
VOLUME XI, NOS 1 & 2, WINTER 2010-SPRING 2011

Mark Helprin:

the Unthinkable,
Again

A Journal of Political Thought and Statesmanship

10th ANNIVERSARY DOUBLE ISSUE!

JAMES Q.

MILLER

DIANA
SCHAUB

WILLIAM 
VOEGELI

WILFRED M. 
McCLAY

HARVEY C.
MANSFIELD

MICHAEL 
KNOX BERAN

ANGELO M.
CODEVILLA

STEVEN F. 
HAYWARD

HILLEL
FRADKIN

CHARLES R.
KESLER

GERARD
ALEXANDER

PRICE: $9.95
IN CANADA $9.95

HADLEY
ARKES

PAUL A. 
CANTOR

WILSON

�inking About

CHERYL



At the Getty Villa
March 2–September 12, 2011

getty.edu

Image: The Pool of Hezekiah (detail), 1870s, Félix Bonfils. Albumen silver 
print. The Getty Research Institute. Design: © 2011 J. Paul Getty Trust.

BiblicalLands Ad - CBR P1.indd   1 2/10/11   10:23 AM



GET TWO OF THESE BOOKS FOR FREE
Modern and 

aMerican dignity
Who We Are as Persons, and 

What That Means for Our Future

Peter augustine Lawler
Author of Stuck with Virtue and Aliens in America

lawler_modern+americandignity_wrk01.indd   1 4/13/2010   1:56:07 PM

Readers Club is only $15, it’s easy to join, and there are ZERO obligations or hidden costs. Enroll, select your two 
free books, then take advantage of 40% to 50% discounts on more than 200 titles throughout the year. 

To learn more about ISI Books or to sign up for Readers Club, go to:

 w w w. i s i b o o k s . o r g
THE IMPRINT OF THE INTERCOLLEGIATE STUDIES INSTITUTE

www.isibooks.org

The American Mind 
with Charles R. Kesler 

the claremont review of books presents 

coming soon. visit claremont.org/crbtv. 

A new interview show, covering politics, history, literature, 
and political philosophy. Featuring Charles R. Kesler 

and an array of CRB authors.



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2010-Spring 2011 
Page 4

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK

Charles R. Kesler: A Decade of CRB: page 6

CORRESPONDENCE: page 8
After the Midterms; Islamic Disinformation; The Second Sex

ESSAYS

Richard Samuelson: Jefferson, Adams, and the American Future: page 65
What their lively correspondence reveals about our politics.

Harvey C. Mansfield: Providence and Democracy: page 74
Tocqueville’s alliance of religion and liberty.

Paul A. Cantor: A Handshake Across the Centuries: page 101
The European roots of Chinua Achebe’s postcolonial classic.

Thomas D. Klingenstein: A Golf Story: page 108
What a round of golf reveals about today’s higher education.

Diana Schaub: “Unfriending” Friendship: page 111
What we’ve lost in the age of Facebook.

William Voegeli: The Tao of Jerry: page 12
Mr. Brown goes to Sacramento…again.

Clark S. Judge: Ronald Reagan at 100: page 26
Honoring the Gipper’s principles and his resolve.

Hadley Arkes: The Mirage of Enumerated Powers: page 33
Limited government rests ultimately on moral reasoning.

Mark Helprin: Thinking About the Unthinkable, Again: page 44
Reductions in nuclear arms make America less safe.

Angelo M. Codevilla: Our Borders, Ourselves: page 52
Americans’ appetite for cheap labor and cheap drugs endangers Mexico.

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn

Editor: Charles R. Kesler • Senior Editors: Christopher Flannery, William Voegeli
 Managing Editor: John B. Kienker • Associate Editor: Kathleen Arnn • Contributing Editor: Joseph Tartakovsky

Editorial Assistants: Lindsay Eberhardt, Ryan Williams • CRB Fellow: Charles Johnson • Art Director: Elliott Banfield
Publisher: Brian T. Kennedy • Publisher (2000–2001): Thomas B. Silver

Claremont Review of Books, Volume XI, Numbers 1 and 2, Winter 2010-Spring 2011. (Printed in the United States on March 31, 2011.)
Published quarterly by the Claremont Institute for the Study of Statesmanship and Political Philosophy,

937 West Foothill Blvd., Suite E, Claremont, CA 91711. Telephone: (909) 621-6825. Fax: (909) 626-8724.
Unsolicited manuscripts and letters to the editor may be sent to crbeditor@claremont.org or to the above street address.

Price: $6.95 per copy; $27.80 for a one-year subscription; $55.60 for a two-year subscription; $83.40 for a three-year subscription.
Add $17 for all foreign subscriptions, including those originating in Canada and Latin America.

To subscribe, call (909) 621-6825 or contact subscriptions@claremont.org. 

Visit us online at www.claremont.org/crb.
Opinions expressed in signed articles do not necessarily represent the views of the editors, the Claremont Institute, or its board of directors.

Nothing in this journal is an attempt to aid or hinder the passage of any bill or influence the election of any candidate.
All contents Copyright © 2011 the Claremont Institute, except where otherwise noted.

Publication Committee:
William J. Bennett • Michael W. Gleba • Lawrence Kadish • Thomas D. Klingenstein • Bruce C. Sanborn • Paul E. Singer 

PARTHIAN SHOT

Mark Helprin: The Common Defense: page 118

SHADOW PLAY
Martha Bayles: The Ultimate Social Network: page 115

A look back at the next big thing.



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2010-Spring 2011 
Page 5

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

REVIEWS OF BOOKS

Steven F. Hayward: Standing Pat: page 19
Daniel Patrick Moynihan: A Portrait in Letters of an American Visionary, 

edited by Steven R. Weisman.

Gerard Alexander: Progressive Fat Cats: page 23
Fortunes of Change: The Rise of the Liberal Rich and the Remaking of 

America, by David Callahan. 

George H. Nash: Conservatism’s Indispensable Man: page 31
William F. Buckley Jr.: The Maker of a Movement, by Lee Edwards; and 

Athwart History: Half a Century of Polemics, Animadversions, 
and Illuminations: A William F. Buckley Jr. Omnibus, 

edited by Linda Bridges and Roger Kimball.

Robert F. Nagel: Loose Lips Sink Ships: page 38
Necessary Secrets: National Security, the Media, and the Rule of Law, 

by Gabriel Schoenfeld.

Carnes Lord: Decider-in-Chief: page 40
Decision Points, by George W. Bush.

Ramesh Ponnuru: Explaining Obama: page 42
Radical-in-Chief: Barack Obama and the Untold Story of

American Socialism, by Stanley Kurtz; and
The Roots of Obama’s Rage, by Dinesh D’Souza.

Daniel J. Mahoney: The Utopian Fallacy: page 49
The Uses of Pessimism: And the Danger of False Hope, by Roger Scruton.

Michael Knox Beran: Ein Volk, Ein Reich, Ein Problem: page 56
The German Genius: Europe’s Third Renaissance, the Second Scientific 

Revolution, and the Twentieth Century, by Peter Watson.

