 1933–1955: Herbert Hoover’s 
Lost Memoir of the New Deal Era and Its After-
math, published in 2013 by editor George Nash, 
dean of Hoover scholars. Both these memoirs 
are searching condemnations of the New Deal 
and for that remain eminently valuable. 

But they are also bitter, harsh, conspira-
torial—and full of unending comparisons 
between FDR and Hitler, Mussolini, and 
Stalin, analogies shocking not only in their 
earnestness but also in being reasserted long 
after World War II. Hoover, for instance, 
calls Roosevelt’s bank holiday in March 1933 
the “American equivalent of the burning of 
the Reichstag,” a staged emergency to usurp 
power. Rappleye calls this sort of Hoover 
talk paranoid; even Jeansonne labels it “hy-
perbole.” Hoover’s fervent opposition car-
ried over into foreign affairs. Until 1941 he 
publicly and strenuously opposed U.S. en-
try into World War II and, even after Pearl 
Harbor, continued quietly but firmly to be-
lieve that FDR deliberately provoked Japan 
into attacking us.

“I realize that former Presidents are a kind 
of menace,” Hoover wrote, as the only living 
ex-president between 1933 and 1953, “chiefly 
because people must at times listen to them 
talk on public questions.” Talk he did—his 
collected post-presidential speeches between 
1933 and 1960, entitled Addresses upon the 
American Road, fill eight volumes. Less clear 
is the eagerness with which people listened. 
Hoover shouted louder as subsequent GOP 
candidates—Alf Landon, Wendell Willkie, 
and Thomas Dewey—kept their distance 
from a predecessor who had become untouch-
able. Hoover felt that each man had, disloy-

ally, made peace with the Roosevelt state. He 
would go on to doubt the conservative bona 
fides of Dwight Eisenhower, the first Repub-
lican to win the White House after Hoover, 
despite both men having gained their initial 
fame as nonpartisan master planners during 
wartime service to Democratic presidents. 

Hoover never flagged in this role of sideline 
critic, offering, for instance, free, often grumpy 
military analysis to Truman, Eisenhower, and 
John F. Kennedy, usually through the lens he 
knew best: the First World War. Eventually 
he attained an honored, elder-statesman stat-
ure and with some success chaired “Hoover 
Commissions” under Truman and Eisenhow-
er, aimed at reorganizing and trimming fed-
eral bureaucracy. His various “crusades” were 
patriotic and admirable, even if there was (to 
speak anachronistically) something of Richard 
Nixon or Jimmy Carter in his desperate quest 
to restore his national influence. Jack Garner, 
Roosevelt’s vice president for eight years, said 
that if Hoover “had become President in 1921 
or 1937 he might have ranked with the great 
Presidents.” Hoover liked quoting the line; it 
was probably equally rankling and uplifting. 

What does herbert hoover stand 
for today? Jeansonne tries to estab-
lish his enduring intellectual sig-

nificance by declaring that Hoover, for the 31 
years until his death in 1964, was the “purest 
spokesman of American conservatism.” Yet 
Jeansonne defines this conservatism in a way 
that even FDR could adopt: a “conviction in 
free-market capitalism, reasonably regulated” 
and in the “fundamental American values of 
political, religious, and intellectual freedom.” 
Hoover’s thought was more complex.

Of his 25 books, his mature philosophy 
takes shape in The Challenge to Liberty (1934), 
which though it leaves FDR unnamed begins 
with the anti-New Deal premise that “our 
American civilization is based upon the maxi-
mum of free will in an ordered Liberty.” Hoover 
fretted that Roosevelt’s interventions were cre-
ating a “group of loafers” and throttling capital-
ism’s energies. But for a man tagged by many as 
an uncompromising anti-statist, Hoover never 
abandoned his Bull Moose recognition of gov-
ernment’s growth and evolution by democratic 
choice. In The Challenge to Liberty, even with 
the New Deal underway, he declared that the 
general welfare “requires new commitments 
of government” and that although “haphaz-
ard, ill-considered experiment” was dangerous, 
so was “stubborn opposition to all corrective 
movement and change.” He praised, for ex-
ample, the “human justice” of the “vast series of 
protections” against child labor, disease in cit-
ies, and corporate rapacity.
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Close reading of his New Deal memoirs 
is revealing both of his politics and the inner 
roots of his hatred of FDR. In a striking pas-
sage near the close of his 1952 volume, Hoover 
suddenly leaves off the comparisons between 
the New Deal and European totalitarian-
isms and instead writes that the New Deal 

“brought into being a number of long needed 
reforms and some constructive actions.” It al-
most causes whiplash. He then goes on prac-
tically to take credit—justifiably—for FDR’s 
banking reforms (which he had first urged), 
the Federal Communications Commission, 
the Federal Power Commission, and the Fair 
Labor Standards Act. More interesting yet, 
the two New Deal laws that Hoover found 
most hateful—which drove him to denounce 

“[g]oosestepping the people under this pinkish 
banner of Planned Economy”—the National 
Industrial Recovery Act and Agricultural Ad-
justment Act, were, by early 1936, both dead 
at the hands of the Supreme Court. In other 
words, Hoover continued to attack the soon-
discarded New Deal of 1933-35 well into the 
1950s, even as Truman enjoyed resurrecting 
old memories of the gnawing privations of the 

“Hoover Depression” in his 1948 campaign. 
(Whyte points out that Hoover presided over 
about three years of depression; FDR pre-
sided over six such years.) Perhaps a President 

Hoover in 1932 would have resembled the 
Roosevelt of 1932, and a President Roosevelt 
in 1928 would have been confined to Hoover-
like dimensions.

Hoover himself evolved after 
1930, especially where failed efforts 
at “voluntary” or “cooperative” ac-

tion forced him into more radical, Rooseveltian 
approaches. For instance, Hoover in 1929 dis-
claimed any desire to “stretch the powers of the 
federal government by legislation to regulate 
the stock exchange” and so implored the New 
York Stock Exchange to regulate itself. But he 
saw this initiative undermined, to his surprise, 
by the very money-men he needed to avert 
new incursions of federal control. He came to 
praise Roosevelt’s Securities and Exchange 
Commission, created in 1934, as a “public ne-
cessity.”

Kenneth Whyte’s book, superb in every 
respect, demonstrates a mastery of American 
political traditions that furnishes him with 
the most interesting reflections on Hoover’s 
odyssey. Hoover, he writes, has “reasonable 
claims to paternity of the two main ideologi-
cal currents of the American century: New 
Deal liberalism and the modern conserva-
tive movement born in opposition to it.” This 
truth is what has kept Hoover stuck in his 

political netherworld: intolerably progressive 
for modern conservatives, unforgivably reac-
tionary for modern liberals. But as Whyte 
continues: “That one man can in one lifetime 
be a leader to opposed schools raises the in-
convenient fact that they have more in com-
mon than not.” That seems about right.

It is this Hoover, the iconoclastic moderate, 
the statesman-technician, the man of creative 
adaptation and justified new exertions of fed-
eral power, who offers lessons for a responsible, 
non-hysterical conservatism. How could the 
Right not learn from a man who knew every 
president from Theodore Roosevelt to Rich-
ard Nixon, and who served successfully under 
Wilson, Harding, Coolidge, Truman, and 
Eisenhower; and who spanned the tensions 
of rural and urban, traditional and modern, 
restraint and activism. Hoover was a transi-
tional figure, a fascinating, extraordinary, and 
unfairly tarnished one, even if he represents a 
view of government that, like his reputation, 
will never be restored.

Joseph Tartakovsky is a contributing editor of 
the Claremont Review of Books and the au-
thor of The Lives of the Constitution: Ten 
Exceptional Minds that Shaped America’s 
Supreme Law (Encounter Books), forthcoming 
in April 2018.
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Book Review by Samuel Gregg

Stimulating Debate
Hayek vs Keynes: A Battle of Ideas, by Thomas Hoerber.

Reaktion Books, 160 pages, $22.50

Austerity vs Stimulus: The Political Future of Economic Recovery, edited by Robert Skidelsky and Nicolò Fraccaroli.
Palgrave Macmillan, 183 pages, $29.99

The clash between john maynard 
Keynes and Friedrich von Hayek, be-
ginning in the 1930s, remains the most 

important economic policy debate today. We 
often regard the struggle between socialism 
and capitalism as the 20th century’s most sig-
nificant economic contest. But since command 
economies collapsed in the 1990s, the enduring 
economic problem for modern democracies has 
been the debate between essentially mixed and 
essentially free economies. Keynes and Hayek 
articulated the classic statements of the respec-
tive merits of mixed and free economies—and 
have become touchstones of the debate.

This debate acquired renewed force after 
the 2008 Great Recession. Keynes’s biogra-
pher Robert Skidelsky thought the situation 
underscored the relevance of Keynes’s recom-
mendations for addressing severe economic 
downturns. Others, more suspicious of gov-
ernment intervention in markets, looked to 
Hayek’s business-cycle theory to try to under-
stand the financial sector’s meltdown.

Given the severity of their economic dis-
agreements, it is striking that both men called 

themselves “liberals.” Hayek’s fierce criticisms 
of socialism are well-known, yet it is hard to 
classify Keynes as a socialist—many of his 
ideas are clearly designed to forestall social-
ism. Nor did either man consider himself con-
servative. Both came from upper-middle-class, 
academic liberal families, wary of reaction 
and skeptical of religion’s metaphysical claims. 
Each dealt with conservative politicians to 
advance particular policy goals, and Keynes 
also interacted with British Labour Party 
politicians throughout his career. But if each 
man had a preferred political home, it was the 
19th-century British Liberal Party.

From this standpoint, the struggle between 
Keynes and Hayek (and their successors) con-
cerns more than economics. It revolves around 
two related questions: what should liberal-
ism’s agenda be, and how should free societies 
respond to those crises that undermine eco-
nomic security and facilitate the emergence of 
authoritarian movements?

To Hayek, liberalism’s immediate goal was 
the maximization of negative liberty (that is, 
freedom from constraint), which he consid-

ered inseparable from equality under the rule 
of law. Though Keynes was also concerned 
with negative liberty, the bulk of his work em-
phasized the necessity of economic security 
and greater equality of outcomes for the pres-
ervation of freedom.

In hayek vs keynes: a battle of ideas, 
Thomas Hoerber shows that these and 
other normative concerns explain many 

of Hayek's and Keynes’s different economic 
ideas and policy recommendations. A profes-
sor of European studies at the École Supéri-
eure des Sciences Commerciales d’Angers, 
Hoerber focuses on their most famous books, 
Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom (1944) and 
Keynes’s The General Theory of Employment, 
Interest, and Money (1936). Comparing these 
texts reveals already well-known differences 
between Hayek and Keynes—from their dis-
similar views of the state’s economic role to 
their disagreement over whether economists, 
policymakers, and legislators should be guid-
ed by short- or long-term economic consider-
ations—but also some surprising similarities.
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Perhaps their most fundamental disagree-
ment concerned macroeconomics. Much 
Keynesian (and neo-Keynesian) economics 
is macroeconomics, focusing upon large ag-
gregates (such as national productivity) and 
overall employment levels. Hayek, by con-
trast, feared that macroeconomics encour-
ages the false belief that we can pull levers to 
stimulate or constrain the economy in pre-
dictable ways. For Hayek and his disciples, 
the real action is found primarily at the mi-
croeconomic level.

The similarities hoerber finds 
between Hayek and Keynes are illu-
minating. Hoerber emphasizes each 

man’s reliance on narrative to explain his 
ideas. The degree to which many economists 
equate economics with the use of mathemat-
ical formulae was deeply regretted by Hayek, 
and would horrify Keynes. In addition each 
economist sought to rethink liberalism’s ap-
proach to the economy. Keynes was prone 
to rhetorical excess, but generally avoided 
caricaturing laissez-faire economics as “sav-
age capitalism.” Post-Smithian economics, 
he knew, acknowledged the importance of a 
stable framework of rules, as well as of clear, 
but limited, economic roles for government. 
Keynes wanted to expand that framework to 
allow the state to go beyond the limits advo-
cated by 19th-century liberals. Hayek criti-
cized Keynes for fatally blurring the distinc-
tion between a rule of law-focused framework 
and habitual government interventionism, 
but Keynes was not as comfortable with gov-
ernment expansionism as is often supposed. 
In a letter to British-Australian economist 
Colin Clark he suggested that the figure of “25 
percent [of GDP] as the maximum tolerable 
proportion of taxation may be exceedingly near 
the truth.” Where “the maximum tolerable 
proportion” truly lay preoccupied both Hayek 
and Keynes (as evidenced by their corre-
spondence following The Road to Serfdom’s 
publication), but was never resolved to either 
man’s satisfaction.

Though both were convinced of its inner 
logic, neither Hayek nor Keynes ever defini-
tively settled whether economics was a positive 
social science or part of political economy. That 
is not such a bad thing. We should never forget 
the basic insights revealed by economic think-
ing, such as the importance of comparative ad-
vantage and marginal utility. But just as people 
study medicine because they ultimately want 
to promote the good of health, one of the points 
of studying economics is to help us realize par-
ticular goals considered good for our particular 
societies.

Despite their similarities, keynes 
and Hayek remain best known for 
their disagreement over how to ad-

dress significant economic downturns in 
capitalist societies. On this subject they pre-
figure the sharp divisions among contempo-
rary economists and policymakers. Explor-
ing these present-day divisions against the 
background of the Hayek-Keynes clash is 
the subject of Austerity vs Stimulus: The Polit-
ical Future of Economic Recovery, a collection 
of previously published essays gathered by 
economic historians Robert Skidelsky and 
Nicolò Fraccaroli. Focusing on policy deci-
sions made by the British government after 
the Great Recession, the financial sector 
bailout, and the subsequent increase in pub-
lic debt, the essays present both sides of the 
debate as to whether states should engage in 
reduced—or increased—public spending af-
ter big downturns.

For the most part, “austerians” won the 
day in Britain and much of Europe. These 
advocates of relative austerity argued that 
reductions of government outlays (or even 
reductions in anticipated spending increas-
es) would free capital and other resources to 
flow into the more productive private sector. 
The effects would be twofold. First, austerity 
would spur economic recovery in more last-
ing and efficient ways than ongoing govern-
ment stimulus packages and dovish monetary 
policy. Second, austerity would address “psy-
chological crowding-out”—the undermining 
of business and investor confidence caused by 
awareness of high public debt levels, regard-
less of the “real” economic effects of such debt.

Austerity vs Stimulus shows we have been 
here before: specifically in the early-1930s, 
when Keynes and like-minded economists de-
bated Hayek and his adherents about Britain’s 
response to the Great Depression. An early sec-
tion reprints letters to the editor from Keynes 
and Hayek (cosigned by their respective follow-
ers), published in the Times of London within 
two days of each other in October 1932.

These letters, with minor modifications, 
could provide concise summaries for the aus-
terity-stimulus debate in our own time. Each 
side has amassed empirical research to bolster 
its claims with evidence that didn’t exist in 
the 1930s, and the differences have become 
even more politically-charged. Part of that is 
a question of rhetoric. One of the most ardent 
stimulus advocates in this book, Paul Krug-
man, has an unfortunate habit of ridiculing 
those with whom he disagrees. That might 
draw readers to the opinion pieces he writes 
for the New York Times. It generally serves, 
however, to distract from his argument.

Economic sociologist wolfgang 
Streeck suggests a more important rea-
son for the heightened tension. In his 

view, the conflict “between democratic claims 
for social justice and capitalist demands for 
distribution by marginal productivity” has 
subsumed the austerity-stimulus debate. By 

“democratic claims,” Streeck means the vari-
ous “social rights” that American progres-
sives, continental West Europeans, and social 
democrats generally believe to be integral to 
democracy, and which must be delivered by 
government spending; “capitalist demands” 
concerns the expectation of private creditors 
(and others) that cuts in government spend-
ing are needed to create space for the private 
sector to grow.

The conflict between “popular ideas about 
social justice” and “economic insistence on 
market justice” (property rights, etc.) perme-
ates virtually all our economic policy debates. 
In the 1970s, Streeck notes, this conflict was 
most pronounced in labor policy, where the 
demands of over-mighty trade unions fos-
tered high inflation, undermining the value of 
property, capital, and other assets. Today this 
clash drives the austerity-stimulus discussion, 
and it is likely to intensify.

Again, we can trace such arguments to 
Hayek's and Keynes’s different priorities in 
the 1930s. On one level, theirs was a techni-
cal debate about cause and effect. Neither 
Keynes nor Hayek invoked rights in the aus-
terity-stimulus debate. Yet beneath the sur-
face, their dispute implied disagreement about 
what rights are, which rights the state must 
protect, and how the promotion of particular 
rights informs the conduct of economic policy, 
both during crises and periods of calm. Prop-
erty rights, for Keynesians, often obstruct the 
realization of wider goods: we must be will-
ing to subordinate them to the claims of social 
justice. Hayekians, in contrast, maintain that 
promoting property rights and preserving 
market orders best serve the well-being of all. 
Infringement of such rights via government 
intervention in the market economy should 
be a rare exception, not the rule.

These debates, reflecting as they do differ-
ent visions of the good, and how rights are 
established, protected, and expanded, are un-
likely to be resolved in the foreseeable future. 
Though we might wish it otherwise, economic 
policy is driven by the “political” dimension of 
political economy. So long as man is a political 
animal, no amount of mathematical modeling 
can change that.

Samuel Gregg is research director at the Acton 
Institute.
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Book Review by Vincent J. Cannato

A New York State of Mind
American Cicero: Mario Cuomo and the Defense of American Liberalism, by Saladin Ambar.

Oxford University Press, 224 pages, $29.95

Fear City: New York’s Fiscal Crisis and the Rise of Austerity Politics, by Kim Phillips-Fein.
Metropolitan Books, 416 pages, $32

When andrew cuomo was pre-
paring his 2010 gubernatorial 
campaign in New York, a friend 

of mine told him that Mario Cuomo’s three 
terms as governor, from 1983 to 1995, had 
been a failure. Andrew agreed: his father had 
not succeeded in Albany. Given the Cuomos’ 
fierce loyalty, this admission must have been 
bitter for Andrew, his father’s closest aide and 
confidant. But many Democrats and even for-
mer aides to the first Governor Cuomo now 
share the belief that his time on the national 
stage was one of great promise and meager 
performance.

Thus, the underlying tension in Saladin 
Ambar’s short, earnest study, American Ci-
cero: Mario Cuomo and the Defense of Ameri-
can Liberalism. “Mario Cuomo was, and re-
mains, the best alternative progressive voice 
to the politics of Sunbelt conservatism in the 
past thirty years,” Ambar contends. “Cuo-
mo’s governorship represents an important 
counter-narrative to the rise of conservatism 

in the 1980s.” Ambar, a Rutgers University 
political science professor, tries to elevate 
Cuomo into the liberal pantheon while rec-
ognizing his flaws as a politician.

A big reason for mario cuomo’s 
importance during conservatism’s 
ascendance in the 1980s was that 

the other prominent liberals—Tip O’Neill, 
Walter Mondale, Ted Kennedy, Jesse Jack-
son, Gary Hart, and Michael Dukakis—all 
proved to be, in one way or another, inad-
equate to the challenge posed by Ronald 
Reagan. Unfortunately, preeminence among 
such Democrats neither required nor proved 
much. One former Cuomo aide tells Ambar 
caustically, and off the record, “I thought 
Cuomo was a great owner or manager of a 
five and ten cent store who became owner 
of Bloomingdales.” Ambar admits that his 
biographical subject “seemed to lack policy 
focus.” Prominent among his legacy were tax 
cuts and more prisons, accomplishments dis-

maying to liberals like Ambar. “A dynamic, 
comprehensive progressive agenda simply 
wasn’t to be had,” he notes sadly. 

Cuomo, the boldest voice for liberal Dem-
ocratic politics in the Reagan era, made the fa-
mous statement that politicians “campaign in 
poetry” and “govern in prose.” But his former 
speechwriter Peter Quinn now admits that 
Cuomo’s three terms were light on achieve-
ments, and that Cuomo “did more poetry in 
government” than he did prose. Therefore, 
Ambar is left with Cuomo’s speeches, espe-
cially his two most influential ones, both from 
1984: the keynote address at the Democratic 
convention, and his Notre Dame speech on 
abortion and Catholicism. 

Cuomo’s 1984 convention speech offered 
all the red meat partisans could wish for. 
Writing after Cuomo’s death in 2015, histo-
rian and former Democratic speechwriter Jeff 
Shesol said it “brought catharsis.” The speech 

“was all the things that Democrats wished 
themselves to be but no longer felt they were 
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as a party,” a success achieved by drawing “in-
dignation from some inner store of strength 
and conviction, not from mere calculation.”

Cuomo’s poignant personal story, a work-
ing-class Italian American from Queens who 
made good, encouraged the convention del-
egates’ hopes to reclaim Reagan Democrats. 
America, Cuomo said repeatedly, was a “fam-
ily,” and Americans took care of their family 
members. Reagan was touting an improving 
economy in 1984, but Cuomo said that “this 
nation is more a ‘Tale of Two Cities’ than it 
is just a ‘Shining City on a Hill.’” Democrats 
from John Edwards to Bill de Blasio have re-
peated this theme over the past three decades. 
Like them, Cuomo spoke as if the chastening 
liberal setbacks of the 1960s and ’70s had nev-
er happened, instead touting a New Deal poli-
tics frozen in the amber of the 1930s and ’40s.

Reagan’s 1984 landslide victory 
was a stark repudiation of the dour vi-
sion of America that Cuomo set forth. 

The economy was growing and Reagan’s hard 
line against the Soviets would pay dividends 
in a few short years. Even 61% of Cuomo’s fel-
low Catholics voted for Reagan.

Just two months after the convention, 
Cuomo travelled to the University of Notre 
Dame to deliver a far more significant speech. 
Earlier that year, New York’s newly installed 
Archbishop John O’Connor had admonished 
Cuomo and other pro-choice Catholic poli-
ticians by announcing: “I do not see how a 
Catholic, in good conscience, can vote for an 
individual expressing himself or herself as fa-
voring abortion.”

O’Connor’s words set off a controversy 
about the Church and politics. Cuomo, an 
observant Catholic, had been pro-life early 
in his political career but found that position 
untenable as the Democratic Party became 
dogmatically pro-choice by the early 1980s. 
Cuomo fashioned his own position: person-
ally opposed to abortion but politically neu-
tral, leaving the decision about having one to 
women and their doctors, as decreed by Roe v. 
Wade (1973). With Archbishop O’Connor’s 
challenge, and another pro-choice Catholic 
from Queens, Geraldine Ferraro, on the 1984 
Democratic ticket, Cuomo would have to ex-
plain his position further.

At Notre Dame, Cuomo could have 
emulated John F. Kennedy’s politically bril-
liant but theologically dubious speech to the 
Greater Houston Ministerial Association. As 
the 1960 Democratic presidential nominee, 
Kennedy promised that if elected he would 
follow his conscience in all political decisions, 
rather than the Church’s dogma or hierarchy. 
Unlike Kennedy, however, Cuomo took his 

faith too seriously to compartmentalize his 
religious beliefs. Furthermore, while Ken-
nedy’s audience had consisted of Protestants 
worried about a Catholic president, Cuomo 
spoke to fellow Catholics concerned about a 
conflict between the Church and a prominent 
Catholic politician over one of the most con-
tentious moral issues of the era.

Cuomo sought to resolve the tension. 
He flatly stated, “As a Catholic I accept the 
church’s teaching authority…. I accept the 
bishops’ position that abortion is to be avoid-
ed.” After making both his obedience to the 
church and personal opposition to abortion 
known, Cuomo then described his respon-
sibilities as an elected official. Political pru-
dence should guide the Catholic politician, 
he argued. First, Catholics should not “force” 
their religious views on non-Catholics. “We 
know that the price of seeking to force our 
beliefs on others is that they might some day 
force theirs on us,” said Cuomo. Second, he 
argued, the “legal interdicting of abortion 
by either the federal government or the indi-
vidual states is not a plausible possibility and 
even if it could be obtained, it wouldn’t work. 
Given present attitudes, it would be ‘Prohibi-
tion’ revisited.”

Problems abound with cuomo’s for-
mulations. Was opposition to abortion 
solely a matter of Catholic Church 

doctrine? Weren’t people of other faiths also 
pro-life? And couldn’t one arrive at a pro-life 
position solely from secular, philosophical 
reasoning? What would have happened if, in 
an unlikely scenario, the democratically elect-
ed New York State Legislature had presented 
Cuomo with anti-abortion legislation? Would 
he have signed the bill? Did Cuomo, a trained 
lawyer, have any issues with the reasoning 
behind the Roe v. Wade decision? One could 
criticize the logic of the Supreme Court’s deci-
sion without any reference to religious dogma. 
All such questions went unaddressed, first by 
Cuomo and now by Ambar.

Yet Garry Wills, neither an anti-abortion 
zealot nor a fan of the Catholic bishops, also 
found the speech unpersuasive. “What this 
means, of course, is that Cuomo claims to be-
lieve the Church’s teaching on abortion, but 
acts as if he did not,” Wills wrote. 

Pro-choice critics are infuriated by his 
belief; pro-life believers are just as in-
dignant at his actions (or lack of them). 
Since most of the public is not simply 
classifiable as pro-life or pro-choice, 
this may be a shrewd political position; 
but it damages Cuomo in his claim to 
be a Catholic intellectual who reaches 

his conclusions from a well-trained con-
science and not as a matter of political 
expediency. 

There was yet another reason why 
Cuomo chose not to follow JFK’s lead 
on religion and politics: throughout his 

career, Cuomo repeatedly connected his liber-
al politics and Catholic theories of social jus-
tice. He opposed the death penalty on moral 
grounds, a stand that put him in opposition to 
a large majority of New Yorkers. In the 1984 
keynote address, Cuomo attacked Reagan as 
a “man who believes in having government 
mandate people’s religion and morality,” a few 
sentences before referring to “the world’s most 
sincere Democrat, St. Francis of Assisi.” Cuo-
mo also had no criticism of American Catho-
lic bishops when they intruded into national 
politics in the 1980s with pastoral letters 
criticizing capitalism and Cold War nuclear 
deterrence. The letters were thinly veiled at-
tacks on the Reagan Administration and were 
cheered by many of the same Catholic politi-
cians who would embrace Cuomo’s views on 
abortion. 

Although that formulation of “personally 
against abortion, but pro-choice politically” 
would be influential within the Democratic 
Party, it is hard to escape the conclusion that 
all the philosophical somersaults stemmed 
from one very simple fact: pro-life politicians 
had no future in the Democratic Party. “Cuo-
mo, prudently, does not seem to want to dis-
turb the harmony among liberal Democrats 
that seems indispensable for political success,” 
the late Peter Augustine Lawler archly con-
cluded. “He suggests that antiabortion poli-
tics is suspect because it is the only thing that 
separates the bishops, politically, from their 
fellow liberals.”

Cuomo would serve three terms as gover-
nor until he was defeated in 1994 by a little-
known upstate Republican legislator named 
George Pataki. Democrats had hoped that 
Cuomo would run for president, but in both 
1988 and 1992, the “Hamlet on the Hudson” 
ultimately refused. People still debate why. 
Ambar ends his book bizarrely, with a trip 
to Italy where a distant Cuomo relative tells 
him that Cuomo didn’t run because the Ma-
fia was going to assassinate him because of 
his liberal political views. Ambar backs off 
the ridiculous conclusion, but cannot pro-
vide the reader with any more insight into 
Cuomo’s decision.

American Cicero, like too many scholarly 
books these days, is more interested in map-
ping out and defending a progressive politics 
than in analyzing historical events. Ambar 
admits that he hopes “to strike a balance 



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2018
Page 66

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

somewhere between hagiography…and the 
alternative of footnoting his legacy, where 
Cuomo is just another northeastern liberal 
whom history has passed by.” But hagiogra-
phy is mostly what we get (starting with the 
book’s risible title). It would have been useful 
if Ambar had explained why Cuomo failed 
to restore the Democratic coalition or ac-
complish more as governor. What political, 
economic, and cultural forces made liberal-
ism less attractive to Americans in the 1980s? 
Instead, he turns Cuomo into John the Bap-
tist who “held up a banner upon the rampart 
for that longed-for appearance.” Presumably, 
Ambar is referring to Barack Obama as the 
Messiah of this narrative. So much for leaving 
religion out of politics.

Readers who want to understand 
Cuomo’s failures and liberalism’s di-
lemmas would be better served by 

Kim Phillips-Fein’s Fear City, a gracefully 
written and compelling account of New York 
City’s 1975 fiscal crisis and its impact on city 
and national politics. New York City provid-
ed its citizens with fairly generous social pro-
grams, including city hospitals and a free uni-
versity system, but those costs began to grow 
in the early ’60s. The city’s payroll ballooned. 
Increased budget expenses were funded by 
many sources of revenue: a newly created city 
income tax, increased aid from state and fed-
eral governments, and a booming national 
economy.

In 1969, the nation experienced a minor 
recession from which it quickly recovered. 
New York City, however, continued to hem-
orrhage jobs after 1969. Revenues declined. In 
response, the city borrowed even more money. 
By 1974, total municipal debt was around 
$10 billion, nearly half of it short-term debt 
that continually needed to be refinanced at 
increasing rates of interest. In addition, the 
city continued to fund general expenses from 
its capital budget, meaning that spending 
on infrastructure was shortchanged. Budget 
outlays for social services began to outpace 
spending on basic city services, which then 
started to decline. 

New York City had faced similar “crises” in 
the past, but the one in 1975 was distinctive 
because it was a vote of no confidence against 
an already troubled and struggling city: bank-
ers found themselves no longer willing to 
gamble on New York’s future. Even before 
the austerity measures kicked in, New York 
was in trouble. In the early 1970s, near the 
end of John Lindsay’s two terms as mayor, one 
poll showed that six out of ten New Yorkers 
thought the city worked poorly, while another 
showed that 45% of New Yorkers believed 

their neighborhoods had gotten worse under 
Lindsay. Crime rates and general public dis-
order had risen dramatically since the early 
1960s. Graffiti and vandalism covered the 
city’s public spaces. Racial tensions and labor 
strife also took their toll.

The city’s bankers, long happy to 
profit by lending prodigious amounts to 
the city, had decided by 1975 that add-

ing to the debt burden was a risky proposition. 
The city’s borrowing window closed. The de-
cent yet hapless mayor, Abe Beame, who had 
previously served as comptroller, never quite 
understood what was happening. Phillips-Fein, 
who teaches history at New York University’s 
Gallatin School of Individualized Study, re-
counts Beame’s cluelessness in the wake of the 
city’s inability to borrow. (When I interviewed 
him two decades after the crisis, he indignantly 
waved yellowed newspapers clippings pulled 
from his desk that “proved” he was not to 
blame for it.) To Beame, the bankers were the 
villains for failing their moral responsibility to 
lend the city more money.

President Gerald Ford resisted pleas for 
the federal government to bail out the city 
(“Ford to City: Drop Dead,” read the notori-
ous Daily News headline). But this was mostly 
a negotiating tactic to force the city to make 
the cuts it had resisted. Once Carey instituted 
the EFCB, Ford had the federal government 
pitch in relief for the city as well.

Mayors Lindsay and Beame had always 
opposed budget cuts, loudly proclaiming that 
they would devastate the city. Now there 
was no choice. In addition, the democrati-
cally elected city government basically turned 
over control to an unelected board, made up 
mostly of businessmen. Quality of life and 
city services had been declining for a num-
ber of years, but the budget cuts exacerbated 
those problems. The fiscal austerity imposed 
upon the city by the EFCB would ultimately 
allow the city to borrow again, but at a cost. 
Police officers and firemen were laid off. Li-
brary hours were reduced. Basic city services, 
already strained, suffered even more. New 
Yorkers of modest means, disproportionately 
affected by the cuts, voted with their feet. The 
city’s population declined by more than 10% 
during the 1970s. 

Under mayor ed koch, new york 
eventually regained control over its fi-
nances and proceeded with tempered 

goals for city government. The fiscal crisis 
did, to a large extent, discredit the policies 
of the Democratic Party’s left wing. When 
combined with issue of crime and law en-
forcement, it pushed the city’s politics toward 
the center and led to the mayoralties of Koch, 
Rudy Giuliani, and Mike Bloomberg. 

Although the fiscal crisis is sometimes 
seen as a preview of the Reagan Revolution, 
Phillips-Fein correctly notes that fiscal aus-
terity was not imposed on New York City 
by conservative Republicans driven by free 
market beliefs. The key players, rather, were 
moderate to liberal Democrats like Hugh 
Carey, who believed that government had an 
important role to play, but also understood 
that reckless fiscal policy had endangered the 
stability of New York.

Phillips-Fein tells the story relatively well 
and is blunt about the failings of New York’s 
governing class and the bankers who contin-
ued to lend the city money until they decided 
they couldn’t anymore. Her story focuses on 
the behind-the-scenes figures dealing with 
the fiscal crisis, but is also sensitive to how the 
fiscal crisis affected average New Yorkers, es-
pecially the poor and minorities.

She also argues that the fiscal crisis was 
not entirely the city’s fault, examining fed-
eral and state policies that subsidized high-

The Left
still has not

figured out how
to pay for

its promises.

To save the city from bankruptcy, Gover-
nor Hugh Carey (Mario Cuomo’s predeces-
sor) stepped in. Working with leaders from 
the business community, the state created the 
Municipal Assistance Corporation (MAC), 
an agency that would raise money by selling 
bonds on behalf of the city, while at the same 
time pushing city leaders to prune govern-
ment spending. Although MAC helped the 
city get over its immediate credit crunch, it 
quickly proved ineffective for any long-term 
solutions. 