Jean M. Yarbrough: Birth of a Nation: page 59
Theodore Roosevelt’s History of the United States, His Own Words 

Selected and Arranged, by Daniel Ruddy.

Jack Rakove: The Original Revolutionary: page 62
Thomas Paine: A Collection of Unknown Writings, edited by 

Hazel Burgess; and The Political Philosophy of Thomas Paine, 
by Jack Fruchtman, Jr.

Wilfred M. McClay: Exceptionally American: page 70
Made in America: A Social History of American Culture and Character, 

by Claude S. Fischer.

Jon A. Shields: Making Religion Safe for Democracy: page 79
Taming the Gods: Religion and Democracy on Three Continents, 
by Ian Buruma.

Hillel Fradkin: God of War and Will: page 82
Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam,
by Fred M. Donner; and The Closing of the Muslim Mind:
How Intellectual Suicide Created the Modern Islamist Crisis,
by Robert R. Reilly.

William Kristol: Reconstructing the Public Philosophy: page 87
Designing a Polity: America’s Constitution in Theory and Practice, 
by James W. Ceaser.

James Q. Wilson: Uneven Progress: page 88
The History of the Social Sciences since 1945, edited by Roger E. 
Backhouse and Philippe Fontaine.

Tevi Troy: Condition Critical: page 90
The Truth About Obamacare: What They Don’t Want You To 
Know About Our New Health Care Law, by Sally C. Pipes.

Michael M. Uhlmann: Natural Law Man: page 91
Constitutional Illusions and Anchoring Truths: The Touchstone of 
the Natural Law, by Hadley Arkes.

Bradley C.S. Watson: A Plea for Positivism: page 93
The Language of Law and the Foundations of American 
Constitutionalism, by Gary L. McDowell.

Matthew Spalding: Back to Basics: page 95
The Annotated U.S. Constitution and Declaration of Independence, 
edited by Jack Rakove; and The Citizen’s Constitution: An 
Annotated Guide, by Seth Lipsky.

John Blundell: Radio Liberty: page 97
Death of a Pirate: British Radio and the Making of the 
Information Age, by Adrian Johns. 

Cheryl Miller: Feminist Action Hero: page 98
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, The Girl Who Played with Fire, 
and The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest, by Stieg Larsson.

John E. Alvis: Poet of the Street: page 106
On Whitman, by C.K. Williams.



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2010-Spring 2011 
Page 6

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

from the editor’s desk

A Decade of CRB
by Charles R. Kesler

Ten years ago the claremont institute decided to publish 
a book review. What could we have been thinking? It isn’t un-
heard of for a think tank to publish a magazine, of course, 

though it is rare for a think tank to publish a good one. For the 
Claremont Review of Books to prosper it would have to be very good, 
and it would have to meet a need that the conservative intellectual 
movement, despite its fecundity, had not satisfied.

In the inaugural issue, I posed the threshold question: Why a 
book review? Because, I wrote, 

it is a format that conservatives have not exploited, and we 
think that conservatives need, persistently and farsightedly, to 
wage the battle of ideas at the level of ideas rather than at the 
level of particular policies, important as they are. The galaxy 
of conservative journals and think tanks will continue to shine 
brightly…illuminating ideas as well as issues. But every month 
important conservative books and arguments languish, liberal 
tomes escape censure, and intelligent works of biography, his-
tory, politics, and literature remain unexamined.

The CRB set out to change that for the better, and we have suc-
ceeded remarkably, despite our remaining a David compared to the 
Goliaths of the Left. Take our most conspicuous competitor (please!): 
the New York Review of Books has scores of staffers, publishes 20 
times a year, and is read by tens of thousands of academics and lib-
eral activists, always assuming one can distinguish between an aca-
demic and a liberal activist. The Claremont Review of Books operates 
with a handful of staff (we have never had more than four full-time 
employees), publishes quarterly, and is read by mere thousands of 
people—but what people. Our readers love their country not despite 
but because of its founding principles. They believe in the liberty of 
the individual not merely on account of its material benefits, though 
these are undeniable, but because human liberty reflects the divine 
image stamped on every human soul. They cherish the civilization 
of which America is such a distinguished part, the civilization which 
Americans are once again called upon to defend against new forms of 
barbarism and tyranny, at home and abroad. 

Despite his size and shiny helmet, and his coat of mail and the 
greaves of brass upon his legs, Goliath had a weakness, which Da-

vid exploited. He smote the Philistine in the forehead. When we at 
the CRB take up our little sling, we too aim our stones at liberal-
ism’s head—its most vulnerable point. Two generations ago, men 
as cultivated as Lionel Trilling and Louis Hartz took it for granted 
that conservatism in America was either liberalism in disguise or a 
European affectation, at once aristocratic and ridiculous. Over here, 
conservatism was supposed to be inarticulate—“bookless,” John 
Kenneth Galbraith once sniffed. With his usual acuity, Galbraith’s 
pronouncement came in the midst of the century’s greatest outpour-
ing of conservative books—by such different thinkers and writers 
as Milton Friedman, Leo Strauss, Whittaker Chambers, and Wil-
liam F. Buckley, Jr. And the flow of important books and essays has 
continued—as a glance at this issue’s table of contents will confirm.

So who’s bookless now? Six years ago the publisher of the New 
Republic confessed, “It is liberalism that is now bookless and dying. 
Who is a truly influential mind in our culture? Whose ideas chal-
lenge and whose ideals inspire?… There’s no one, really.” Perhaps 
Marty Peretz missed Barack Obama’s autobiography, which inspired 
a lot of readers, or at least a lot of purchasers, once he became a 
presidential candidate. But in truth, it wasn’t the book but Obama 
in the flesh, more precisely at the podium, that caused such devo-
tees as Chris Matthews to go all tingly. In any event, the underlying 
problem is worse than Peretz realizes. As an intellectual movement, 
liberalism peaked a hundred years ago. Backhandedly, liberals have 
come around to admitting as much. From Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton to President Obama, leading liberals now prefer to be called 

“progressives,” hoping that everything old really is new again. This ex-
haustion of ideas does not imply that the printing presses have been 
stilled, to be sure, and books by and about liberals continue to pour 
forth, demanding critical attention.

We had published only four issues when the awful at-
tacks of 9/11 occurred. In a few months we shall com-
memorate their tenth anniversary. In the intervening 

years, the CRB published bracing commentaries on the war argu-
ing consistently that America’s goal should be the destruction of 
the regimes that abetted and encouraged the attack, but not the 
occupation and wholesale democratic reconstruction of the unfor-
tunate countries misruled by these regimes. Although we yield to 
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no one in our belief in the truth of the majestic propositions of the 
Declaration of Independence, we cautioned from the start that the 
right to self-government is one thing, the habits of mind and heart 
essential to self-government, quite another. In the current “Arab 
spring,” which is far from the first such season, we recommend a 
similar prudence.