In response, Governor Carey had the 
state legislature create the Emergency Fi-
nancial Control Board (EFCB), whose pow-
ers were far more extensive. The EFCB now 
had de facto control over the city’s budget 
and could even override labor deals if nec-
essary. It would force the city to pursue an 
austerity policy of budget cuts and layoffs in 
an attempt to rein in city spending. These ac-
tions finally soothed the bond market, which 
began lending the city money again. Labor 
unions also pitched in by using their pension 
funds to buy MAC bonds.
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ways and suburbanization. There is certainly 
a good deal of truth to the fact that big cit-
ies were fighting serious headwinds in the 
postwar period. Yet if Phillips-Fein is cor-
rect, we would have seen dozens of large 
and small cities edge toward bankruptcy at 
this time. With the exception of Cleveland, 
however, no other big city faced a similar fis-
cal crisis. In fact, though Mayor Richard J. 
Daley’s Chicago also struggled with issues 
of crime and poverty, it never came close 
to New York’s fiscal meltdown. Boston had 
been wrestling with economic decline since 
the 1920s, but had begun in the 1950s to 
rebuild its downtown business district, lure 
jobs back to the city, and improve its tax base 
with controversial urban renewal projects. 
While its difficulties continued through the 
’70s, Boston never saw anything like what 
New York experienced.

There is something unique to new 
York’s story, which is where Fear City’s 
argument falters. For Phillips-Fein, 

the uniqueness is the “unusually expansive 
and generous local welfare state,” which made 
New York “an island of social democracy in 
the midst of postwar America.” New York 

“was at the left edge of urban liberalism, dem-
onstrating that it was possible to run a city 
government that did far more for its citizens 
that most American cities ever dreamed of 
accomplishing.” Her vision of this mid-20th-
century social democratic utopia relies on a 
heavy dose of myth and nostalgia for Popu-
lar Front leftist politics. (It ignores Catholic 
schools, hospitals, and charities, for example.)

It’s true that during the Great Depression 
and World War II there was a movement, in-
fluenced by New Deal liberalism, to expand 
city services and build infrastructure, parks, 
and pools that would improve the lives of 
New Yorkers. But that was not the proximate 
cause of the 1975 fiscal crisis. In 1955, the city 
budget was $1.78 billion; five years later the 
budget was about 30% higher. By 1965, the 
budget had grown to $3.8 billion and then 
doubled again by 1970. By 1974, the city’s 
budget had ballooned to $11 billion. Even ac-
counting for inflation, it had increased by over 
300% in less than 20 years. The problems 
with the city’s budget derived much less from 
the social democratic ethos that had begun in 
the 1930s than from the increasing pressures 
on the city’s finances beginning in the early 
1960s, especially from the costs of welfare and 
health care.

The second problem with this idea of “so-
cial democracy” is that well before the fiscal 
crisis, many New Yorkers were concerned 
about the quality of the services the city 

provided. Phillips-Fein admits that the city 
hospital system had been criticized for “be-
ing underutilized and inefficient.” Before the 
fiscal crisis, open enrollment in the city uni-
versity system had seriously strained the sys-
tem. It was not just a question of money, but 
of what New Yorkers were getting for their 
money. That shiny vision of a social demo-

cratic utopia had become severely tarnished 
by the late 1960s. 

In addition, Phillips-Fein and other pro-
moters of “social democracy” ignore the fact 
that such policies need to rest on a common-
ality of interests and a broader sense of civic 
unity that, while existing to some degree dur-
ing the New Deal and war, had broken apart 
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by the 1960s with little hope for revival. Left-
ist identity-politics activism since that era has 
been a major factor working against any no-
tion of shared interests or civic solidarity.

The EFCB’s fiscal austerity must be under-
stood in the light of expanding city budgets 
and declining city services. No doubt the cuts 
imposed after 1975 were painful, but Phil-
lips-Fein makes it seem as if the city has been 
living on rice and beans for the past four de-
cades. By the 1980s, City Hall had regained 
the trust of the markets and was able to begin 
spending again. Even Rudy Giuliani showed 
little desire to trim spending as mayor. Today, 
the city’s budget is $82 billion—after adjust-
ing for inflation, about 41% higher than it was 
in 1974. New York continues to provide social 
services to the homeless and mentally ill, an 
extensive system of subsidized housing, and 
a university system with close to two dozen 
campuses. 

The fiscal crisis may have re-
strained some of left-wing Democrats’ 
grander ambitions, and reinforced the 

notion that revenues and expenditures ought 
to have some relation to each other, but one can 
hardly call New York City’s government frugal. 
At best, the austerity regime instilled in city 
government a limiting principle, the absence 
of which, William Voegeli argues in Never 
Enough: America’s Limitless Welfare State (2010), 
has long been liberalism’s fatal flaw.

The sense of limitations on what the wel-
fare state could realistically accomplish was 
also missing from Mario Cuomo’s soaring 
rhetoric. Ambar barely mentions the fiscal 
crisis, even though it made the public more 
skeptical of the plans that proliferated in 

Cuomo’s eloquent speeches. He would grand-
ly proclaim an expansive liberal agenda, while 
pursuing more fiscally prudent policies in 
actual governance. (He served as the largely 
ceremonial New York secretary of state dur-
ing the fiscal crisis and had little to do with 
Governor Carey’s efforts to save the city.) This 
cognitive dissonance hurt Cuomo because he 
was never able to square his New Deal politi-
cal agenda with post-fiscal-crisis realities. He 
lived in a rhetorical world where the fiscal cri-
sis, like the other upheavals of the 1960s and 
’70s, had never occurred.

Phillips-Fein is also torn. Rightly critical of 
the city’s pre-1975 fiscal policies, she still main-
tains her belief in social democracy. Was there 
another way out for New York City, a way to 
pay for its social spending while making sure 
that business and the middle class didn’t leave 
for the suburbs? She is rather dour about the 
path that the city has taken since the fiscal cri-
sis and resists celebrating the city’s renaissance, 
yet the reader is at a loss to figure out what 
should have been done differently. She dislikes 
policies that encourage business development 
and skew toward capital, bemoaning “the em-
brace of private enterprise as the sole way to 
fuel social development.” But without the reve-
nue from such business activity, how could the 
city afford its $82 billion budget?

The left still has not figured out 
how to pay for its promises. States and 
municipalities continue to struggle 

with the problems inherent in the “blue-state 
model.” Puerto Rico and Illinois face severe 
fiscal crises. Other jurisdictions are sure to 
follow as pension obligations and health-care 
costs continue to drive some of their govern-

ments toward the insolvency New York faced 
in 1975. New York’s leaders provided one 
model for escaping bankruptcy. It was not 
perfect, but did prevent default and paved the 
way for the city’s rebirth. But that model also 
directly challenges the fundamentals of pro-
gressive political economy.

American Cicero and Fear City each details 
how progressive politics was thwarted by his-
torical events. Mario Cuomo should have tak-
en the Democratic Party to its rightful place 
and slain the dragon of Reaganite conserva-
tism. But he didn’t. New York City should 
have found a way to continue its social demo-
cratic practices without resorting to austerity 
policies and heavy reliance on the private sec-
tor. But it didn’t.

Both books highlight the problems of 
American liberalism in the ’70s and ’80s, and 
struggle to make sense of those problems’ un-
derlying causes. In the eyes of many progres-
sives, after all, liberalism is on the “right side 
of history.” Therefore any failures of liberal-
ism cannot be its own fault, but instead must 
be blamed on the insidious forces of “reaction.” 
Yet these histories of New York during the 
’70s and ’80s show how difficult this period 
was for those who fancy themselves on the 

“right side of history.”
If you see history as divided into these 

categories, then you are going to have a hard 
time explaining the messy reality of the past, 
and serious problems trying to cope with the 
messy realities of the present.

Vincent J. Cannato teaches history at the Univer-
sity of Massachusetts, Boston, and is the author 
of The Ungovernable City: John Lindsay and 
His Struggle to Save New York (Basic Books). 
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Essay by Brian Allen

The Smithsonian’s New Gem

Obsession with race has demeaned 
our colleges, hijacked our political 
culture, and become a fundraising in-

dustry. After this exhausting, depressing expe-
rience and amid a climate of racial acrimony, it 
is an inspiration to spend time at the Smithson-
ian’s new National Museum of African Ameri-
can History and Culture in Washington, D.C. 
It’s a splendid place, like a small, vibrant univer-
sity. The museum’s curators have conceived a 
thoughtful, riveting presentation of American 
history. African-American history is bound up 
with broader American history for the simple 
reason that black and white Americans have 
more in common with each other than either 
has with anyone else on earth. Our country’s 
history has as many stories as it has people, and 
the stories of black people have too often been 
ignored. At the new museum, visitors will find 
reasons to cry, laugh, sing, dance, rage, reflect, 
and repent. On my two visits—one during a 
holiday weekend—I saw lots of families, and 
lots of Washingtonians meeting out-of-town 

company. The place belongs on every itinerary 
to the capital, and deserves to become an intel-
lectual beacon.

All-American History

A word of warning: the building is 
immense, with hundreds of objects and 
vignettes. Its scale has generated some 

criticism that it’s an encyclopedic rather than a 
thematic museum. The quick analogy I would 
make is to New York’s Metropolitan Museum 
of Art. No one has the steam to cover all of it in 
one day without a deadening sense of exhaus-
tion—which would be a shame since almost all 
of its parts are superb. During a visit, it’s best 
to focus on a few of the big sections based on 
personal preferences or goals. I was drawn to 
the early history of African slavery and, later, 
to a gallery on the military service of African 
Americans. I chose the first because I wanted 
to see whether this truly dreadful period was 
slathered with resentment, or crassly exploited 

to produce guilt. It was neither. It makes clear 
that slavery wasn’t invented in America. Hu-
manity has lived for thousands of years on a 
diet that includes brutality. But visitors see, too, 
the resilience of African culture, and its adop-
tion into the new American culture. That said, 
in this section I thought often of the Holocaust. 
The differences are enormous but cruelty and 
exploitation are staples of both, and they’re 
conveyed with a powerful ring of truth. This 
part of the museum is not shy about the me-
chanics of enslavement, the bureaucracy of it, 
or the physical instruments of bondage, all of 
which are awful to see.

Slavery was among the threads that ran 
through most aspects of the western hemi-
sphere’s early exploration and development. 
Slavery’s influence extended far beyond South-
ern sugar, tobacco, and cotton farms to textile 
mills in New England, banks in New York, 
and the settlement of the American frontier 
from the Appalachian Mountains to the Pacific 
Ocean. Black slavery made everyday life easier 
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for millions of Americans. One of its founda-
tions was the sophisticated system of black-
on-black slavery that had existed for centuries 
in Africa, and of course there were a few black 
slaveowners in the U.S., too. At the same time, 
some American Indians owned black slaves, 
and many tribes supported the Confederacy.

There are two things that are clear in the 
gallery on military service. One is the story 
of African-American heroism and sacrifice 
in every phase of our history, ungrudgingly 
made on behalf of principles for whose enjoy-
ment they often had been at least partially ex-
cluded. More people need to know this story, 
and the men and women involved. Another 
is the patience, fortitude, and dignity black 
soldiers displayed under the heel of a military 
brass that marginalized their service. In treat-
ing the Civil War, for example, the curators 
explore many big and small issues. How, for 
example, did it evolve from a war over keep-
ing the Union intact to a war contesting the 
future of slavery? Then they drill down into 
specific stories, including how the Union 
army treated the many thousands of African-
American soldiers in its ranks. 

Unless you’re comatose, you can’t leave the 
gallery on African-American music unfazed. 
It’s glorious. In this very big space, we under-
stand again that African-American history 
is American history, not a separate or parallel 
story but as mixed and inseparable as the blood 
of generations in a new baby. Another essen-
tial stop is the section on the 1960s civil rights 
movement. It’s the story of our time. The two 
themes sometimes intersect and reinforce each 
other beautifully. One video shows the magnif-
icent Mahalia Jackson singing the hymn “His 
Eye Is on the Sparrow” at the 1963 civil rights 
march at which Martin Luther King, Jr., deliv-
ered his “I Have a Dream” speech. At the end 
of the song, King rises to speak. Mahalia prods 
him, “tell us about the dream, Martin, tell us 
about the dream.” It’s among the most moving 
moments and a triumph of earnest, gentle rea-
son and beauty over the screaming and name-
calling we hear today.

Nevertheless, there are some omissions 
and false steps. Until the election of Barack 
Obama, Justice Clarence Thomas was the 
most prominent and powerful African Amer-
ican in national government. Yet at the new 
museum he’s ignored except as a prop for 
Anita Hill, his tiresome one-time accuser. 
Among the most arresting moments in my 
lifetime wasn’t her testimony at his confirma-
tion hearing but Thomas’s. There, the belea-
guered nominee looked defiantly at the smug, 
bloated Alabama Senator Howell Heflin and 
blasted the hearing as “a high-tech lynching.” 
Thomas’s one line expressed so many of the 

tangles of African-American history. His in-
spirational story is one shared by hundreds of 
thousands of black Americans: he rose from 
rural poverty in the South; championed by a 
stern, fiercely religious grandmother; and la-
bored through years at Yale when Ivy League 
racism was out in the open. As a proud Re-
publican and conservative, Thomas embodies 
a counter-narrative that needed to be treated 
in full and not hijacked by Hill.

Black Lives Matter gets more attention 
in the museum than it should. Meanwhile, a 
plague of black-on-black violence in our cities 
consumes thousands of young lives, AIDS in 
black America is a poignant tale, and the in-
creasing failure of black fatherhood as an in-
stitution is a major cultural affliction affecting 
millions. Each of these stories deserves more 
attention.

The Building

Although overall it is a great 
success and a distinguished addition 
to the Mall, the building itself was 

ill-served by the trustees’ decision to switch 
the exterior cladding from bronze to painted 
aluminum to save money. The dull, prosaic 
aluminum lacks poetic beauty and under-
mines the good contrast between its glisten-
ing, pierced surface and the white or buff 
stone of the surrounding buildings, especially 
the nearby Washington Monument. The mu-
seum’s three inverted tiers evoke design ele-
ments indigenous to Nigeria’s Yoruba people, 
while its filigreed panels reference bronze and 
iron grillwork in which black craftsmen spe-
cialized in antebellum Louisiana. It’s an at-
tractive look, though bronze would not only 
have aged more beautifully but also given the 
piercings a vitality that painted aluminum 
doesn’t entirely have. 

Clearly the building’s planners underesti-
mated the museum’s popularity. On my visits 
the place was packed—a satisfying measure 
of success—and the spacious, largely open 
first floor accommodates crowds comfort-
ably. Once inside the building, however, visi-
tors usually travel by elevator to the lower 
level, where the permanent exhibits start. I’m 
not fond of museums that place significant 
distance between the entrance and the exhi-
bitions. Just begin the story, please. We all 
travelled far enough to get here; don’t make 
us travel further.

What’s more, visitors enter narrow un-
derground galleries. The effect is one of feel-
ing trapped. The design might have been a 
deliberate reference to the conditions on the 
slave ships in which hundreds of thousands 
of miserable African men and women came 
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here. Still, underground exhibition space is 
usually depressing in several ways, and here it 
detracts from the museum’s otherwise, com-
pelling narrative.

On the fourth floor is a gallery showing 
work by African-American artists. It is a 
welcome space for contemplation after the 
buoyant music galleries on the third floor. 
I would suggest more spaces like this. Over 
time, the curators will want real estate for 
serious scholarly shows. The expansive gal-
lery on the first floor provides a good space 
for such shows. When I went it was devoted 
to the “Power of Place,” a superb exhibition 
of photographs with lots of images and lots 
of text. Less of both, at least in this space, 
would mean more, both in terms of message 
and learning. As beautifully designed and 
installed as the museum is—and I am a new, 
enthusiastic fan—with each object intelli-
gently interpreted, the overall effect is a lot 
to absorb. The inaugural displays’ excellent 
design and production values are sometimes 
so expertly crafted that they overwhelm the 
objects being presented, and steal the focus. 
Over time, because the exhibits are so tech 
heavy, they will be redone as new technology 
develops. I hope some things rotate, while 
spaces refresh and get simpler.

A Worthy Cause

Having been a museum director 
and curator, I can see that the mu-
seum is going to be a very expensive 

proposition in the years ahead. It has the po-
tential to become an intellectual powerhouse, 
but this takes money. It is already a communi-
ty center and a tourist attraction, which is the 
direction many of the Smithsonian museums 
take. But good attendance, as nice as it is, is 
not the best measure of success. The educa-
tional component is more important. 

Consider the kind of serious, nuanced 
shows the museum could mount. Perhaps 
an exploration of modern-day slavery, which 
thrives all over the world, including even in 
the United States (as underground sex traf-
ficking). Or the story of slavery on our Ivy 
League campuses, which thrived long into the 
19th century, with many professors in New 
Haven, Cambridge, and Princeton owning 
slaves. There were lots of false starts in the 
abolitionist movement and critical moments 
before the Civil War bloodbath when Amer-
ica came close to mustering the will to return 
slavery to the course of ultimate extinction, 
as Abraham Lincoln put it. Critical failures 
of leadership, unlucky distractions, and the 
powerful pull of habit and convenience made 
these missed moments. 

The country also needs a central hub to 
promote the hundreds of small African-
American historical societies, and other 
small museums focused on black history, 
predominantly located in the South. They 
have little in the way of a donor base or mar-
keting power but own archives and have the 
capacity to tell compelling stories focused on 
local figures. They could use a national ad-

vocate like this prominent new Smithsonian 
institution.

“Once a museum director, always a fund-
raiser” is among my mantras. I hope the mu-
seum develops a strong private fundraising 
base and an endowment big enough to give 
it the necessary freedom in its programming. 
It often happens that after the initial celebra-
tion fades, new museums face a fiscal hang-
over. Lots of people will come for the novelty 
of seeing the place, but only great program-
ming will make for repeat visitors and pas-
sionate donors. Cutting back on creative po-
tential in order to save money is a losing bet 
in the long term.

Lonnie Bunch, the new museum’s founding 
director, clearly possesses the vision, tenacity, 
and massive powers of persuasion needed in 
order to conceive and oversee such a project, 
and to build it into a marquee facility. It’s not 
only a new institution; it’s a new and worthy 
cause, putting so many aspects of our history 
front and center and nudging us as citizens to 
see our shared history in a new way. The Na-
tional Museum of African American History 
and Culture delivers the forgiveness, unity, 
and hope America’s first black president never 
did, alas.

Brian Allen directed the museum division of the 
New-York Historical Society (2013–2015) and 
the Addison Gallery of American Art, Phillips 
Academy, in Andover, MA (2004–2013). He 
was the curator of American art at the Clark Art 
Institute in Williamstown, MA (1996–2004).
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Book Review by Andrew Roberts

A New Classic
The Second World Wars: How the First Global Conflict was Fought and Won, by Victor Davis Hanson.

Basic Books, 720 pages, $40

In the london library in st. james’s 
Square, the books on World War II are 
somewhat archaically shelved under the 

classification “European War (II).” This was 
because when the Great War broke out in 
1914, the librarian gave it the designation “Eu-
ropean War.” This was changed to “European 
War (I)” in 1939 when it became clear there 
was going to be another one, and the Library 
still hasn’t gotten around to adopting the gen-
erally accepted modern titles for either war. 
It is the contention of Victor Davis Hanson’s 
profoundly-researched, extraordinarily well-
written, and insightful book that if Hitler had 
managed to keep the struggle as a European 
War (II) rather than allowing it to career out 
into a World War II, then the Nazis would 
have undoubtedly won. 

As the use of the plural in The Second World 
Wars implies, Hanson, a senior fellow at the 
Hoover Institution and the author of 21 books, 
mainly on military history, sees the conflict 
that began with Japan’s invasion of China in 

1931 and ended with Japan’s surrender to the 
Allies in 1945 as a series of wars that were sur-
prisingly discrete, at least until 1941 when hu-
bristic (and almost insane) German and Japa-
nese overreach brought them all together into 
one great struggle that the Axis powers had no 
possibility of winning. In his exposition of this 
thesis, displaying a depth of knowledge of the 
period that is often simply astounding, Han-
son has written what I consider to be the most 
important single-volume explanation of World 
War II since Richard Overy’s Why the Allies 
Won (1996)—that is, for a generation.

Yet it is not a history in the conventional 
sense. It doesn’t tell you what happened next, 
so it requires more than passing knowledge of 
the conflict to make sense of it. Approached 
thematically, the war(s) are subjected to a pen-
etrating but non-chronological analysis. This is 
therefore a history, rather than a narrative, of 
World War II; for the latter, one might profit-
ably go to books like Max Hastings’s All Hell 
Let Loose (2011) or Antony Beevor’s The Sec-

ond World War (2012). What Hanson does 
is explain, as his subtitle puts it, how the first 
global conflict was fought and won. He splits 
his themes into the self-contained areas of 

“Ideas,” “Air,” “Water,” “Earth,” “Fire,” “People,” 
and “Ends,” each with its own self-contained 
subsections.

As one might expect from a mili-
tary historian who has written exten-
sively about the Peloponnesian War 

and other wars of the ancient world, Hanson 
supports his theories with a rich panoply of 
examples drawn from many other historical 
periods well beyond the 20th century: The-
mistocles and Thucydides make appearances, 
for instance, always to good effect and useful 
elucidation. So while acknowledging that the 
Second World Wars were uniquely destructive 
and costly in terms of human life, Hanson an-
chors them into other conflicts. “Britain’s po-
sition was worse than that of the beleaguered 
Romans after Cannae or the Athenians on the 
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eve of Salamis,” he says of the period immedi-
ately after the Dunkirk evacuation, for exam-
ple, “as it was vastly outnumbered, with most 
of its allies vanquished, and few others willing 
to come into the fray…. Without a formal war-
time alliance with the United States, and with 
his European partners all defeated, [Winston] 
Churchill nevertheless insisted on continuing 
the war without negotiations with the Axis 
powers.”

Hanson is acutely attuned to the 
influence of Churchill and the oppo-
sition he faced even during the Blitz 

and the Battle of Britain. He quotes what he 
rightly calls “a backhanded compliment that 
illustrated the contempt of the British elite,” 
when on the very evening of Churchill’s great 
speech about the Royal Air Force—the one 
that featured the line “Never in the field of hu-
man conflict was so much owed by so many to 
so few”—the daughter of former Prime Min-
ister David Lloyd George met with the Sovi-
et Ambassador to the United Kingdom Ivan 
Maisky. Megan Lloyd George was a Liberal 
M.P., and told Maisky of Churchill, doubtless 
in that morally superior tone that she often ad-
opted (and at which Liberals excel),

What always appealed to him most was 
war. He studied the wars of the past and 
contemplated the wars of the future. He 
always imagined himself a military lead-
er, destroying armies, sweeping through 
Europe, overthrowing his enemies, or 
putting them to flight. Military terms 
were always on his lips, and his head was 
always full of military plans and projects. 
I am sure that today he is wholly ab-
sorbed and intoxicated by the war.

She was presumably not so censorious of 
Churchill when Allied forces were genuinely 
destroying armies and sweeping through Eu-
rope after D-Day, putting to an end the regime 
of Adolf Hitler, the man whom her father had 
lauded as “one of the greatest of the many great 
men I have met.” By then it was just as well that 
Churchill’s head was always full of military 
plans and projects.

Hanson is similarly impressive on the 
morality of the combined bomber offensive, 
which was crucial to victory over the Nazis, 
but which by the 1960s had come to be criti-
cized by a new generation of what we might 
today call “snowflakes.” As one might expect 
from the brilliant polemicist of conservative 
magazines and newspapers, Hanson is unre-
mittingly caustic on the proponents of what 
he calls a “new postmodern idea of ‘propor-
tionality’ [that] arose in the West (but cer-
tainly not in Russia or China), suggesting that 

in war the defender should seek to pay back 
aggressors with no more lethal force than was 
originally used against it.” As he points out, 
in one of the hundreds of pertinent statistics 
in this book, “Few note that the losing Axis 
powers inflicted 80 percent of the fatalities of 
World War II—the vast majority of them un-
armed civilians.” There is a moral core to this 
book that is as important and powerful as the 
military insights it gives.

For hanson does not believe the war 
was necessary, and he argues that with 
more intestinal fortitude—with some 

more Churchills and fewer Chamberlains—it 
might have been avoided. He soundly names 
the disastrous trifecta of “British appeasement, 
American isolationism, and Russian collabo-
ration” as the key factors that allowed Hitler, 
Mussolini, and the Tokyo militarists to seize 
their chance and unleash unprecedented de-
struction upon the world. The lessons for the 
modern day are obvious and ought to be heed-
ed before the consequences visit families today 
in the way that they visited Hanson’s own. 

We learn in the book that Hanson’s father 
flew three dozen missions over Japan in a B-29, 
a paternal cousin died on Sugar Loaf Hill at 
Okinawa, and another cousin ferried military 
aid to the Russians in Persia. Meanwhile, one 
maternal cousin fought in George Patton’s 
Third Army, another contracted dengue fever 
fighting in the Pacific, while another was killed 
serving with the Seventh Army in France in 
late 1944. If anyone has the right to despise 
what he calls “self-critical, affluent and leisured 
citizens of the democracies” who criticize their 
parents’ way of waging war, it is the author. 

Hanson’s depiction of what was in 1939 es-
sentially a series of localized border conflicts 
that got wildly out of control, and which by 
1943 meant that the Axis Powers had no hope 
of victory, is sustained with a welter of scholarly 
supporting evidence. “By 1943,” he argues, “the 
German army had devolved from an aggressive 
and competent regional offensive force into an 
outmanned and out-supplied global occupa-
tion army that could no longer win the ground 
war it had started.” The German infantryman 
of World War II recalled in his training and 
professionalism the Spartan hoplite of nearly 
two and a half millennia earlier, and Hanson 
does not deny that at its height, the Wehrmacht 
was “the best fighting force in the history of 
land warfare.”

Yet it was never going to be enough once the 
Führer had unleashed Operation Barbarossa.

Andrew Roberts is the author, most recently, of 
Elegy: The First Day on the Somme (Head 
of Zeus). He is writing a biography of Winston 
Churchill. 
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Winston churchill, having for-
gotten his earlier meeting with the 
future president in London in 1918 

when Franklin Roosevelt was assistant secre-
tary of the navy, later remarked that meeting 
him as president, “with all his buoyant sparkle, 
his iridescence,” was like “opening a bottle of 
champagne”—high praise from Churchill, 
who drank Pol Roger and was easily satisfied 
with the best. In 1941, Roosevelt rejoined that 

“it was fun to be in the same decade with you.”
The friendship between the wartime leaders 

of Great Britain and what Churchill called “the 
great republic” began when Roosevelt wrote a 
letter to Churchill, who had been reappointed 
first lord of the admiralty in September 1939 
upon the outbreak of war in Europe, signing 
it “Former Naval Person.” It continued after 
Churchill became prime minister in May 1940 
with 11 meetings during the war and an ex-
change of almost 2,000 communications, me-
ticulously edited by American historian War-
ren F. Kimball in Churchill and Roosevelt: The 
Complete Correspondence (1984). Publication of 
these messages, together with the official mul-
tivolume Churchill biography begun by the 

Book Review by James W. Muller

The Root of the Matter
Churchill, Roosevelt & Company: Studies in Character and Statecraft, by Lewis E. Lehrman.

Stackpole Books, 472 pages, $29.95

statesman’s son, Randolph, and completed by 
the late Sir Martin Gilbert, filled out the pic-
ture drawn several decades earlier by Churchill 
himself in The Second World War (1948-53). 
Roosevelt left no comparable memoirs, but no-
table books on Churchill and Roosevelt include 
Churchill and Roosevelt at War: The War They 
Fought and the Peace They Hoped to Make by the 
late British historian Keith Sainsbury (1994); 
Forged in War: Roosevelt, Churchill, and the Sec-
ond World War by Kimball (1997); Roosevelt 
and Churchill: Men of Secrets by British histo-
rian David Stafford (1999); and Franklin and 
Winston: An Intimate Portrait of an Epic Friend-
ship by American journalist Jon Meacham 
(2003). Subsequent volumes of wartime docu-
ments to accompany the biography, now being 
published by Hillsdale College Press under the 
editorship of Hillsdale College president Larry 
Arnn (Gilbert’s former assistant), reveal more 
about their relations.

In his new book, american banker, 
businessman, and philanthropist Lewis E. 
Lehrman, whose previous books include 

two fine studies of Lincoln, Lincoln “by littles” 

(2013) and Lincoln at Peoria (2008), draws on 
these sources and many others listed in his 
extensive bibliography, broadening the subject 
to focus not only on his title characters but 
also on contemporaries around them. In the 
preface he explains that, although “Churchill, 
Roosevelt & Company is a book about some 
of the principal actors and events in the most 
massive global war of history,” its “purposes 
are strictly limited to exploring some of the 
diplomatic, political, war-making, and peace-
making efforts of Churchill, Roosevelt, and 
several of their key civilian and military team-
mates.… [I]t attempts to cast a singular spot-
light on specific people, decisions, and events.”

After explaining that Churchill had learned 
to leave written records of his decisions while 
Roosevelt declined to be pinned down by the 
written word, Lehrman lays out some differ-
ences between the two statesmen. He describes 
Churchill as better prepared than Roosevelt, 
more focused on the goal of winning the war, 
and also more honest and tenacious. Churchill 
was “straightforward,” Roosevelt “practiced at 
deception.” People thought of Churchill as a 
bulldog, while Roosevelt compared himself to 

Cartoon by David Low
published in the
London Evening Standard,
January 13, 1941.
The person on the
left is Lord Halifax,
British foreign secretary.
David Low/Solo Syndication
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a cat. Churchill was impatient, Roosevelt cau-
tious. The president took his bearings from 
public opinion; the prime minister often got 
ahead of it, relying on his ability to persuade 
members of parliament and ordinary citizens. 
Churchill governed by hammering out consen-
sus, Roosevelt “by dissimulation and surprise.” 
FDR often ignored his own government’s de-
partments or worked around them by assign-
ing power to informal agents, who were liable 
to end up at odds with each other or their for-
mal superiors. Churchill could be overbearing 
and irritated subordinates, but “respected the 
constitutional traditions of the Parliament and 
of cabinet government.”

Lehrman’s successive chapters fo-
cus mostly on men closely associated 
with Churchill and Roosevelt during 

the war. Roosevelt had dispatched Joseph P. 
Kennedy, a potential rival for the Democrat-
ic presidential nomination, to be American 
ambassador to Britain. At the beginning of 
the war, Kennedy sent him a steady stream of 
messages claiming that Britain was finished 
and would be defeated by Nazi Germany. 
Kennedy urged a negotiated end to the war 
in Europe, recommending that America stay 
out. His defeatism encouraged isolationists 
in America, exasperated Churchill and his 
government, and led Roosevelt, who fore-
saw an alliance against Germany between 
the United States and Britain, to send Wil-
liam J. Donovan and William Stephenson to 
Europe as his secret agents, which Kennedy 
resented. FDR also maneuvered around 
Secretary of State Cordell Hull, preferring 
to work hand in glove with Undersecretary 
Sumner Welles. In time, both Kennedy and 
Hull resigned in frustration.

Roosevelt’s closest confidant and most im-
portant unofficial agent was Harry Hopkins, 
a rumpled, self-made man of the left—nick-
named “Pinko” and “Do-Gooder” by a more 
conservative colleague—who had served as 
secretary of commerce. FDR sent him to Brit-
ain in January 1941 to meet Churchill and 
gauge the strength of British support for the 
war. Hopkins, who lived in the White House, 
had a remarkable ability to discern “the root 
of the matter” and to match his counsels to 
the changing moods of his chief. Recognizing 
in him a powerful American friend, Churchill 
applied to Hopkins his formidable powers 
of persuasion and made him an ally in se-
curing American support for Britain from a 
president who remained reluctant. Another 
of Roosevelt’s ad hoc agents, William Averell 
Harriman, managed to woo, bed, and even-
tually wed the wife of Churchill’s son, Ran-
dolph, in between sympathetic conversations 
over countless card games of Bezique with the 
prime minister.

For his part, Churchill relied on his friend 
the newspaper magnate Max Aitken, original-
ly a Canadian, who had become Lord Beaver-
brook. Although “known for his eccentric be-
havior,” he applied his energy and decisiveness 
to a series of crucial tasks, beginning with the 
multiplication of Britain’s air power. Mean-
while, perhaps taking a page from Roosevelt’s 
book, Churchill found a way to replace Lord 
Halifax, his foreign minister and chief rival 
for the prime ministry after Neville Cham-
berlain resigned in 1940, with Anthony Eden, 
a much firmer opponent of Nazi Germany, by 
dispatching Halifax to be British ambassador 
to the United States.

Lehrman’s sketches include impor-
tant military leaders. He explains how 
General George C. Marshall earned 

Roosevelt’s confidence and the key post as 
army chief of staff by resisting the president’s 
blandishments and offering advice that was 
unvarnished and blunt. Quite different in 
character was General Dwight D. Eisenhow-
er, who earned his position as supreme allied 
commander by consummate tact in knitting 
together in a seamless team American and 
British officers who had begun by regarding 
each other with suspicion and frank disdain.

Churchill’s endeavor to enlist America’s 
help in defeating Hitler had borne fruit when 
he and the president met in person in Placen-
tia Bay, Newfoundland, in August 1941 to an-
nounce their agreement on an Atlantic Char-
ter—and even more when the United States 
declared war on Japan and Germany after the 
attack on Pearl Harbor. After describing the 

“honeymoon” between Churchill and Roosevelt, 
however, Lehrman moves on to the story of how 
divergences in the national interest of Ameri-
ca and Britain caused the special relationship 
between the two countries—personified in 
the friendship between the president and the 
prime minister—to founder. Toward the end 
of the war, as America assumed a larger role 
in fighting Germany on the western front and 
Roosevelt aimed to enlist Russia’s help in con-
cluding the war against Japan, the president 
was friendlier to the Soviet Union than to Brit-
ain, snubbing, ignoring, and even ridiculing 
Churchill in Stalin’s presence at Tehran.