These honorable disagreements over foreign policy were far differ-
ent, however, from the reaction to 9/11 among the America-haters 
here and abroad. You may recall, for example, Ward Churchill, the 
faux American Indian professor in Colorado who compared the 
Americans slaughtered on 9/11 to “little Adolf Eichmanns” who got 
exactly what they deserved. Ward Churchill is now that rarest of 
rare beings: a tenured professor who has been fired. (Though this be-
ing America, he is suing for wrongful dismissal.) In the end, he was 
fired not for his slanders against those murdered in the Twin Towers 
and the Pentagon, but because his entire so-called scholarship was a 
tissue of lies. He made up events, he invented sources, and he spun 
everything in the most tendentiously anti-American way possible. 
And his colleagues, including those who had vetted him and recom-
mended him for promotion and tenure at every turn—didn’t notice. 
Or rather, didn’t care to notice, until, that is, Churchill’s remarks 
about 9/11 drew public attention, for the first time, to the man and 
his mendacities. 

I mention this sordid episode not because it is typical of the Amer-
ican academy. It is not, though precisely as an extreme case it sheds 
interesting light on the way his defenders thought to handle the mat-
ter. He had many such defenders, the late Howard Zinn among the 
most prominent, in the pages of the New York Review of Books and 
elsewhere. (To be fair, he had critics in those same pages.) After many 
obfuscations and evasions, his diehard supporters admitted he made 
stuff up. Nevertheless, they insisted, the ideological line he followed 
was the correct one: America was and is an unjust country dedicated 
to the suppression of blacks, Indians, women, and other minorities, 
and thus his falsehoods were truer than any of the so-called truths 
of his critics.

It is against perversions of truth such as these, and the cultural 
and intellectual superiority asserted in their name, that the Clare-
mont Review of Books sets its face. Several issues ago, for instance, 
Steven Hayward replied to two Australian environmentalists whose 
book he had reviewed, unfavorably, in the previous CRB. Long ago 
Harvey Mansfield quipped that environmentalism is school prayer 
for liberals. In this case, however, the authors of The Climate Change 
Challenge and the Failure of Democracy seemed eager for downright 
authoritarian measures to force people to be green. 

How did they respond to our reviewer’s skepticism? Well, they 
did not deny that in their book “we make some favorable comments 
about China’s authoritarian capacity to deal with environmental 
problems potentially better than liberal democracies can.” Without 
quite admitting it, they proceeded to suggest why “saving the planet 
is a value that overrides democracy and freedom.” “Is Hayward really 
implying,” they asked incredulously, “…that freedom is more impor-
tant than life itself? Is this a modern day version of ‘better dead than 
red?’ If so it is absurd. No life, no freedom. Why should freedom be 
the ultimate value?” 

Why indeed? Why should freedom be worth dying for, when it 
is possible to live comfortably, and with a miniscule carbon foot-

print, as a slave? On the radical Left, and even among mainstream 
liberals, one senses a growing alienation from the republic’s pre-
cepts and precedents that bodes ill not merely for comity between 
our political parties but also for our whole experiment in self-gov-
ernment.

Yet we should not delude ourselves into thinking that 
conservatism is in robust good health, either. It is surely better 
off than liberalism, but the Right has its own problems, perhaps 

best signified by the gap between the political possibilities suddenly 
raised by the Tea Party’s emergence and the rapid electoral repudia-
tion of President Obama’s statist agenda, on the one hand, and the 
confusion over what, exactly, a return to constitutional government 
could possibly mean, on the other. 

Which is why the CRB seeks to reinvigorate the American mind 
by returning to its first principles. Here we follow the lead of the 
Claremont Institute itself, which is pledged to restore the principles 
of the American Founding to their rightful, preeminent authority 
in our public life. As Harry V. Jaffa has argued wisely and often, a 
return to the principles of the Constitution and the Gettysburg Ad-
dress requires something like a revolution not only against modern 
liberalism but also within modern conservatism. 

Some conservatives start, as it were, from Edmund Burke; others 
from Friedrich Hayek. While we respect both thinkers and their 
schools of thought, we begin instead from America, the American 
political tradition in all its genius and profundity, and the relation 
of our tradition to revealed wisdom and to what the elderly Jeffer-
son once called, rather insouciantly, “the elementary books of public 
right, as Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney, etc.” We think conser-
vatism should take its bearings from the founders’ statesmanship, 
our citizens’ loyalty to the Declaration and Constitution, and the 
scenes, both tender and proud, of our national history. This kind 
of approach clears the air. It concentrates the mind. It engages and 
informs the ordinary citizen’s patriotism. And it introduces a new, 
sharper view of liberalism as descended not from the French Revolu-
tion, the Industrial Revolution, nor (God forbid) Abraham Lincoln, 
but from that movement which, a century ago, criticized George 
Washington’s and Lincoln’s Constitution as outmoded and, as we’d 
say today, racist, sexist, and antidemocratic. The Progressives broke 
with the old Constitution and its postulates, and set out to make a 
new, living constitution and a new, unlimited state, and the Obama 
Administration’s programs are merely the latest, and worst, install-
ment of that purported evolution.

Even so, we don’t regard this view of conservatism and liberal-
ism as a dogma to which our writers must subscribe. And besides, 
man doesn’t live by politics alone. Happily, we devote attention in 
our pages to Shakespeare, Walt Whitman, Facebook (Whitman 
would have loved it), and other cultural blooms. Indeed, we aspire 
to comment on the whole panoply of the arts, sciences, and civi-
lized delights that Cicero celebrates in his marvelous phrase otium 
cum dignitate—leisure with dignity.

Ten years necessarily ring up many debts of gratitude, especially 
to our devoted staff, our expert contributors, and above all to you, 
dear reader. With your support, the Claremont Review of Books will 
continue to explore and express the common sense, and uncommon 
wisdom, of the American mind. 
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After the 
Midterms

I read James Ceaser’s analysis of 
the midterm elections with great 
interest (“The Great Repudiation,” 
Fall 2010). As I wrote in “Day of 
the Democratic Dead” (National 
Review Online, November 1), there 
is simply no other way to interpret 
this midterm other than as a “great 
repudiation” of President Obama 
and the Democratic Congress’s 
agenda. Whether that repudiation 
implies an endorsement of a “great 
restoration” of conservative ideals 
is another matter.

November’s massive result was 
historic in its scope but not in 
its nature. Since the birth of the 
modern conservative movement 
in 1955, Republicans have gained 
more than 16 seats in the House 
only four times: 1966, 1980, 1994, 
and 2010. Each pickup came after 
the Democrats had enjoyed for a 
while control of the White House 
and control of both houses of 
Congress with significant majori-
ties. The 2010 election was not 
unique: Americans have a history 
of repudiating liberalism when-
ever it is on full display.

Americans do not, however, 
have a modern history of endors-
ing small-government, constitu-

tional conservatism. In 1964, they 
decisively rejected Barry Goldwa-
ter; in 1996, they re-elected Bill 
Clinton who had presented him-
self as a brake on an ultra-con-
servative Congress. Even Ronald 
Reagan in 1980 reassured Ameri-
cans he would not challenge the 
core pillars of the welfare state.

The question conservatives 
must answer is whether this 
time is different. Recent polls 
suggest Americans want to cut 
spending and not raise taxes, but 
are as committed as ever to the 
core programs—Social Secu-
rity and Medicare—which con-
tribute the most to the federal 
government’s spending habits. 
What’s more, identification with 
the Republican Party remains at 
near 30-year lows and President 
Obama’s approval rating hovers 
at a respectable 50%.

Conservatives often believe 
America is a center-right nation, 
relying on poll data that shows 
about twice as many people say 
they are conservative as say they 
are liberal. But as I wrote in “Af-
ter the Wave” (National Affairs, 
Winter 2011), many partisan 
Democrats call themselves mod-
erates. What Republicans and 
independents view as liberalism, 
Democrats themselves view as 
moderation. This means there is 
a hidden liberal component to the 
electorate, one which makes the 
actual election results of the past 
18 years (rough partisan balance, 
with the GOP winning the popu-
lar vote for president only once) 
more understandable.

This is not to say that constitu-
tional conservatives should despair, 
but it does mean the road ahead is 
harder than we think. It would be 
relatively easy to summon forth a 
latent majority; it is harder by an 
order of magnitude to create a new 
majority out of disparate strands 
of a divided electorate.

Such statesmanship is rare, but 
we do find it. Abraham Lincoln 

created the Republican Party by 
uniting German immigrants and 
anti-immigrant Know-Nothings, 
tariff-loving Whigs and tariff-
hating anti-slavery Democrats, 
around a core commitment to re-
newing America’s promise of lib-
erty for all. Reagan re-created that 
party by uniting anti-government 
Goldwaterites with neoconserva-
tives, Western libertarians with 
Southern evangelicals around 
a similar core commitment. All 
parts of those coalitions came 
to understand their particular 
causes were only a part of a larger 
cause and gladly adopted their 
new partisan identity.

The midterm elections gave 
conservatives an opportunity to 
practice statesmanship, but do 
not foreordain the result in 2012. 
It is not too far of a stretch to 
say that the future of our unique 
American identity rides on the 
ability of conservatives, collec-
tively or through the ascension 
of a politically gifted person to 
national leadership, to summon 
forth again the better angels of 
our political nature.

Henry Olsen 
American Enterprise Institute

Washington, D.C.

I have no disagreements with 
Jim Ceaser, with whom I coau-
thored Epic Journey, a book on the 
2008 elections. Rather, I take his 
article as an occasion to reflect on 
what may come next.

In Losing to Win, their book 
on the 1996 elections, Ceaser 
and Andrew Busch argued that 
American voters tend to prefer 
divided government. Each side 
can win votes by portraying itself 
as a check on the other. Accord-
ingly, President Bush’s defeat in 
1992 enabled the GOP to take 
the House in 1994. Conversely, 
that takeover helped President 
Clinton win reelection in 1996.  

President Obama’s supporters 
are hoping that something like 
the 1996 scenario will play out 
next year. There is nothing auto-
matic about this process, however.  
In 1996, President Clinton ben-
efited not only from the elector-
ate’s Madisonian tendencies, but 
from the congressional Repub-
licans’ blunders.  If John Boeh-
ner and company can avoid the 
traps that snared their predeces-
sors, and if the party nominates 
a strong presidential candidate, 
then the GOP has a chance to 
defeat Obama.  Of course, much 
depends on future developments 
in national security and foreign 
policy that we cannot foresee.

 The situation on Capitol Hill 
is a bit clearer.  House Democrats 
will have a tough time recapturing 
a majority in 2012. If President 
Obama loses, then he will prob-
ably take some of his co-partisans 
with him.  It is difficult to pic-
ture a 2012 election plotline that 
ends with a Republican president 
and a Democratic House.  If the 
president wins, however, House 
Democrats won’t necessarily have 
any coattails to clutch.  In the last 
four presidential reelections un-
der divided government—1956, 
1972, 1984, and 1996—the elec-
torate kept the opposite party in 
control of the House.

 Democratic prospects in the 
Senate are even chancier.  Be-
cause of the cycle of Senate elec-
tions, the Democrats’ big gains 
in 2006 mean big vulnerabilities 
in 2012.  They have to defend 23 
seats, compared with only 10 for 
Republicans.  The retirements of 
Senators James Webb (Virginia), 
Jeff Bingaman (New Mexico), 
and Kent Conrad (North Da-
kota) have already given the GOP 
three clear pickup targets. Others 
will emerge in the months ahead.  
The strong possibility of a Repub-
lican majority will have the air of a 
self-fulfilling prophecy, because it 
will make it easier for GOP can-
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didates and party committees to 
collect campaign contributions.

Right after the 2008 elec-
tions, as Ceaser wrote, Demo-
crats thought that their happy 
days were here again. It could be 
a while before they get that feel-
ing again.

 
John J. Pitney, Jr.

Claremont McKenna College
Claremont, CA

Every other two years we have 
something that today is wide-
ly called the midterm election. 
Sometimes it is known as the 
off-year election. And Professor 
Ceaser in his usually insightful 
way has pointed out that the 2010 
midterm election is a Great Re-
pudiation of the 2008 vote for the 
Democratic Party in general and 
Barack Obama in particular. My 
purpose is not to challenge the 
facts of Ceaser’s essay, but to en-
courage readers to reflect on the 
constitutional framework that he 
appeals to in order to make sense 
of the facts.

He says “the midterm election 
is one of the distinctive features 
of America’s constitutional sys-
tem. By allowing an expression of 
voter sentiment separate from the 
presidential selection, midterms 
help supply the Congress with 
concrete political support for 
checking the president’s power.” 
To be rather literal for a moment, 
the phrase “midterm election” is 
nowhere to be found in Amer-
ica’s constitutional system. The 
term is an invention. It probably 
emerged in the early 20th century 
as a reflection of the Progressive 
disposition that Congress—in-
cluding congressional elections—
is a sideshow to the main event. 
Since the New Deal, we have 
been taught that the presidential 
election is the one and only true 
expression of national democracy. 
It is as if we are supposed to view 
the American constitutional sys-
tem as if it were—or should be—
the British parliamentary system.

But the president is not sup-
posed to be the prime minister 
and the Congress is not supposed 
to the Parliament. And the con-
gressional elections are not con-
stitutionally midterm or off-year 
unless we buy into the notion 
that we are or ought to be a par-
liamentary system or a mixed re-
gime. The framers did not refer to 
the House as the lower house and 
the Senate as the upper house. 
Rather they called them the first 
branch and the second branch, 
respectively. 

So, getting back to Ceaser’s ar-
ticle, which I hope it is clear I find 
fascinating and correct, perhaps 
we should also engage in an ad-
ditional Great Repudiation. Let’s 
abandon the “midterm” and “off-
year” terminology and talk about 
first-branch and second-branch 
elections. And by the way, did 
you know there is also this ad-
ditional odd election, namely the 
presidential election, which only 
occurs in leap years?