Lehrman, whose “studies in character and 
statecraft” in this book mostly focus on choices, 
incidents, and personalities, reporting approv-
al or disapproval from contemporaries without 
explicitly assigning it himself, clearly admires 
Churchill’s frank and courageous opposition to 
Hitler more than the president’s sinuous resis-
tance to being pinned down in any permanent 
friendship or alliance, which Lehrman calls 

“Machiavellian.” As his account progresses, he 
focuses more on the work of Soviet sympathiz-
ers in the American administration. Drawing 

on historical evidence briefly made available by 
the opening of Russian archives after the fall of 
the Soviet Union, Lehrman shows how Roo-
sevelt’s hope of being able to share leadership 
of the postwar world with Stalin, coupled with 
his hands-off indifference to the work of sub-
ordinates and inattention caused by his final 
illness, allowed the Soviet Union, through its 
agents in America and Britain, to profit more 
readily from its conquest of eastern Europe by 
bending postwar geopolitics and finance to its 
own advantage.

Chief among lehrman’s company 
of Soviet agents is Harry Dexter 
White, Roosevelt’s assistant secretary 

of the treasury, who with like-minded associ-
ates highly placed in federal agencies diverted 
American aid from Britain to Russia, passed 
on secrets to the Soviet authorities, and favored 
the interests of the Soviet Union during the 
war and in making arrangements for the post-
war world. White, “the most powerful man at 
Treasury except for Secretary [Henry] Mor-
genthau,” was chiefly responsible for conceiving 
and drawing up the “Morgenthau Plan,” which 
called for a pastoralized and de-industrialized 
Germany after the war was won. Hastily vet-
ted and approved—at Roosevelt’s urging—by 
Britain and America at the second Quebec 
conference in summer 1944, the plan died a 
slow death by inanition, as Americans and Eu-
ropeans realized over the next year, while Sta-
lin’s Red Army occupied eastern Europe, that 
only resuscitation of a strong, democratic na-
tion in the western half of Germany, including 
the rebuilding of her industrial might, could 
prevent Soviet domination of the continent. 
But White’s other machinations—encourag-
ing Stalin to subvert the freedom of Poland 
and the Baltic nations and allowing the Soviets 
to deflate the new German currency after the 
war—were more successful in tilting the bal-
ance of power in Europe toward Russia. 

Lehrman blames Roosevelt and his close 
associates for turning a blind eye to actions 
by White and other Communist agents in the 
American government which weakened our 
country at the beginning of the Cold War. In 
offering the reader a gimlet-eyed introduction 
to the cast of characters surrounding the prime 
minister and the president during the Second 
World War, Churchill, Roosevelt & Company 
does not shrink from calling out members of 
the company who should never have been al-
lowed to be part of it.

James W. Muller is professor of political science 
at the University of Alaska, Anchorage, and aca-
demic chairman of the International Churchill 
Society. He is the editor of Winston Churchill’s 
interwar books Thoughts and Adventures (ISI 
Books) and Great Contemporaries (ISI Books).
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Book Review by Sara MacDonald

Divine Harmonies
Paris in the Present Tense, by Mark Helprin.

The Overlook Press, 400 pages, $28.95

Mark helprin’s novels are long, 
luxurious reads, with vivid descrip-
tions of settings and characters that 

draw readers in. The places he describes seem 
familiar; the characters, like people we’ve al-
ways known. Winter’s Tale (1983), set in New 
York City near the turn of the 20th century, 
introduces us to orphan-turned-thief Peter 
Lake and the woman he loves, the wealthy but 
dying Beverly Penn. Fantastic elements in the 
story, including a flying horse and a mysteri-
ous cloud wall, reveal the transcendence of 
Peter and Beverly’s love. A Soldier of the Great 
War (1991) recounts an epic walk across the 
Italian countryside by Alessandro Giuliani 
and his unlikely young companion, Nicolò. 
Over the course of their pilgrimage, Alessan-
dro reflects on his life as a young boy growing 
up in Rome through to his trials in and af-
ter World War I. Confessing his failures and 
vices, as well as tremendous love for the world 

and his now dead wife and son, Alessandro 
prepares Nicolò for life just as he is preparing 
himself for death. The latest novel, Paris in the 
Present Tense, is Helprin at his best.

Set in present-day paris, where 
once-vanquished enemies and ideolo-
gies have returned, the novel explores 

the intermingling of beauty, love, and truth. 
Its hero, Jules Lacour, racked by guilt and 
thirsting for justice, seems from an earlier 
age. But there is nothing outdated about 
Helprin’s prescription for our future health, 
which will require a recollection of the 
world’s beauty, and be grounded in our de-
sire to love and be loved in turn. In the midst 
of injustice and betrayals, the author holds 
out the possibility of a perfected love and 
justice.

Helprin is unapologetic about his belief in 
universal truths. As Jules puts it at one point,

Just because you can’t catch it doesn’t 
mean it doesn’t exist or that you can’t see 
it. And it isn’t in the eye of the beholder 
but rather that people see differently and 
some are entirely blind…. For me beauty 
is a hint, a flash, a glimpse of the divine 
and a promise that the world is good.

Throughout the novel Helprin’s beautiful lan-
guage models Jules’s account of beauty. De-
scriptions of cityscapes, ungainly insurance 
salesmen, and insistent ice cream peddlers 
are crafted with a loving eye that allows good-
ness to shine in the most unlikely of places, 
compelling readers to take note of things and 
people they might normally dismiss. Of Paris 
in the fall, Helprin writes,

The air was crisp as often as not. Storms 
that blew in from Normandy and the 
west fought the blue with huge thunder-
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heads rolling upward in gray and black. 
In the minutes before they arrived, the 
air they charged and their distant yel-
low lightning made Paris the most ex-
citing city in the world.

That excitement is felt again when the same 
imagery echoes in the description of a young 
woman when Jules first sees her: “most dis-
tinctive were her eyes, which to Jules seemed 
illuminated by the kind of storm light that 
slips in under a tight layer of cloud…her ex-
pression was almost that of a sailor pressing 
into the wind.” 

At age 74, jules is at the end of his 
life, haunted by regret for things that 
he did and didn’t do—most especially, 

for being unable to save his parents, who were 
murdered by Nazis in World War II, or his 
wife, Jacqueline, who died after an operation. 
And he is terrified that the growing tide of 
anti-Semitism in France will cause his daugh-
ter and her family to suffer, a fear magnified 
by his grandson’s leukemia. Jules discovers 
that his feeling of having betrayed his loved 
ones has rendered him unable to live and love 
in the present. Seeking to confound time, he 
spends the last months of his life striving to 
avenge past injustices and to secure his fam-
ily’s happiness after he’s dead.

Inadvertently coming across three thugs—
whom he later discovers are Muslims—on 
the verge of killing a young Jewish man, Jules 
kills two of the attackers. Helprin moves from 
almost hypnotizing descriptions of nature’s 
beauty to fast-paced action scenes: “He couldn’t 
keep up with them, but instead of boxing…he 
waited for an opening and, with a scream, seized 
one of them by the neck, turned his whole body, 
and as if diving into a pool pushed off hard into 
the abyss, out from the stairs, riding the one he 
had seized down the twenty-one steps as if on a 
toboggan.” As in life, time can seem to move all 
too slowly—and then, in an instant, everything 
is in motion and each choice could be the last. 
With no simple explanation for what he has 
done—the man he saved has run away—Jules, 
too, flees the scene. He spends the rest of the 
novel evading the police, who draw ever closer 
to arresting him.

Jules’s guilt about the past and despair for 
the future is balanced by his appreciation of 
the symphonies of sound that surround him 
every day. He is a cellist, and the beauty of the 
world, particularly music, makes concrete the 
universal principles he believes in:

Jules didn’t analyze what he saw, he 
heard it and he felt it. This is not to say 
that he merely listened to the noise of 

traffic, the wind, aircraft straining at a 
distance, barge horns, sirens, chimes, 
and the surf-like rustle of leaves now 
stiffening before their October deaths. 
Somehow he heard Paris itself.

His melancholy initially prevents him from 
understanding what these harmonies sug-
gest. But he comes to realize that, just as a ca-
cophony of noise can become music, so people 
of diverse desires and disparate ends might 
form a just community. Helprin illustrates 
this through the growing friendship between 
Duvalier and Arnaud, the Jewish and Mus-
lim detectives responsible for tracking Jules 
down. Although mistaken about Jules’s mo-
tive—they think they are seeking a Jew, who, 
in an unprovoked hate crime, killed two Mus-
lims—they are devoted to discovering the 
truth and seeking justice. Their differences 
are irrelevant in light of their common cause.

Through such unifying devotion to 
good and just ends, Helprin indicates, 
individuals mimic the divine. Winter’s 

Tale makes this argument explicit by depict-
ing an eternal reality alongside the temporal 
world. Paris in the Present Tense indicates it 
in the structure of the novel itself. As in any 
individual’s life, the novel contains disparate 
plot lines, brought together and shown to be 
working in harmony—and fulfilling Jules’s 
hopes in ways he could not have anticipated.

For example, he is given the unlikely op-
portunity to compose a marketing campaign 
jingle for Acorn, a multinational insurance 
conglomerate. Promised €1 million, he flies 
to Los Angeles and New York to present his 
finished piece. But, through no fault of his 
own, the deal falls through—after Jules has 
spent €40,000 on expenses that could have 
gone to his daughter and sick grandchild. He 
went to America thinking it the solution to 
his problems, only to discover that, like all 
places, it is only as good as the individual 
citizens forming its community. Jules leaves 
seeking revenge, but a betrayal of another 
kind—that of his body—provides him with 
the unexpected means of achieving justice. 
He collapses with a brain aneurysm and is 
taken to a hospital. Realizing he wasn’t car-
rying identification—so there’s no record of 
his diagnosis—he leaves the hospital and 
buys one of Acorn’s most lucrative life insur-
ance policies. He thus secures his daughter’s 
and grandson’s futures (as well as Armand 
Marteau’s, a much abused, but lovable insur-
ance salesman). Jules carefully crafts his plan, 
but its fruition requires that elements of a 
much broader—even infinite—plan fall into 
place. 

Not everything in life works out 
as we wish. The Muslim who es-
caped after attacking the Jew mar-

tyrs himself in Syria. The man Jules saved 
never steps forward to clear Jules’s name. And 
as Jules resists the romantic temptations of 
several women with whom he continually 
falls in love, he discovers his wife had an affair 
with his best friend, François. At the same 
time, however, he discovers the true meaning 
of love, realizing that the mistakes she made 
don’t diminish his love for her:

He was tired of life, but full of love. 
Though he had long believed that only 
God was capable of infinite love, the love 
he had for so many people and so many 
things seemed nonetheless to have no 
limit…. [H]e discovered that one can 
love infinitely not as an attribute of one’s 
capacities but rather as an attribute of 
love itself.

Love’s infinite nature empowers Jules to for-
give even the worst betrayals—those of Jac-
queline and François, but also those he him-
self has committed.

Paris in the Present Tense presents the pos-
sibility of temporal justice grounded in our 
capacity to forgive offenses and move for-
ward in a spirit of friendship and love. It does 
not argue naïvely that this is possible on the 
strength of our love alone. Instead, our fail-
ings in charity must be augmented by a divine 
will that can forgive the present with an infi-
nite view of past and future. That we might 
hope and believe this is true is evidenced, Hel-
prin suggests, in the beauty of the world that 
surrounds us.

The novel begins with Jules flying from 
New York to Paris. The narrator reflects on 
our faith that airplanes will hold together 
in the face of whatever they encounter, and 
that we will land safe and sound in a differ-
ent place. Jules’s death at the novel’s end re-
turns us to this beginning. We are left with 
the hope that Jules has safely journeyed to 
rejoin his parents and the woman he loves. 
Helprin suggests that, just as airplanes reach 
their destinations through countless indi-
viduals’ hard work and good will, so too po-
litical communities withstand domestic and 
international turmoil through their citizens’ 
hard work and good will. But not everything 
can be anticipated. Sometimes, only faith 
and hope in divine justice will carry us to a 
safer shore.

Sara MacDonald is a professor of Great Books 
at St. Thomas University in New Brunswick, 
Canada.
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Book Review by Keith Whitaker

The God Killer
Leo Strauss on Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, edited by Richard L. Velkley.

The University of Chicago Press, 304 pages, $45

In leo strauss on nietzsche’s thus 
Spoke Zarathustra, the greatest phi-
losopher of the 20th century shares his 

thoughts on the greatest philosopher of the 
19th. What makes this book-length reflec-
tion by Leo Strauss on Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
Thus Spoke Zarathustra—the book Nietzsche 
considered his best—all the more important 
is that Strauss published next to nothing on 
Nietzsche. The absence of publication does 
not mean the absence of engagement. As the 
editor, Richard L. Velkley of Tulane Univer-
sity, observes, “Leo Strauss had a special rela-
tion to Nietzsche’s philosophy from his ear-
liest years,” and he lectured on Nietzsche to 
the end of his life. This volume, however, is his 
only sustained treatment of Zarathustra.

This is the first in a series of books to be pub-
lished by the Leo Strauss Center at the Univer-
sity of Chicago. Over the past decade, under 
the directorship of Nathan Tarcov, the Strauss 
Center has edited and published online more 

than three dozen transcripts or audio files of 
lectures or courses Strauss gave from 1957 to 
1973. Uncorrected transcripts have circulated 
among his students and students-of-students 
for years. This project brings these hidden but 
not forgotten writings into the light.

Leo strauss on nietzsche’s thus 
Spoke Zarathustra includes 14 gradu-
ate seminar lectures Strauss gave at the 

University of Chicago in 1959. The format is 
not ideal: Strauss never meant these lectures 
to be published, they are far from polished, 
and the original audio recordings are long 
lost. This edition is based on a transcript by 
persons unknown—a transcript that often 
notes the tapes were inaudible. In the case of 
the fifth lecture the transcript itself is missing, 
replaced here by Werner Dannhauser’s class 
notes. As a result, the text harbors many in-
complete or unintelligible lines, and perhaps 
many subtle and misleading errors.

Notwithstanding these difficulties, it is 
a deeply rewarding work. Part of the reward 
comes in the picture it offers of Strauss as 
a teacher. The course is a shining example of 
true freedom of thought. Only 14 years after 
the Nazi regime’s full horrors had come to 
light, Strauss could have turned his back on 
Nietzsche, who wrote in Zarathustra: “Blood 
is spirit.” “War and courage have accomplished 
more great things than love of the neighbor.” 

“All-too-many live, and all-too-long they hang 
on their branches. Would that a storm came 
to shake all this worm-eaten rot from the 
tree!” “For, to me justice speaks thus: ‘Men are 
not equal.’” Yet Strauss did not. Nor does he 
sugarcoat his subject. He states quite firmly, 

“Nietzsche had made impossible, especially in 
Germany, the acceptance of liberal democracy 
and socialism,” and, “one cannot for one mo-
ment overlook the fact, or minimize it, that 
Nietzsche’s doctrine was with a kind of inevita-
bility corrupted into fascism.” “If I respect the 
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man,” Strauss adds, “I respect him for what he 
was and not as a figment of my imagination.”

In addition to this freedom of thought, 
Strauss demonstrates a relentless desire for 
clarity. He begins by admitting that Zara-
thustra, which Nietzsche wrote in 40 days, is 
a “work of inspiration,” “very hard to under-
stand,” and, “in a way unintelligible without 
the assistance of Nietzsche’s other writings.” 
Yet he seeks to understand it and to share his 
understanding as clearly as possible, making, 
for example, at least a half-dozen attempts 
to explain Nietzsche’s doctrine of the eternal 
return. He readily admits the limits of his 
comprehension. His intellectual honesty is a 
model for any serious teacher.

Strauss begins where nietzsche 
does. Nietzsche faces the problem of 

“the death of God”—of the demise of 
any objective ground for claims of right. Very 
importantly, Nietzsche argues, this demise 
is the very conclusion of the modern natural 
right tradition, which Strauss helpfully re-
views in the first two lectures to illustrate 
Nietzsche’s point. But Nietzsche does not 
celebrate this death. It is instead a potential 
catastrophe, posing the greatest danger: the 
complete degradation of mankind. Since 
there is no objective ground for right, all lofty 
or noble values—“Excel above all others,” “Al-
ways tell the truth,” “Honor thy mother and 
thy father,” “Practice loyalty, even for danger-
ous things”—look absurd. Low, selfish desires 
are no more “right” than high ones, but they 
are solid. The way is prepared to the Last Man.