Gordon Lloyd
Pepperdine University

Malibu, CA

James W. Ceaser replies:

Fully expecting to be chastised 
by the likes of a Paul Krugman 
(for an indiscriminate use of vio-
lent terms like “repudiation”) or 
an E.J. Dionne (for a failure to de-
nounce the Tea Party’s purported 
racism), I am instead delighted to 
have the opportunity to respond 
to three insightful comments. 
Professor Gordon Lloyd reminds 
us that language is the deepest fac-
tor structuring our thought, often 
in ways of which we are entirely 
unconscious. I plead guilty to us-
ing the neologism “midterm elec-
tion” without having considered 
how it privileges that other bien-
nial election, in which members 
of Congress are chosen alongside, 
as it happens, the president of the 
United Sates. Lloyd adds a theory 
of originalism, which makes that 
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of Justice Scalia look lax by com-
parison. It demands that when 
referring to the institutions in 
our constitutional system we use 
only terms found in the original 
document or employed by the 
founders. Bravo once more. From 
this moment forward I will do 
my very best to avoid ever speak-
ing of “ judicial review,” “feder-
alism,” or the “electoral college.” 
Readers of this review will recog-
nize Professor Jack Pitney as one 
of the keenest observers of Amer-
ican politics inside of academia 
today. He is an expert on every-
thing from congressional midterm 
elections to federalism. Pitney 
seems to me to be right on target 
in his assessment of the context 
in which the 2012 campaign will 
take place. Voters will be expect-
ing Republicans to keep control 
of the House and perhaps to win 
the Senate. President Obama’s 
broad electoral strategy, already 
in evidence, tacitly acknowledg-
es and embraces this situation. 
Obama is running as a leader in 
a divided partisan arrangement, 
willing to concede defeat for his 
party in Congress in exchange for 
boosting his own chances of vic-
tory as president. If Republicans 
are to control Congress, Obama 
is telling voters, then you will 
want a Democrat as president to 
serve as a buffer against Repub-
lican sternness. The hard-edged 
populism President Obama dis-
played during his first two years 

has already begun to give way to a 
gentler form of pandering, where 
a more avuncular figure, greying 
nicely at the temples, protects 
favored groups from too many 
cuts. Voters are unlikely to find 
this campaign strategy bold, he-
roic, or even audacious, but the 
bet from the White House is 
that it will keep “Uncle Bar-
ry” around for another term. 
Finally, Henry Olsen correctly 
points out that a great repudiation 
does not a majority make. The past 
couple of decades are replete with 
repudiations—1994, 2006, and 
2008—none of which brought that 
elusive realignment that many par-
tisans proclaimed. Hope springs 
eternal, however, and Olsen has 
his sights set on a broader con-
servative majority fashioned by 
a saving statesman on the model 
of Abraham Lincoln or Ronald 
Reagan. And yet, as he knows 
full well, statesmen of this ilk are 
rare, or, as Gordon Lloyd might 
demand that we say, “enlightened 
statesmen will not always be at the 
helm.” Olsen will surely settle for 
a majority, permanent or not, in 
2012 that will last long enough to 
repeal Obamacare, set spending 
on a sensible course, and return 
Barack Obama to a respectable si-
necure at a prestigious law school, 
a position for which his talents 
so richly suit him. Would it be 
too much to count on the former 
president for a law review article 
defending punishment of ter-
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rorists by military commissions 
and indefinite detention of enemy 
combatants?

Islamic 
Disinformation

Judith Miller is a well-respect-
ed investigative journalist, but her 
review of Andrew McCarthy’s 
The Grand Jihad ignores a few 
critical facts (“Know Thy Enemy,” 
Fall 2010).

For example, she writes: “Re-
lying largely on this document 
[a Muslim Brotherhood docu-
ment written in 1991 that was 
disclosed in the 2007 trial of the 
Holy Land Foundation], Mc-
Carthy argues that Americans 
err in focusing exclusively on 
combating Muslim ‘terrorism.’” 
Not only did McCarthy pore 
through encyclopedic amounts 

of evidence during his years of 
service as one of America’s pre-
mier prosecutors of terrorists, 
the “document” in question was 
part of two truck-loads of evidence, 
including 80 banker’s boxes of files, 
seized during an FBI search. It 
was entered into evidence and 
uncontested by the defense, es-
tablishing as a legal fact at trial 
that the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
goal “is a kind of grand Jihad 
in eliminating and destroying 
the Western civilization from 
within.” This jihad begins with a 
decades-long, well financed cam-
paign of Information Warfare 
to gain public support and sym-
pathy, and culminates in seizing 
power to establish a worldwide 
Islamic Nation under which all 
parties and Islamic groups are 
united.

This campaign is far from be-
ing, as Miller puts it, a “largely 
peaceful effort by Islamists to 

‘conquer America.’” Our enemy is 
simply conducting the pre-violent 
operations of their violent plan. 
In his book, Andrew McCarthy 
courageously warns against some 
of the most prominent Islamic 
groups and spokespeople in 
America. But Miller doesn’t see it 
this way. She writes:

McCarthy confesses that 
in his “heart of hearts” he 
does not believe there truly 
is a distinction between 

“Islam” and “Islamism.” In 
other words, he believes 
that Islam itself may be our 
enemy. This leads him to a 
conclusion that should be 
disconcerting to liberals 
and conservatives alike.

But McCarthy’s fears are dis-
concerting only if he is wrong. 
Unfortunately, he is not. Our po-
litical correctness has become—

as McCarthy put it in the title 
of a previous book—a “willful 
blindness” that prevents us from 
seeing Islam for what it is: anti-
thetical to the United States and 
its principles. Andrew McCarthy 
presents facts to a candid world. 
We would do well to pay atten-
tion to these facts or suffer the 
consequences.

Michael J. Del Rosso
The Center for Security Policy

Washington, D.C.

Judith Miller replies:

In his first book, Willful Blind-
ness, Andrew McCarthy, the 
dedicated prosecutor who led 
the investigation of Blind Sheikh 
Omar Abdel Rahman and others 
who bombed the World Trade 
Center in 1993, brilliantly ex-
plored the errors, biases, and 
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naïvete among federal officials 
that led to the attack which, in 
retrospect, was militant Islam’s 
opening salvo on American soil 
in its larger war against the West. 
With the passion and attention to 
detail for which he is respected by 
lawyers of many political persua-
sions, McCarthy showed how our 
nation’s refusal to acknowledge 
the true goals and nature of the 
determined, deadly adversary we 
still battle emboldened al-Qaeda 
and lulled Americans into a dan-
gerous complacency and false 
sense of security.

But as I wrote in my review, 
McCarthy takes an intellectual 
leap in his second book, The 
Grand Jihad, suggesting that the 
enemy we face may be not just al-
Qaeda and like-minded militants, 
but Islam itself. Michael Del 
Rosso obviously believes this. In 
his letter, he chides me for failing 
to see Islam “for what it is: anti-
thetical to the United States and 
its principles.” In so doing, he has 
defined 1.5 billion people who 
call themselves Muslims as part 
of our “enemy.”

Osama bin Laden undoubtedly 
has his followers who, like him, 
want to destroy America and other 
Western countries. We also know 
that many Muslims oppose him, 
among them the patriotic Ameri-
can Muslims on whom we rely for 
information about homegrown 
radicals. The Egyptian and other 
Muslim protesters this winter did 
not raise Korans in the air or de-
nounce Western style democracy. 
They risked their lives to achieve it.

For Del Rosso to denounce 
all Muslims, in effect, as terror-
ist sympathizers is as wrong as 

for Bin Laden to call all Western-
ers “infidels.” Yes, we must defend 
ourselves from al-Qaeda and like-
minded extremists. But to treat 
all Muslims as hostile or suspect 
is to play Bin Laden’s game. And 
to paint Islam itself as “antitheti-
cal” to our nation’s principles not 
only plays into Bin Laden’s hands 
by accepting his perverse inter-
pretation of Islam as that of the 
majority of believers, but weak-
ens America’s ability to fight Is-
lamic militancy by defining those 
who should be natural allies as 
the enemy. Does Del Rosso really 
propose a campaign against 1.5 
billion Muslims?

As for my assertion that Andy 
McCarthy relies “largely” on a 
1991 Muslim Brotherhood docu-
ment to support his argument 
that the Ikhwan and like-minded 
groups are engaged in a “grand Ji-
had” to destroy Western civiliza-
tion from within, I did not mean 
to imply that McCarthy did not, 
as Mr. Del Rosso put it, “pore 
through encyclopedic amounts 
of evidence” used in his and other 
trials—hundreds of documents 
and Islamic tracts. McCarthy, 
one of our nation’s most dogged 
opponents of Islamic extremism, 
a man whom I greatly admire and 
whose blog I religiously follow, so 
to speak, is nothing if not thor-
ough. But he returns repeatedly 
to the 1991 document to support 
his premise that the threat of mil-
itant Islam may run broader and 
deeper than we know.

I, too, have disdain for those 
who dismiss or downplay the se-
riousness of the militant Islamist 
threat that confronts us. But 
the defeat of repeated efforts by 

such militants to stage another 
spectacular strike on American 
soil or to erode the widespread 
support for democracy, toler-
ance, and other core Western 
values that seem to be spreading 
throughout the world leads me to 
conclude that the militant Isla-
mist movement is losing ground 
among those they wish to per-
suade or destroy, not the oppo-
site. The thrilling pro-democracy 
upheavals in the Middle East, at 
least in their initial stage, should 
give us cause for optimism. For 
the moment, Bin Ladenism and 
militant Islam are clearly on the 
defensive.

The Second Sex

Christina Hoff Sommers 
(“Not Lost in Translation,” Fall  
2010) confesses to some residual 
affection for Simone de Beau-
voir—despite the latter’s affection 
for Soviet-style dictatorship, and 
abysmal subservience to the no-
toriously sexist Jean-Paul Sartre. 
These and other Beauvoirian hab-
its and attitudes evoke little save 
sorrow and anger in me: sorrow 
that her feminism is an unreal 
evocation of an entirely abstract 
reality tethered to an altogether 
too real loathing of all things fe-
male, especially the female body; 
and anger that the upshot is little 
save contempt for the compro-
mises of liberal democracy. 

Sommers rightly points out 
that maternity, for Beauvoir, was 
an utter disaster with the fetus 
designated delicately as a “para-
site”, among other things. Her 
entire discussion of “The Data 

of Biology” repeats and extends 
Sartre’s most loathsome musings 
on the overall nastiness of the 
female body. (For details on this, 
I suggest my 1981 book, Public 
Man, Private Woman: Women in 
Social and Political Thought, one 
of the first sustained critiques of 
Beauvoir. Needless to say, this 
was not greeted with huzzahs 
in most feminist circles—and I 
considered myself a feminist.) 
One of the most striking and 
memorable bits was Beauvoir’s 
insistence that a woman’s breasts 
are really unnecessary appendag-
es and can be excised without any 
real harm to the woman’s overall 
physical economy. Imagine the 
outrage were a male physician 
to approach mastectomy in such 
casual and dismissive terms. 

Of course I, like every other 
woman my age at the time, read 
Beauvoir, as did Sommers, and 
we were all enjoined to embrace 
the book, to cling to it as if it were 
a life-saving device of some sort. 
As a young mother, reading the 
text as I tended to three children 
to whom a fourth was soon to be 
added, The Second Sex seemed 
a recipe for self-loathing and a 
permanent depressive attitude, a 
contempt for embodied human 
life lived out, in, and through re-
lationships. Why anyone, then or 
now, could construe that as liber-
ating was, and is, beyond me. 

So I would urge Sommers, 
who criticizes Beauvoir quite ap-
propriately, to shake off the re-
sidual affection!

Jean Bethke Elshtain
University of Chicago 

Chicago, IL
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The Tao of Jerry

Essay by William Voegeli

If americans had spoken of “red states” 
and “blue states” in 1958, California 
would have been a red one. Over the pre-

ceding 70 years Democrats had never held si-
multaneous majorities in both houses of the 
state legislature. Going into the 1958 midterm 
elections, the state’s congressional delegation 
comprised 17 Republicans and 13 Democrats, 
meaning that 57% of California’s representa-
tives were Republicans at a time when the 
GOP accounted for only 45% of House mem-
bers from the other 47 states. 

The 1958 midterm elections, however, be-
gan California’s transformation into a Demo-
cratic stronghold. The party won majorities in 
both the general assembly and the state sen-
ate that year, and has never really relinquished 
them. By 2012 Democrats will have held si-
multaneous majorities in both chambers for 
50 of the preceding 54 years. Even as the na-
tional GOP mounted a surprising comeback 
in the 2010 midterm elections, noted the New 
York Times, “[t]he political chasm separating 
California and much of the rest of the nation 
grew wider as voters reaffirmed their prefer-
ence for Democrats.” Democrats won all eight 
statewide offices, held a U.S. Senate seat, and 
increased their majority in the state legisla-
ture. By one measure, California is now half-
again as blue as the rest of the country: while 
Democrats account for 42% of the members 
elected to the House of Representatives from 
the other 49 states, California’s House delega-
tion is 64% Democratic—34 out of 53.

The Democratic gubernatorial candidate 
in 1958 was the state’s attorney general, Ed-

mund G. “Pat” Brown. His victory made 
Brown only the second Democrat elected 
governor in the 20th century, following the 
single term served by Culbert Olson from 
1938 to 1942. Since 1958 the California 
Democratic Party’s relationship to the gov-
ernor’s office has been mediated by its rela-
tionship to the Brown family business. As 
Chapman University urban scholar Joel 
Kotkin points out, except for the Kennedys 
in Massachusetts no family in modern times 
has dominated one state’s politics more than 
the Browns of California. Pat Brown served 
two terms before losing the 1966 guberna-
torial election to Ronald Reagan. After one 
term as California’s Secretary of State, Ed-
mund G. Brown, Jr.—Jerry Brown—was 
elected governor in 1974. Jerry’s sister Kath-
leen was the unsuccessful Democratic nom-
inee in 1994, 12 years after the end of Jerry 
Brown’s second term. California has had 
only one Democratic governor not named 
“Brown” since 1958: Gray Davis, who won 
the office in 1998 and 2002 before losing a 
recall election in 2003. Davis, however, got 
his first job in politics as Governor Jerry 
Brown’s chief of staff. 