Regarding the “death of God,” Nietzsche 
couldn’t be further from his fans on the Left 
today, who parrot his words as justification 
for equality. They ignore the mortal blow the 

“death of God” poses to Progressivism, the be-
lief that the arc of history bends toward justice 
or some other transcendent good. In contrast, 
some on the Right embrace Nietzsche’s critique 
of the Last Man. But few take the next step and 
celebrate his “project” of the Superman.

Strauss gives special attention to the most 
distinctive character of Nietzsche’s thought: 
his insistence on rank. The crisis before us is 
the choice between the Last Man (low) and 
the Superman (high). This choice is presaged 
in the divide between the “higher men” (e.g., 
scientists, poets, nihilists) and “small men” 
(e.g., utilitarians and rabbit-like liberals).

On what basis does Nietzsche posit this 
hierarchy? Not history. Our historical sense 
repudiates attempts to masquerade as ancient 
Greeks, Scythians, Jews, or the like. Not rea-
son or science. Our “science” is itself value-rid-
den, shot through with decayed Christianity: 
what Nietzsche mocks as the “Immaculate 

Perception.” It leads to sterility, not creativity, 
to alienation from this world, and ultimately 
to nihilism. (Why choose science? There is no 

“scientific” answer.)
Nietzsche’s recourse is will: man must cre-

ate, not find, a new hierarchy. But this cre-
ation rests on a different foundation than past 
creations, on the objective truth that all truth 
is subjective. Strauss calls this teaching “para-
doxical”—offensive to common opinion—but 
not contradictory. Why not?

Strauss emphasizes that nietzsche’s 
will is both creative and contemplative. It 
is contemplative in facing the “eternal 

return of the same.” This is no noble lie for 
Nietzsche. His cosmological studies con-
vinced him that the universe is finite. All 
events—all the stupid “facts” and deformi-
ties of life, as well as all beautiful and fragile 
things—recur infinitely. Contemplating this 
return may seem the very essence of pessimism. 
There will never be anything new or better. But 
such pessimism rests on the assumption that 
life depends on novelty or progress.

The creative will, instead, affirms the eternal 
return. It endows this moment—meaningless 
in itself—with infinite responsibility. It does 
not long for some “other world” but remains 

“loyal to the earth.” Willing the eternal return 
is central to Nietzsche’s teaching, not the easi-
ly-dismissed oddity of an unstable mind.

In attempting to make sense of this para-
doxical core of Nietzsche’s thought, Strauss 
points to the importance of lightness. Light-
ness is not just a matter of style for Nietzsche. 
Zarathustra’s lightness is most obviously seen 
in his songs, dreams, and, as Strauss em-
phasizes, his “enigmatic visions.” The most 
famous of these center around the eternal 
return. Nietzsche appears to treat these vi-
sions—not arguments—as the most natural 
starting points or touchstones for thinking. Is 
this a dangerous teaching? Of course! 

But the importance of visions suggests light-
ness may be key to understanding Nietzsche’s 
cosmology. The eternal return can seem hubris-
tic, as can Zarathustra’s repeated calls for tak-
ing responsibility for eternity. Remembering 
that this “doctrine”—even the entire book—is 

“inspired” helps dispel this haughtiness, as does 
recognizing that it is moralistic to call responsi-
bility “heavy.” Rather, taking responsibility for 
this moment is the lightening response to the 
sickness, the resentment, of feeling that noth-
ing really matters.

Strauss connects Nietzsche’s “enigmatic 
visions” to “the enigmatic character of the 
whole.” In talking of dreams and visions 
Nietzsche is not being fanciful or whistling 
past the graveyard. “What is”—or “what be-

comes”—appears to us in visions and dreams, 
in this light way. It interjects this lightness. 
The character of the whole is enigmatic not 
because we’ve not yet figured it out but be-
cause there is no “figuring” it out. And yet it is 
not “completely enigmatic.” As enigmatic it is 
riddling—it invites our inquiry. There is some 
kinship between us and the whole. We can’t 
know everything, but we don’t know nothing.

This language about the whole is 
the same Strauss uses when discussing 
Plato. Was Plato really so different on 

the central question of the character of the 
whole? (This question precedes the question, 

“What is the whole?,” for we cannot assume 
that the whole is intelligible.) In these lectures 
Strauss emphasizes the difference, stressing 
Plato’s rationalism and understating his eros 
(or at least treating eros as secondary to the 

“preexistent” or “permanent” ideas for which it 
longs). Is he here expounding Nietzsche’s view 
or stating his own? This is a question worth 
further consideration.

Strauss dwells in these lectures on the dia-
logue between Plato and Nietzsche. Though 
many thinkers receive more attention from 
Strauss in print, I believe he considered Plato 
and Nietzsche the two most worthy of serious 
attention. This elevation of Nietzsche compli-
cates the conventional “Straussian” history of 
philosophy: e.g., the famous “classical” versus 

“modern” divide, and the account of moderni-
ty’s “three waves.” Perhaps Plato and Nietzsche 
are not as radically different as “classical” ver-
sus “modern” would suggest? Nietzsche’s “third 
wave” certainly seems to swamp the prior two.

Incidentally, Strauss here hints that by 
abandoning the “cosmological problem” and 
being satisfied with the “answer” that man’s 
origin is a “mystery,” Martin Heidegger falls 
short of Nietzsche. These lectures thus shed 
important light on Strauss’s rare—and dar-
ing—praise of Heidegger in his “Existential-
ism” lecture (1956). As Strauss says in that lec-
ture, it may be a “long time” before Nietzsche’s 
work is understood. A great obstacle to that 
understanding is that Nietzsche has gone from 
being considered “fundamentally unsound” (as 
P.G. Wodehouse’s Jeeves calls him) to being 
considered conventional: he is no doubt im-
portant, but not so important as to keep one 
up at night. Strauss’s lectures serve to militate 
against that fate.

The understanding of Strauss’s own 
thoughts may lie at the end of a similarly long 
road. For those traveling in that direction, 
this volume is a most welcome companion.

Keith Whitaker is president of Wise Counsel 
Research.
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Essay by Joseph Epstein

Frivolous, Empty, and Perfectly Delightful

“The object of all good litera-
ture,” thinks Sue Brown, a chorus 
girl and a character in P.G. Wode-

house’s novel Summer Lightning, “is to purge 
the soul of its petty troubles.” Something to 
it, quite a bit actually, though Céline, Samuel 
Beckett, Edward Albee, and a number of oth-
er modern writers who pass for serious would 
strenuously have disagreed. The writing of P.G. 
Wodehouse—the author of some 95 books of 
fiction and three of memoir, recently repub-
lished in a handsome hardbound collection by 
Everyman’s Library in London and The Over-
look Press in New York—was not merely un-
serious but positively anti-serious, and therein 
lay much of his considerable charm. 

As for that anti-seriousness, who other 
than Wodehouse would describe a figure in 
one of his novels by saying that “if he had been 
a character in a Russian novel, he would have 
gone and hanged himself in a barn?” Who 
but Wodehouse could mock the moral tradi-
tion of the English novel in a single phrase by 
writing in a novel of his own of “one of those 
unfortunate misunderstandings that are so 
apt to sunder hearts, the sort of thing that 
Thomas Hardy used to write about?” Who 
but he, through the creation in his novel Leave 
it to Psmith of a poet named Ralston McTodd, 
would find humor in the hopeless obscurity 
of much modern poetry? Only Wodehouse 
would have the always-to-be trusted Jeeves in-
struct Bertie Wooster about Nietzsche: “He 

is fundamentally unsound, sir.” Or have Ber-
tie disqualify a young woman because after 16 
sets of tennis and a round of golf she expected 
one in the evening “to take an intelligent inter-
est in Freud.” Who but Wodehouse would say 
about a character whom he clearly doesn’t ad-
mire that he “was an earnest young man with 
political ambitions given, when not slamming 
[tennis balls] over the net, to reading white 
papers and studying social conditions”—thus 
flicking off politics as a time-wasting, if not 
altogether fatuous, preoccupation. At a lower 
level of anti-seriousness, Wodehouse amus-
ingly mocked crime fiction, crossword puzzles, 
and antique collecting. 

Giving Life Meaning

Pelham grenville wodehouse (1881–
1975) was, like Kipling, Saki, Orwell, 
and Somerset Maugham, a child of the 

empire, which meant that growing up in Eng-
land he saw very little of his parents, who were 
off across the seas tending to the British colo-
nies. The third of four sons, Wodehouse grew 
up in Hong Kong, where his father served 
as an imperial magistrate. Between the ages 
of 3 and 15, his biographer Robert McCrum 
conjectures in Wodehouse: A Life (2004), he 
saw his parents little more than a total of six 
months. Owing to such circumstances, Wode-
house was naturally never close to his family, 
and was especially distanced from his mother, 

a woman said to be cold, imperious, and forbid-
ding. If he was cut off from normal family feel-
ing, Wodehouse seems to have made up for it 
by an ingrained optimism, a sunny disposition, 
a love of sport, and a powerful imagination for 
fantasy. From his earliest days, he wanted to 
be a writer. In his fiction, he created a world 
that never quite existed but is so amusing as to 
make one feel it a pity that it didn’t. 

Wodehouse’s public-school days, at a place 
called Dulwich—C.S. Forester went there, as 
did Raymond Chandler—were perhaps his 
happiest. McCrum notes that on the status 
scale Dulwich was neither Eton nor Win-
chester, but “it offered an excellent educa-
tion for the sons of the imperial servant.” The 
young Wodehouse was an exuberant sports-
man, and excelled at both rugby and cricket, 
sports that he followed avidly his life long. 
As a boy he was an ardent reader of Dick-
ens, Kipling, J.M. Barrie, and Arthur Conan 
Doyle, and also adored Gilbert and Sullivan. 
At Dulwich he studied on the classics side, 
and his own novels and stories are dotted 
with references to Queen Boudica, the Mid-
ians, Thucydides, Marius among the ruins of 
Carthage, the Gracchi, and others. 

When Wodehouse was 19, his father 
announced that there weren’t sufficient 
funds to send him to Oxford, where his 
older brothers had gone. He seems to have 
taken it in stride. He went instead to work 
at The Hongkong and Shanghai Bank in 
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tribute seconded by H.L. Mencken. “Temper-
ate admirers of his work,” wrote the English 
drama critic James Agate, “are non-existent.”

Musical Comedy without the Music

Wodehouse wrote no faulty sen-
tences, and countless ones that, for 
people who care about the pleasing 

ordering of words, give unrivalled delight. In 
his biography McCrum offers the following 
splendid example, one of hundreds, perhaps 
thousands, that could be adduced:

In the face of the young man who sat 
on the terrace of the Hotel Magnifique 
at Cannes there crept a look of furtive 
shame, the shifty, hangdog look which 
announces that an Englishman is about 
to talk French.

The comic touches that bedizen Wode-
house’s prose are one of its chief delights. A 
drunken character is described as “brilliantly 
illuminated.” An overweight baronet “looks 
forward to a meal that sticks to the ribs and 
brings beads of perspiration to the forehead.” 
A woman supposed to marry that same stout 
gentleman has the uneasy feeling that, so 
large is he, she might be “committing biga-

my.” A minor character “has a small and re-
volting mustache,” another “is so crooked he 
sliced bread with a corkscrew.” Wodehouse 
spun jokes out of clichés. His similes are no-
tably striking. A man known to be unable to 
keep secrets is likened to “a human colland-
er.” Another character is “as broke as the Ten 
Commandments.” The brains of the press 
departments of the movie studios resemble 

“soup at a cheap restaurant. It is wiser not to 
stir them.” These similes often arise when 
least expected: “The drowsy stillness of the 
afternoon was shattered by what sounded 
to his strained senses like G.K. Chesterton 
falling on a sheet of tin.” There is a passing 
reference to “a politician’s trained verbosity,” 
a phrase I find handy whenever watching a 
contemporary politician interviewed on tele-
vision. Like Jimmy Durante with jokes, so 
P.G. Wodehouse with arrestingly amusing 
phrases—he had a million of ’em. 

“I believe there are two ways of writing nov-
els,” Wodehouse wrote. “One is mine, making 
a sort of musical comedy without music and 
ignoring real life altogether; the other is go-
ing right down deep into life, and not giving 
a damn.” No one would accuse P.G. Wode-
house of ever flirting with realism. His fic-
tion is uniformly preposterous. “I don’t really 
know anything about writing except farcical 

London, interning in the Bob Cratchit-like 
role of lowly clerk. In the evenings he wrote 
stories and articles and supplied comic bits 
for newspapers and magazines, and in fairly 
short order wrote his way out of the bank 
and into an economically independent free-
lance life. Writers divide between those who 
may write well but don’t need to do it and 
those who find life without meaning if they 
aren’t writing. Wodehouse was clearly of 
the latter camp. Over a long career (he died 
at 93) along with his novels and stories he 
wrote plays, musicals (collaborating on oc-
casion with Jerome Kern), supplied lyrics for 
other people’s shows (he wrote the song “Bill” 
for Showboat and worked with Cole Porter 
on Anything Goes), and did his stint in Hol-
lywood. He appears always to have thought 
himself a professional writer rather than a 
literary artist, with a wide following more 
important to him than the praise of critics. 

For a writer who never aspired to be other 
than popular, in later life Wodehouse ac-
quired accolades from many writers who eas-
ily cleared the high-brow bar, including T.S. 
Eliot, W.H. Auden, Evelyn Waugh, Dorothy 
Parker, Kingsley Amis, Eudora Welty, Lio-
nel Trilling, Bertrand Russell, and Ludwig 
Wittgenstein. Hillaire Belloc called him “the 
best writer of English now alive,” a handsome 
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comedy,” he wrote to his friend the novelist 
William Townsend. “A real person in my fic-
tion would stick out like a sore thumb.”

Nobody dies in Wodehouse novels or 
stories. In his fiction there are no wars, eco-
nomic depression, sex below the neck, little 
Sturm and even less Drang, with only satis-
fyingly happy endings awaiting at the close. 
English country-house scenes were his favor-
ite milieu. These are populated with aimless 
young men in spats with names like Stilton 
Cheesewright, Bingo Little, Tuppy Glossop, 
and Pongo Twistleton; troublesome young 
women, terrifying aunts, and eccentric ser-
vants; notable props include two-seater road-
sters, cigarette holders, monocles, and lots of 
cocktails. 

“Romps” seem to me perhaps the best single 
word to describe Wodehouse’s novels and sto-
ries, yet artfully organized romps. The first 
task of the writer of fiction is to make the 
unpredictable plausible. Wodehouse’s own 
method, going a step further, was to think 
of something very bizarre and then make it 
plausible. But given his outlandish characters, 
the impossible confusions they encounter, the 
unlikely coincidents that everywhere arise, 
plausibility never really comes into play; more 
accurate to say that he made the improbable 
delectably palatable. 

 Wodehouse allowed that he wrote his 
novels as if they were plays. “In writing a 
novel I always imagine I’m writing for a cast 
of actors,” he wrote to Townsend in one of 
the letters printed in Author, Author! (1962), 
their collected correspondence. “One of the 
best tips for writing a play, Guy [Bolton, 
his chief theatrical collaborator] tells me, is 
‘Never let them sit down.’” Wodehouse kept 
his characters in action, and felt the earlier 
the introduction of dialogue the better, the 
more, given his dazzling touch for it, the 
jollier. “But how about my flesh and blood, 
my Aunt Julia, you ask,” says his character 
Stanley Ukridge. “No I don’t,” says the sto-
ry’s narrator. “I’m in the soup,” says Gussie 
Fink-Nottle. “Up to the thorax,” replies Ber-
tie Wooster. 

No Small Achievement

To create one imperishable comic 
character is no small achievement. 
Robert McCrum holds that Wode-

house created five: Psmith, Lord Emsworth, 
Aunt Agatha, Bertie Wooster, and Jeeves. I 
would add as a sixth the irrepressible Galahad 
Threepwood, the younger brother of Lord 
Emsworth, an old boy who, during a relent-
lessly roguish youth, “apparently never went 
to bed before he was fifty.” 

Ronald Eustace Psmith is a former Etonian, 
monocled, appallingly fluent, a master of comic 
hauteur. Clarence, the ninth earl of Emsworth, 
lord of Blandings Castle, is interested only in 
gardening and in pigs and is two stages beyond 
absent-minded, described in Leave It to Psmith 
as “that amiable and boneheaded peer…a fluffy-
minded man” who has “a tiring day trying to 
keep his top hat balanced on his head.” Aunt 
Agatha is female tyranny to the highest power, 
pure menace, a woman “who eats broken bottles 
and wears barbed-wire close to the skin.” Along 
with his valet Jeeves, Bertie Wooster—the best 
known of Wodehouse’s characters and a man 
self-described as having “half the amount of 
brain a normal bloke ought to possess”—is a 
classic instance of the Edwardian knut, those 
upper-class idlers, often second and third sons, 
with nothing more pressing on their agendas 
than choosing their dandaical outfit for the day, 
meeting Algy for lunch at the club, and avoid-
ing those tradesmen foolish enough to have ex-
tended them credit. 