Half a lifetime after becoming Cali-
fornia’s youngest governor at age 36, Jerry 
Brown now returns as the oldest person 
elected to the office at age 72. His victory 
in 2010 is further evidence that California 
is a state with a long coastline and a short 
memory. During his first eight years as 
governor he found time for three unsuc-
cessful campaigns for other offices—two 

for the presidency and one for the U.S. Sen-
ate. Despite high approval ratings during his 
first term and a landslide re-election victory in 
1978, he ultimately became so unpopular that 
two Republicans successfully ran against him 
in 1982, a good year for Democrats generally. 
Pete Wilson won a senate seat by defeating 
Brown, while George Deukmejian was elected 
governor by promising to be nothing like him.

Whether he’s a better old governor than he 
was a young one will depend, in part, on how 
much Brown changed during the 28 years be-
tween his second and third terms. Familiarity 
with the unconventional politician described 
in a 1974 Time magazine cover story as a 
“tense and introverted intellectual” eventu-
ally bred contempt. By 1992, when he offered 
himself in a third failed presidential campaign 
as the last honest man in American politics, 
Mickey Kantor, who had managed Brown’s 
1976 presidential campaign and 1982 senato-
rial run, said Brown had been reduced to “a 
groping politician looking for the next thing 
he can exploit.” Newsweek ’s Jonathan Alter 
called him “a chameleon, a character assassin 
and a first-class cynic.”

Golden State No More?

More important than the ques-
tion of whether Jerry Brown 
has changed for the better is the 

fact that California has, in crucial respects, 
changed for the worse. Brown takes office at 
a time of grave fiscal peril. In December 2010 
the New York Times reported that many bond 
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market experts “fear that as states struggle 
with their growing debts, investors could de-
cide not to buy the debt of the weakest state or 
local governments,” which “would force a cri-
sis, since states cannot operate if they cannot 
borrow.” The weakest states are not an eclectic 
assortment: “It is the long-term problems of 
a handful of states, including California, Illi-
nois, New Jersey and New York, that financial 
analysts worry about most,” according to the 
Times. What that handful has in common is 
an exceptionally strong determination to de-
fend and expand “generous” and “compassion-
ate” government programs, a commitment 
that runs far ahead of their willingness to tax 
and budget for those programs, or negotiate 
sternly with the unions representing the public 
employees who deliver the programs’ services.

Californians can take scant comfort from 
the prospect that a blue-state meltdown may 
start elsewhere. (Illinois, for instance, appears 
to have dug itself into an even deeper hole.) 
No matter which other states have it worse, 
California faces years of austerity. According 
to a report issued in November 2010 by the 
Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO)—Califor-
nia’s counterpart to the Congressional Budget 
Office—the state’s general fund is heading for 
a $20 billion shortfall every year until 2016, 
as far ahead as LAO cares to project. Since 
LAO does not expect general fund revenues 
to exceed $100 billion until 2015, these defi-
cits would be more than one-fifth of the state’s 
budget for half a decade.

And that’s the good news. “We believe that 
our projections probably understate the mag-
nitude of the state’s fiscal problems during the 
forecast period,” the report says. The picture 
would have been even bleaker if LAO had fac-
tored in the billions of additional dollars Cali-
fornia must devote each year to fulfill pension 
and health care obligations to public employ-
ees who have retired or will in the future. 
(When and how the state will pay for those 
promises, and whether it will bend or break 
some—these were too murky for the agency 
to quantify and forecast.) LAO does estimate 
that the unfunded liabilities for these obli-
gations amount to $136 billion. California’s 
“long-term fiscal liabilities—for infrastruc-
ture, retirement, and budgetary borrowing—
are already huge,” the report states. “By defer-
ring hard decisions on how to finance routine 
annual budgets of state programs to future 
years, the state risks increasing further the al-
ready immense fiscal challenges facing tomor-
row’s Californians.”

Interest groups and journalists allied with 
the state Democratic Party adamantly favor 
tax increases as the centerpiece of any plan 
to restore California’s solvency. They are de-

manding, in effect, that Jerry Brown act like 
Pat Brown. Two weeks after the election, Los 
Angeles Times columnist Tim Rutten was 
giving the winning candidate history lessons 
about his father: “[K]eep in mind that one 
of Pat Brown’s first acts [as governor] was to 
push through unpopular tax increases that al-
lowed him to simultaneously erase an inher-
ited budget deficit and to increase spending on 
highway and school construction.” 

Indeed, in the diary he kept during his first 
two years in office Pat Brown wrote, “I have 
nothing but contempt for those who say that 
no new taxes are necessary.” Brown’s deeds and 
words convinced Ethan Rarick, his biogra-
pher, that if the first Governor Brown were to 
confront California’s 21st-century fiscal crisis, 
he “would trumpet government’s positive role, 
insist that those who benefit the most from 
our society should pay the most, and set about 
enacting policies to create a public sector that 
was funded both fully and fairly. In short, he 
would raise taxes, especially on the rich.”

nation’s population growth since 2000 took 
place in the nine states that have no income 
tax, which together accounted for only 19% of 
the nation’s total population at the beginning 
of the decade.

From Dream to Delusion

It’s doubtful, in other words, that 
Jerry Brown or anyone else can govern 
California at the start of this century 

the way his father governed it in the middle 
of the last one. Pat Brown was a representa-
tive Democratic politician of his era: an un-
apologetic exponent of New Deal liberalism 
but also an unreflective one. Throughout his 
political career he defined himself as a “re-
sponsible liberal.” Like “compassionate con-
servative,” it’s a label that acknowledges the 
doubts your critics have sown with their prin-
cipal accusation. “A liberal program must also 
be a responsible program,” Brown said in his 
painfully alliterative first inaugural address, 
“a reasonable, rational, realistic program. We 
must know how much it will cost and where 
the money is coming from. Benefits must be 
measured against burdens.”

After all this realism and calibration, how-
ever, the default option always remained gov-
ernment activism rather than restraint. Brown 
was never bashful about describing himself as 
“a big-government man,” and viewed the large 
deficit awaiting him upon taking office in 1959 
as a mandate to increase state revenues. 

A big part of New Deal liberalism’s strength 
was that it understood good government in a 
way that equated it with good politics. Accord-
ing to historian Martin Schiesl, for example, 
Pat Brown’s “final legacy was his generous and 
highly positive view of governmental power,” 
his faith in its capacity to “ameliorate some of 
the distressing aspects of modern society, pro-
vide all Californians with a measure of dig-
nity, and assure for them a decent and durable 
standard of living.” This belief in the govern-
ment’s ability to do good rested on accepting 
at face value what most Americans regarded 
as good. If New Deal liberals had any quar-
rel with the middle-class ethos of aspiring and 
acquiring, they kept it to themselves. The goal 
of active, ameliorative government was not 
to redirect or elevate the people’s desires, but 
simply to facilitate their pursuit of the good 
life as they understood it. 