As for Jeeves, he, undoubtedly, is Wode-
house’s greatest creation, a man who does not 

of these women who, though of attractive ex-
terior, is on the “point of talking baby talk…
the sort of girl who puts her hands over a 
husband’s eyes, as he is crawling in to break-
fast with a morning head, and says: ‘Guess 
who?’” Aunts—there are no mothers I have 
encountered in Wodehouse—are “all alike. 
Sooner or later out comes the cloven hoof.” 
When Bertie remarks that he had “no idea 
that small girls were such demons,” Jeeves la-
conically replies: “More deadly than the male, 
sir.” Galahad Threepwood notes that “the 
one thing a man with a cold in his head must 
avoid is a woman’s touch.” Stanley Ukridge 
remarks that “women have their merits, of 
course, but if you are to live the good life, you 
don’t want them around the house.” None of 
Wodehouse’s heroes is married.

Family and Fiasco

Wodehouse himself married, at 
33, to Ethel Wayman, an actress 
twice-widowed with a ten-year-old 

daughter. The marriage appears to have been 
an untroubled one, owing chiefly to each of its 
partners allowing the other to go off on his 
or her own. In Ethel Wodehouse’s case, this 
seems to have been chiefly to go off shop-
ping, mild forms of social lion-hunting, and 
acquiring expensive places for her family to 
live. In Wodehouse’s, it meant being left alone 
to write, with time off for lengthy walks with 
one or another of the couple’s many Pekingese. 
They had no children together, but Wode-
house came to love his stepdaughter, Leonora, 
to whom he dedicated one of his books: “To 
Leonora without whose never failing sympa-
thy and encouragement this book would have 
been finished in half the time.” She was the 
closest he came to having a true confidant and 
her death at 40 was a great loss to him.

Life generally, though, was good. Wode-
house’s high productivity paid off amply in 
what Bertie Wooster would call doubloons or 
pieces of eight. In London he and Ethel lived 
in Mayfair. They had a butler, cook, maids, 
footmen, two secretaries, and a chauffeur-
driven Rolls-Royce. He had become, in Rob-
ert McCrum’s phrase, “seriously rich.” Praise 
for his writing, meanwhile, flowed in, with 
only occasional demurrers. In 1939 Oxford, 
the university he wasn’t allowed to attend for 
want of funds, presented him with an honor-
ary degree. Pelham Grenville Wodehouse was 
on what looked like a life-long roll. 

And then the roof, walls, and floor along 
with it, caved in. The onset of World War II 
found Wodehouse and his family living in Le 
Tourquet, in northern France near the Eng-
lish Channel, and when the Nazis marched 

so much enter as flow into rooms, omniscient 
in his learning, formally correct in his syntax, 
infallible in his good sense, ingenious at get-
ting his master Bertie Wooster and Bertie’s 
friends out of misbegotten marriage alliances, 
entanglements with aunts threatening their 
inheritances, creating along the way innumer-
able plots thicker and stickier than carnival 
taffy. “In the matter of brain and resource,” 
thinks Bertie of Jeeves, “I don’t believe I have 
ever met a chappie so supremely like mother 
made.” Jeeves, who recognizes that his mas-
ter is “of negligible intelligence,” notes that “in 
an employer brains are not desirable.” Not for 
comedy they certainly aren’t. 

Wodehouse’s fiction does not abound 
in sympathetic female characters. He was 
himself not so much misogynistic, McCrum 
rightly points out, as gynophobic. Whether 
bluestockings or ditzy airheads, women in 
Wodehouse tend to be objects of terror, in-
terfering, dangerous in their potential to un-
dermine the knut way of life. Madeline Bas-
sett—with whom the prospect of a marital 
connection sends Bertie into shivers—is one 

He created a world
that never quite existed
but is so amusing as to
make one feel it a pity

that it didn’t.
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in, Wodehouse, who didn’t flee in time, 
found himself interned. At first the intern-
ment turned out to be more an inconvenience 
than anything else, and he was even able to 
complete a novel during it. Soon, though, the 
Nazis learned of his fame and, gauging the 
propaganda value of their prisoner, encour-
aged him through subtle suasion to recount 
the relative mildness of his detainment in a 
series of five radio talks, which he gave in the 
summer of 1941. 

The talks were innocuous enough, though 
it was a grave mistake for the politically naïve 
Wodehouse to have made them. Doing so over 
Nazi radio put him in company with such 
genuine traitors as William Joyce, known as 
Lord Haw-Haw and hanged by the English 
for treason after the war. He also published 
in the Saturday Evening Post an article, under 
the title “My War with Germany,” in which, 
in his extreme naïveté, he remarked that he 
was unable to work up any hostility toward 
the enemy: “Just when I’m about to feel bellig-
erent about some country I meet a decent sort 
of chap” from that country, he wrote, causing 
him to lose “any fighting feelings or thoughts.” 
Wodehouse, in other words, used the occa-
sion of the most murderous events in modern 
history for light laughs. 

The reaction was swift and crushing. 
Anthony Eden, in Parliament, accused 
Wodehouse of lending “his services to the 
German war propaganda machine.” Duff 
Cooper, Churchill’s minister of informa-
tion, held Wodehouse’s behavior to be trai-
torous. A general piling on was not long in 
coming. Harold Nicolson refused to believe 
in Wodehouse’s innocence being the cause 
for his betrayal. A Daily Mirror columnist 
named Cassandra, whose real name was 
William O’Connor, gave a talk over the BBC 
that began: “I have come to tell you tonight 
of the story of a rich man [Wodehouse] try-
ing to make his last and greatest sale—that 
of his own country,” and went on to compare 
him to Judas. The playwright Seán O’Casey 
called Wodehouse “English Literature’s per-
forming flea.” Oxford was said to be consid-
ering reclaiming his honorary degree. Deep 
readers began finding evidence of fascism in 

his books, which were banned from some 
provincial libraries and in a few places even 
burned. Songs to which he had written the 
lyrics were not allowed over the BBC. There 
was talk about Wodehouse being hanged as 
a traitor. 

Wodehouse called his own conduct “a loony 
thing to do”; later he would say it was “insane.” 
Yet it is far from clear that he truly grasped the 
gravity of his mistake. Malcolm Muggeridge, 
who later became his friend, thought Wode-
house had a “temperament that unfits him to 
be a good citizen in the ideological mid-twen-
tieth century.” The best defense of Wodehouse, 
made by George Orwell in 1945, just after the 
war was over, was that he was not only a po-
litical naïf, but gave his talks for the Nazis at 
precisely the wrong time: the summer of 1941, 
as Orwell wrote, “at just that moment when 
the war reached its desperate phase.” Orwell 
ends his defense of Wodehouse by writing “in 
the desperate circumstances of the time it was 
excusable to be angry at what Wodehouse did, 
but to go on denouncing him three or four 
years later—and more, to let an impression re-
main that he acted with conscious treachery—
is not excusable.” 

Yet decades passed before Wodehouse 
was finally forgiven this contretemps. In 
1947 he moved, permanently, to America, 
and in 1955 took up American citizenship. 
His friend the humorist Frank Sullivan said 
his doing so made up “for our loss of T.S. El-
iot and Henry James combined,” an amusing 
touch of hyperbole. His wartime broadcasts 
continued to haunt him, though he claimed 
to be without self-pity. “I made an ass of my-
self,” he wrote to William Townsend, “and 
must pay the penalty.” Still, he was as pro-
ductive as ever, producing a book a year. At 
his 80th birthday, in a newspaper ad for one 
of his books, a literary all-star cast that in-
cluded W.H. Auden, Ivy Compton-Burnett, 
Graham Greene, Rebecca West, and others 
signed on to pay tribute to him as “an inimi-
table international institution and a master 
humorist.” Wodehouse wrote to his old 
friend Guy Bolton: “I seem to have become 
the Grand Old Man of English Literature.” 
In 1975 he was knighted by Queen Eliza-

beth, who was among his most ardent read-
ers, which formally closed the book on his 
wartime fiasco. 

A Happy Indulgence

For the better part of the past 
two months I have been reading P.G. 
Wodehouse early mornings, with tea 

and toast and unslaked pleasure. Although 
I haven’t made a serious dent in his 95-book 
oeuvre, before long, I tell myself, I must cease 
and desist from this happy indulgence, this 
sweet disease which one of his readers called 

“P.G.-osis.” “You can,” says a character in an 
Isaac Bashevis Singer story, “have too much 
even of kreplach.” (Something of a literary pu-
ritan, I feel I ought to add that during these 
past months I have followed up each morning’s 
reading of Wodehouse with four or five pages 
of Aristotle’s Rhetoric and his Nicomachean 
Ethics—an intellectual antidote, a breath mint 
of seriousness, you might say.) In a 1961 talk 
on Wodehouse over the BBC, Evelyn Waugh 
ended by saying: “Mr. Wodehouse’s world can 
never stale. He will continue to release future 
generations from captivity that may be more 
irksome than our own. He has made a world 
for us to live in and delight in.”

The work of humorists is not usually long-
lived. Among Americans, two very different 
examples, James Thurber and S.J. Perelman, 
seem to have bitten the dust, at least they 
have for me. Yet Wodehouse remains read-
able and immensely enjoyable. Perhaps this 
is owing to his having written about a world 
that never really existed, so that his work, 
unlike Thurber and Perelman’s, isn’t finally 
time-bound. “I’m all for strewing a little hap-
piness as I go by,” Wodehouse wrote to Wil-
liam Townsend, and he did so in ample mea-
sure. He would have been pleased to learn 
that for his readers the gift of that happiness 
has yet to stop giving.

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

Have you heard the latest? hol-
lywood’s hottest romance may be 
breaking up. You won’t find the 

details in the tabloids or People magazine. In-
stead, you must look in the business section 
of the few newspapers that cover events out-
side the United States. This is because the es-
tranged lovers are not movie stars, celebrities, 
or even people. They are colossi—mighty, in-
human Transformers seeking to bestride the 
world. One is Hollywood itself; the other is 
Xi Jinping’s China. 

Only 14 months ago, the couple seemed 
so happy. In October 2016, the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art (LACMA) hosted 
a gala reception for Wang Jianlin, one of the 
richest men in China. Mr. Wang’s real estate-
media conglomerate, Dalian Wanda, was rid-
ing high at the time, having recently acquired 
two major U.S. companies: the AMC theater 
chain (for $2.6 billion in 2012), and the film 
studio Legendary Entertainment (for $3.5 
billion in 2015).

The main focus of the gala was the Qing-
dao Oriental Movie Metropolis, a new $8.2 
billion production facility being built near the 
city of Qingdao in eastern Shandong Prov-
ince. The Hollywood players present were well 
aware of the incentives being offered to part-
ner with Chinese companies in making films 
at Qingdao. One was a 43% cut of the box of-
fice revenue in China—as opposed to the 25% 
they received for films made in America and 
distributed in China under Beijing’s import 
quota of 34 foreign films per year. Another 
was a production subsidy significantly larger 
than those offered by most countries.

Yet beneath the happy smiles lay a funda-
mental incompatibility. To Hollywood, the 
romance has always had one goal: gaining ac-
cess to a market rapidly becoming the world’s 
largest. Because this involves regular coopera-
tion with the Chinese authorities, Hollywood 
has at times been accused of caving into Chi-

nese censorship. To this accusation the stan-
dard reply is that a few script changes here and 
there cannot diminish the power of American 
movies to win hearts and minds. And if this 
reply fails, there is always the backup: no U.S. 
industry can afford to ignore a potential cus-
tomer base of 1.4 billion people.

To the Chinese, the romance has been 
about a succession of goals that have changed 
over time, depending on the regime’s priorities. 
Some changes have been minor, others major. 
But none has been as drastic as the one occur-
ring now under the newly anointed “leadership 
core” of Xi Jinping. To understand this change, 
we need to place it in a larger context.

According to a recent report from the Na-
tional Endowment for Democracy (NED), 
over the past year China has turned decisively 
away from “soft power,” which works through 

“attraction and persuasion,” and toward “sharp 
power,” which “pierces, penetrates, or per-
forates the political and information envi-
ronments in the targeted countries,” for the 
purpose of “masking [China’s] policies and 
suppressing, to the extent possible, any voices 
beyond China’s borders that are critical of the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP).”

Will this turn toward sharp power break 
up the Hollywood-China romance? The tea 
leaves are tricky to read. But there is a definite 
backstory here, which I will now chronicle 
through a series of dramatic episodes. 

Episode 1 (2000):
Blockbuster Envy

Crouching tiger, hidden dragon, 
a $17 million U.S.-Hong Kong co-
production directed by the Taiwan-

ese-American filmmaker Ang Lee, grosses 
$214 million worldwide. Sorely vexed at the 
thought of a successful Chinese-themed mov-
ie being produced outside the People’s Repub-
lic, the Chinese State Administration for Ra-

dio, Television, and Film (SARFT) sets the 
goal of building a Chinese film industry that 
can rival Hollywood on the global stage. Over 
the next few years, China produces a dozen 
or so films that basically copy Lee’s formula 
of eye-popping battles between martial-arts 
heroes (and heroines) set against lavish back-
drops evoking a mythical Chinese past.

Episode 2 (2008):
Another Body Blow

Worldwide, a few of these films 
earn between $100 and $200 mil-
lion each—not peanuts, but hardly 

competition to such Hollywood blockbusters 
as Titanic ($1.8 billion) and Avatar ($2.8 bil-
lion). Then Beijing suffers another body blow: 
Kung Fu Panda, a $131 million DreamWorks 
Animation feature, grosses $631 million 
worldwide, $26 million of it in China. Sorely 
vexed all over again, SARFT allocates $695 
million for a new animation facility in the city 
of Tianjin. SARFT also hedges its bets by in-
viting DreamWorks CEO Jeffrey Katzenberg 
to visit Chengdu, home to the world’s largest 
breeding center for giant pandas. During that 
visit, Katzenberg is dazzled by the size of the 
growing Chinese market and promises to in-
corporate more authentic Chinese cultural el-
ements into Kung Fu Panda 2.

Episode 3 (2011):
A New and Improved Panda?

Produced for roughly $150 million 
in the Los Angeles DreamWorks stu-
dio, Kung Fu Panda 2 earns a hefty 

$665 million at the global box office. Like 
most sequels, it exploits what producers and 
marketers consider the most audience-pleas-
ing aspects of the original. But it also tweaks 
the original in ways best described as Beijing-
pleasing. For example, the panda hero, Po, is 
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no longer fighting to save a fictional Valley of 
Peace; he is fighting to save a real country—
China. And compared with the original, the 
sequel contains less irreverent humor and more 
sentimental piety toward the CCP-approved 
version of ancient Chinese wisdom.

Meanwhile, the new animation facility in 
Tianjin opens with the blessing of the party 
and the guidance of a Central Committee di-
rective stating, “It is a pressing task to increase 
the state’s cultural soft power…and to build 
our country into a socialist cultural super-
power.” A Los Angeles Times reporter visits 
Tianjin and writes an article suggesting that, 
even though “the campus boasts the latest in 
animation technology,…it remains to be seen 
whether China can overcome what even the 
facility’s managers describe as a bigger prob-
lem: a dearth of artistic creativity.”

Episode 4 (2012):
The Sino-American Dream

The first animated films produced 
by the Tianjin studio fail to attract a 
domestic audience, much less a global 

one—and in some quarters they are openly rid-
iculed. In recognition, perhaps, of the dearth of 
artistic creativity reported in the Los Angeles 
Times, Beijing alters its strategy. If more cre-
ativity is needed to succeed in the global mar-
ket, why not buy it from the experts? As other 
Hollywood players turn green with envy, Kat-
zenberg signs an agreement with the Shanghai 
Media Group (SMG) and other Chinese part-
ners to build a $330 million animation studio 
on the outskirts of Shanghai.

When the new studio opens under the in-
felicitous name Oriental DreamWorks, a big 
celebration is held in Los Angeles. On these oc-
casions, it is typical for any underlying tensions 
to be glossed over by high-minded rhetoric. So 
amid the blather about Oriental DreamWorks 
being an independent, private-sector enter-
prise that is all about telling great stories and 
dreaming big dreams, little notice is taken of 
the Chinese vice president, who just happens 
to be visiting from Beijing. More notice is taken 
later, in November, when the same individual, 
Xi Jinping, becomes general secretary of the 
Communist Party, chairman of the Central 
Military Commission, and president of China. 

Episode 5 (2016):
Shifting Ambitions, Collapsing Great Wall

In february, after a five-year hiatus, 
Oriental DreamWorks releases Kung Fu 
Panda 3, a $145 million production that 

(as predicted by Katzenberg) becomes an in-
stant hit both in China and around the world. 

Indeed, in China it becomes the highest-
grossing animated feature ever. The players 
back in Hollywood are delighted to see this 
new franchise join a select group of others—
Transformers, Fast & Furious, Terminator—
whose revenues have consistently skyrocketed 
alongside the skyrocketing growth of the Chi-
nese film market. 

Yet all is not well. Unlike its fellow Hol-
lywood franchises, Kung Fu Panda 3 does not 
rule the Chinese box office for several weeks or 
months. On the contrary, it is quickly eclipsed 
by two relatively low-budget fantasy films, 
The Monkey King 2 and The Mermaid, both 
of which are made in China by all-Chinese 
companies. These two films both do surpris-
ingly well, and one, The Mermaid, becomes 
China’s highest-grossing film to date. Neither 
The Monkey King 2 nor The Mermaid gains 
the slightest traction outside China. But this 
does not seem to bother Beijing.

The question is why? Could it be that Chi-
na is abandoning the goal of becoming a rival 
to Hollywood on the world stage? And if so, 
what new goal might it now be pursuing?
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For the next three months, all such ques-
tions are drowned in the tsunami of hype 
accompanying the biggest, costliest Sino-
American co-production ever: The Great Wall, 
a $150 million special-effects extravaganza 
made at the Qingdao facility and backed by 
NBCUniversal, along with three Chinese 
partners, one of which is Legendary Enter-
tainment (owned by Dalian Wanda).

Directed by the renowned Chinese film-
maker Zhang Yimou, this would-be block-
buster stars Matt Damon as the leader of a 
band of European mercenaries who venture 
to China during the 11th century to steal the 
formula for gunpowder. Upon arriving, they 
discover that a horde of ancient monsters are 
about to attack China (which they do every 
60 years), and that the country is being hero-
ically defended by a Song Dynasty version of 
special-ops troops.

Peering through their politically correct 
lens, some Americans object to The Great 
Wall’s foregrounding of Damon and his band 
of white males. But this shows how distorting 
the P.C. lens can be. The real reason for hav-
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ing these rough-tough, hirsute Westerners is 
explained by the American film scholar Ying 
Zhu: “Dwarfed by the gigantic Great Wall, 
the gunpowder-crazed European mercenar-
ies appear captivated literally and figuratively 
by the enormity of China and Chinese cul-
ture. They are, in time, taught a moral les-
son, chiefly by the righteous Chinese female 
Commander, on fighting for trust and honor 
instead of gunpowder.”

Released in China to great fanfare, The 
Great Wall collapses. The audience stays home, 
and the box office is a disappointing $171 mil-
lion. In response, the official state media turn 
on a dime and begin deriding the film. For 
example, the state-approved website Douban 
reports an audience ranking of 5.4 out of 10, 
and prominently posts a review attacking the 
film’s “flat characters,” “retarded story,” and 

“lack of imagination.” Perhaps most signifi-
cant, the review faults The Great Wall for re-
ducing “the Chinese element…to sky lanterns, 
Chinese military armor, the Great Wall, and 
other symbols,” thus failing “to promote tradi-
tional Eastern values.”

It is important to understand that this is 
not a fan review in the Western sense of a 
freely offered opinion. It is either a propagan-
da message crafted ahead of time in case the 
film fails, or a spontaneous posting that pass-
es muster with the state curators of the web-
site. What matters is that this and other nega-
tive reviews are swiftly disseminated, with the 
clear intent of putting as much distance as 
possible between the regime and what sud-
denly looks like a botched partnership with 
America. If I’m reading the tea leaves correctly, 
this backlash may signal the end of Beijing’s 
Sixteen-Year-Plan to cooperate with, compete 
with, and then replace the United States as 
the world’s cinematic hegemon. 

Episode 7 (2017):
Romance on the Rocks

In february the great wall flops 
even more resoundingly in America. The 
Hollywood Reporter estimates it will lose 

more than $85 million, and everyone agrees 
that the film is a godawful mess. But few ob-
servers go so far as to predict a drastic change 
in the terms of the Sino-Hollywood romance. 
After all, Hollywood still needs China’s mon-
ey, and China still needs Hollywood’s creativ-
ity—right?

In March, rumors begin circulating about 
a “restructuring” at Oriental DreamWorks. A 
key U.S. investor, NBCUniversal, is said to 
be in talks with Warner Bros. about selling 
its interest in the studio. The three Chinese 
partners are not taking press inquiries, but 

the online gossip is that the studio has been 
spending too much money on too few films 
(one of them being Kung Fu Panda 3). This 
makes sense, because Oriental DreamWorks 
has already downsized to 100 employees from 
250, and there is only one production (a com-
puter-animated spectacle called Everest) in the 
pipeline for release…in late 2019.

In June, one of Hollywood’s most reliable 
franchises, Transformers, releases its fifth in-
stallment in China, and grosses a paltry $250 
million. The U.S. trade publication China 
Film Insider notes that this is the first time the 
earnings of a Transformers installment have 
not kept pace with the growth of the Chinese 
market. The reporter blames Hollywood: 

“Chinese moviegoers are…tired of hackneyed 
plots and recycled stories.” It’s tempting to 
go along with this explanation, especially if, 
like me, you are constitutionally incapable of 
watching more than two minutes of a Trans-
formers movie. But subsequent events suggest 
that a more fundamental shift is occurring.

Don’t forget, China’s rulers have for several 
months now been deeply immersed in prepa-
rations for the 19th National Communist 
Party Congress, scheduled to open on Octo-
ber 18. This is evident in the country’s 50,000 
movie theaters, where, starting in July, a 
60-second propaganda video is shown before 
each movie. There are four videos to choose 
from: “The China Dream,” “The Core Ideolo-
gy of Socialism,” “The Four Comprehensives,” 
and (my personal favorite) “The ‘Five-in-One’ 
General Layout.” But the party directive is 
clear: all four must be shown on a rotating ba-
sis until the opening of the NCPC.

In August, Beijing launches a crack-
down on Chinese companies that are heav-
ily invested in Hollywood. At the center of 
the crackdown is our friend Mr. Wang, the 
CEO of Dalian Wanda. It is fairly obvious 
that Wang’s main offense has been to act like 
an independent, private-sector entrepreneur, 
rather than like a good party member devot-
ed to building a socialist cultural superpower. 
Reassurances are given about the long-term 
health of Dalian Wanda’s assets, includ-
ing the AMC theater chain and Legendary 
Entertainment. But given that Legendary is 
one of the three Chinese companies that lost 
their shirts scaling The Great Wall, no one is 
reassured.

Back in Hollywood, this crackdown on 
Chinese investment causes a near panic. “Peo-
ple are realizing the money isn’t coming in,” 
one producer told the trade publication Dead-
line: Hollywood. “And they are starting to ask, 
where is the money now? Because they have 
to feed the beast.” The same article quotes 
this sobering comment by a “China watcher” 
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familiar with the industry: “With no alterna-
tives for risk-tolerant investors on the hori-
zon ready to put money into the traditional 
film studio business model, Hollywood will be 
forced to take every overture from China seri-
ously” (emphasis added).

Hollywood’s mood is not improved when, 
also in August, a 100% Chinese-made action 
flick called Wolf Warrior 2 becomes the high-
est-grossing film in Chinese history, raking in 
$608 million the first week. To be sure, this 
triumph occurs during a “blackout period,” 
when the state bans foreign films in an effort 
to drive audiences toward domestic produc-
tions. But when the blackout ends and Wolf 
Warrior 2’s winning streak continues, the of-
ficial state media erupt with excitement. Peo-
ple’s Daily calls the film “a box office miracle.” 
Global Times calls it “a turnaround move for 
Chinese on the big screen after years of be-
ing kept down by Hollywood-manufactured 
heroes.”

Never mind that the miracle in question 
is a middling action flick set in a place called 

“Africa,” described by one Chinese hero as “a 
beautiful country” with “great food,” “hot 
women,” and happy people who, “when they 
get around a campfire, they just can’t help 
it—they have to dance!” Never mind that a 
different propaganda bomb goes off every five 
minutes, saying (in essence), China is investing 
in Africa, and America is not! China is curing 
diseases in Africa, and America is not! China is 
fighting terrorism in Africa, and America is not! 
China has beautiful warships that fire beautiful 
missiles, and America does not! China’s soldiers 
are brave and honorable, and America’s soldiers 
are cowardly mercenaries who deserve to be 
stabbed repeatedly in the chest!

What matters is Wu Jing, the director and 
star of Wolf Warrior 2, telling an interviewer 
on a state-approved website that “This wasn’t 
my personal achievement” but rather an “ex-
plosion…[of] the patriotic kindling in people’s 
hearts…and I, Wu Jing, have taken a small 
match or spark and dropped it on, lighting up 
all of you.” Here, too, it’s important to remem-

ber that this is not a celebrity interview in the 
Western sense of promoting one’s self and one’s 
movie. It’s a propaganda message, saying (in 
essence), We Chinese can manufacture our own 
heroes now. So Hollywood, do our bidding or pre-
pare to be stabbed repeatedly in the chest!

This same message is echoed in September, 
when NBCUniversal Pictures sells its inter-
est in Oriental DreamWorks to Warner Bros. 
The Financial Times reports that the sale re-
sulted from “disagreements over strategy.” 
And when the FT reporter asks the studio’s 
main Chinese partner, Li Ruigang of China 
Media Capital, to explain the reason for the 
disagreements, Li states that NBCUniversal 
wants “to make films in China for the world,” 
while he, Li Ruigang of China Media Capital, 
is “focused more on China.”

Far be it from me to suggest that China 
Media Capital is completely controlled by the 
Chinese Communist Party. But I will say that 
Li, a very wealthy man often referred to as 

“China’s Rupert Murdoch,” is highly regarded 
in China, no doubt because, unlike Wang, he 
plays nicely with his political betters. And I 
will predict that from now on, the American 
companies most likely to succeed in China 
will be those most willing to follow Li’s lead 
and “focus on China.”

Two further pieces of evidence for this 
likelihood appear in late November, after 
the National Communist Party Congress. 
First, Oriental DreamWorks announces five 
new projects, all of them focused on Chinese 
themes. And second, Li’s new partner, War-
ner Bros., announces a new “U.S.-China Ex-
change Program” supported by the Motion 
Picture Association of America, the Chinese 
Consulate General in Los Angeles, and what 
is now called the Chinese State Administra-
tion of Press, Publication, Radio, Film, and 
Television.

Speaking fluent high-minded blather, the 
executive vice president of Warner Bros. China 
describes the new program as “a best practice-
sharing effort [that] reflects Warner Bros.’ on-
going commitment to fostering growth within 

the Chinese marketplace.” Translation: se-
duced, abandoned, and cash-strapped, Holly-
wood can see only one way to remain in China’s 
good graces, and that is to transform itself into 
a cog in the world’s biggest and most sophisti-
cated propaganda machine. A costly and cre-
ative cog, to be sure. But a cog nonetheless.

Episode 8 (2018):
Director’s Commentary

Is this change really so alarming? so 
what if Hollywood lends its considerable 
talents to the manufacture of bright shiny 

entertainment for a huge but increasingly her-
metic Chinese market? Where’s the harm?

Let me answer these questions by quoting 
another, posed by Congressman Christopher 
H. Smith (R-CT) back in September 2016. 
One of 16 members of Congress who at the 
time were expressing concern about Chinese 
influence in Hollywood, Congressman Smith 
wrote to the New York Times: “Would any 
movies favorably portraying the Dalai Lama, 
Liu Xiaobo, or Chen Guangcheng be green-
lighted if they risked the loss of Chinese in-
vestment? I don’t think so.” The congressman 
had a point. Even if nobody outside China ever 
sees the bright shiny entertainment being pro-
duced by Hollywood for Beijing, Beijing will 
still be in a position to exert pressure on all the 
other films and other projects that Hollywood 
is thinking of creating for the U.S. and global 
market. That’s how sharp power works. 

Here’s hoping that the better angels of 
Hollywood remember what made their indus-
try the envy of the world—not skill at making 
money despite the barriers erected by foreign 
governments, or ruthlessness in knocking 
down those barriers, but something unique 
and precious: creative freedom. This freedom 
has never been perfect. Throughout its his-
tory, the American Dream Factory has been 
subject to state censorship, self-censorship, 
and soul-killing commercial pressures. But 
it has never been enslaved. If it agrees to that 
now, the whole world will feel the loss. 
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The Road to iSerfdom

The house of liberty is customarily defended above ground, 
where its constitutional structure and the cladding of the laws 
are easily apparent. But if its deeper foundations—which are the 

individual’s appreciation, expectation, and exercise of liberty, autonomy, 
and agency—begin to rot, it will collapse. As political and legal battles 
are fought at the surface, the foundations of liberty are washing away.

Recent generations especially, their elders in tow, are racing upon 
a digital track to exchange their powers, liberty, and privacy for pa-
thetic simulations of fame, counterfeit means of intimacy and con-
nection that instead foster distance and isolation, supposed simplifi-
cation that gives birth to meaningless complexity, conveniences that 
require submission and erode skills, and an ever-growing reliance on 
corporate behemoths with no spur to guard anyone’s rights or inter-
ests but their own.

The pace is torrid and on a mass scale involving most of the popula-
tion. With the more sophisticated among them crusading against “big 
corporations,” people nonetheless entrust their financial records and 
holdings, correspondence, photographs, diaries, love letters, productive 
work, and health data to a “cloud.” That is, to the vast computer farms 
of a few companies that also know, inter alia, where they are, what they 
buy, what they read, what they want, their associations, their opinions, 
and where they plan to go and when.

More and more, these trusting souls receive news and information 
that, because it is tailored to their prejudices, becomes as pleasurable as 
a drug and renders them almost as manipulable as addicts. With the 
public’s reliance upon, and limp acceptance of, the increasing central-
ization of information, the greatest transfer of power in human his-
tory has begun. And not surprisingly, the first waves of passivity have 
broken upon us. No matter if you cannot read a map, cook a chicken, 
or drive a car, these and a thousand other things will be done for you 
by your apps or by others in the “gig economy.” Spell-checkers will cor-
rect your spelling (often stupidly), grammar-checkers will correct your 
grammar (often wrongly). Cursive disappeared, then any kind of pen-
manship, and soon voice recognition will make keyboards obsolete, as 
your hands slowly lose their cunning.

Recently, I was in the New York subway, where every person in my 
car (except me) was staring at a smartphone. On the street, I did an in-
formal census. Almost half the people appeared to have been self-con-
versing schizophrenics or zombies staring at their screens. If you don’t 
dodge, they bump into you. Google, Amazon, and Apple—the future 
three branches of government (Facebook already is the church)—mar-
ket devices that, connected to their banks of mainframes, are listening 
24 hours a day to every sound in the house. Supposedly, though they 
listen to be awakened, they listen only when you awaken them. Your 
emails are machine-read so your ads can be bespoke, but Alexa and her 
sisters won’t ever listen in. This we know because history teaches that 
governments and corporations never experience such temptations.

There are so many examples of such high-pressure, ubiquitous pen-
etration and embrace—like water rushing into a breached submarine—
and they are so well known to everyone, that it is necessary only to cite 
the Wall Street Journal ’s benediction in regard to Amazon alone: “The 
leviathan has been…building new inroads into our homes and families.”

By now, generations have arisen that not only submit to 
programming and direction—following routines as faithfully as 
pigeons pecking for corn—they energetically seek its many in-

stances, count them as virtues and victories, and are proud of slipping 
their trust to anonymous others who dangle before them promises of 
relief from work, effort, inquiry, responsibility, and action. They do this, 
on minor and major scales, according to the geometrically waxing pace 
of technology and the surrender to it of education, politics, the humani-
ties, and, most importantly, the individual. Which is not to mention 
what would happen if our newfound digital utopia were subjected to 
two or three well placed nuclear airbursts creating a coast-to-coast elec-
tro-magnetic pulse (EMP) attack. Not since Jamestown has our splen-
did enterprise in the New World been subject to such easy erasure.

Like villains in bad action movies, who run out and pause to be shot, 
the inhabitants of developed countries—some more, some less, not least 
our own—are diving headlong into luxurious serfdom, all the while 
protesting the privacy breaches they invite and the inequality they dis-
parage—both of which are the obvious consequences of promiscuously 
assigning one’s capacities to others. One might suspect that this rapidly 
swelling way of life would blend seamlessly with any political philoso-
phy that requires intense cooperation, central direction, and general 
obedience. And one would be right.

As cities worldwide absorb the inflow of rural populations, the need 
for cooperation and coordination in crowded spaces sets the tone for 
entire nations. We see this in the chasm between Democratic cities 
(and dense suburbs), and the more spacious Republican precincts. Ex-
cept for the fact that younger people everywhere are “urbanized” by in-
creasingly efficient digital highways, predictions of the political future 
based primarily on sectionalism and traditional demographics will be 
far less accurate than those giving the most weight to urbanization. Ur-
ban concentrations have always been disproportionately influential in 
determining political, social, and economic directions, but that power is 
increasing by orders of magnitude as the reach afforded by technology 
and the surrender of autonomy steadily tint even the outlands “blue.”

In short, the regimentation that machines bring in train is winning. 
Not because we are arrayed against it in some sort of losing battle of the 
dystopian future, but because in the present we are rushing to surrender 
ourselves with speed and passion that not long ago would have been, 
respectively, impossible and inexplicable. And for every protest against 
the new serfdom, there will be a million self-impeaching attestations to 
its addictive luxuries.
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