Pat Brown had the opportunity to imple-
ment this ideology in a time and place uniquely 
favorable to it. Kevin Starr’s multi-volume his-
tory of the Golden State emphasizes the en-
during importance of the “California Dream,” 
a dream fully congruent with the New Deal 
vision. The state promised “the highest pos-

Before the ’60s happened 
in the rest of America they 

happened—harder—
in California. 

The planted axiom is that higher taxes—
California’s are already among the highest 
in the nation—will get the state through the 
recession and recovery without further re-
ductions or reorganizations of its public sec-
tor, hastening the happy day when things can 
go back to normal. The long-term structural 
deficits that appear endemic in the blue-state 
model of high taxes, big government, and 
strong public employee unions all argue, how-
ever, that “normal” is the problem. Americans 
are endorsing this proposition with the ar-
ticles they write and the bonds they sell but 
also, more importantly, by decisions about 
where to build lives and enterprises. The first 
results from the 2010 census, released in De-
cember, show that the population of Texas, a 
state with no corporate or individual income 
tax, grew twice as fast as the nation’s overall 
population between 2000 and 2010. Califor-
nia grew at the national rate, meaning that for 
the first time since 1850, the census will result 
in no additional California seats in the House 
of Representatives. (New York will lose two 
House seats; Illinois and New Jersey will each 
lose one. Texas adds four.) More generally, as 
Michael Barone has calculated, 35% of the 
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sible life for the middle classes,” Starr wrote, 
a “better place for ordinary people,” which 
meant “an improved and more affordable do-
mestic life.” After his death Kathleen Brown 
said her father had believed in “the absolute 
destiny of California to grow.” California 
doubled in population between 1950 and 
1970, surpassing New York while Brown was 
governor to become America’s most populous 
state. For every family that moved west, sever-
al who stayed behind shared the belief that the 
American dream, where the pursuit of oppor-
tunities is socially respected and governmen-
tally encouraged, culminated in the California 
dream, the “conviction,” in Starr’s words, “that 
California was the best place in the nation to 
seek and attain a better life.”

But then the gears stopped meshing. The 
politics of liberalism and the sociology of 
middle-class aspiration became estranged and 
even antagonistic. As liberalism incorporated 
the agendas, grievances, and sensibilities of 
new social and political movements, liber-
als no longer wanted to foster the California 
dream but to attack it as a meretricious, hypo-
critical snare and delusion. Looking back on 
the 1950s from the vantage point of 1995, the 
New York Times critic Frank Rich delivered 
the indictment with a characteristically light 
touch:

The truth about the 50’s is that all the 
post-World War II fissures in American 
life were present and simply papered 
over—with the aid of racial segregation, 
the denial of equal social and economic 
status to women, the repression of ho-
mosexuals and the refusal to recognize 
crimes like wife battering and child 
abuse. It was inevitable that this phony 
nirvana would crack at the seams, as it 
did in the 60’s….

If America were such a picture-
postcard of familial bliss in 1955, there 
would have been no reason to cre-
ate Disneyland, which…opened that 
year—with one of its chief attractions 
being an idyllic all-American (and all-
white) Main Street that could no longer 
be found beyond its gates.

Help-People Liberalism

Before the ’60s happened in the rest 
of America they happened—harder—
in California. Pat Brown invested high 

hopes and huge governmental outlays in a 
“master plan” for a system of public higher 
education. It would be both accessible and ex-
cellent, training and edifying young people in 
ways that prepared them to join and strength-

en the middle class. In a 1961 commencement 
address he encouraged students to energize 
American democracy by being more engaged 
with politics than the “silent generation” on 
campuses in the 1950s. “Thank God for the 
spectacle of students picketing,” he said. “At 
last we’re getting somewhere. The colleges 
have become boot camps of citizenship—and 
citizen-leaders are marching out of them…. 
Let us stand up for our students and be proud 
of them.”

Brown got more than he bargained for 
three years later, when students plunged the 
University of California’s Berkeley campus 
into turmoil after demonstrations by the 
Free Speech Movement. Its leader was Ma-
rio Savio, a 21-year-old philosophy major who 
had returned to school after volunteering for 
Freedom Summer in Mississippi. Savio’s most 
widely admired and quoted speech to the 
protesters revealed that in the course of ac-
quiring a Berkeley education a student could 
also acquire the inability to distinguish be-
tween disenfranchised, second-class citizens 
demeaned by Jim Crow and menaced by the 
Ku Klux Klan, and undergraduates at one of 
the world’s most prestigious universities, on 
whom the taxpayers were pitilessly inflicting 
a tuition-free education:

There’s a time when the operation of the 
machine becomes so odious, makes you 
so sick at heart, that you can’t take part! 
You can’t even passively take part! And 
you’ve got to put your bodies upon the 
gears and upon the wheels, upon the le-
vers, upon all the apparatus—and you’ve 
got to make it stop! And you’ve got to 
indicate to the people who run it, to the 
people who own it—that unless you’re 
free and unless they’re free, the machine 
will be prevented from working at all!

Pat Brown also championed state civil 
rights laws to end racial discrimination in em-

ployment and housing, hoping to foster a larg-
er, racially integrated middle class living the 
California dream. The widespread belief that 
race relations in California were more conge-
nial than in the South or the big cities back 
east was shattered in August 1965 when the 
Watts neighborhood in Los Angeles exploded 
in a race riot that took 34 lives and caused $40 
million in property damage, the equivalent of 
$278 million today. Nearly 14,000 National 
Guard troops pacified the streets, “roughly 
the same number of soldiers that the United 
States had used a few months before to put 
down an insurrection in the Dominican Re-
public,” Ethan Rarick notes.

Berkeley and Watts bewildered Brown. 
A prosecutor and attorney general before he 
became governor, he initially reacted to both 
convulsions by insisting on the need to uphold 
law and order. Inevitably, though, Brown’s ul-
timate reaction was that if public universities, 
civil rights laws, and social welfare programs 
had bequeathed mayhem rather than educa-
tional and racial progress, this only proved...
the need for more public universities, civil 
rights laws, and social welfare programs. The 
adherents of responsible liberalism had no 
interest in pursuing questions about whether 
liberalism might have been responsible for cre-
ating (or at least was irrelevant to preventing) 
lawless disorder; the need for an ever bigger 
welfare state became, in effect, an unfalsifiable 
proposition. 

Brown’s final three years in the governor’s 
mansion were also Lyndon Johnson’s first 
three in the White House. Despite getting 
along badly, the two men shared a governing 
philosophy. “[T]here is a difference between 
responsibility and timidity,” Brown said, “and 
we are resolved to be governed more by our 
hopes than by our fears.” The weekend after 
John Kennedy was assassinated, the chair-
man of the Council of Economic Advisors 
briefed Lyndon Johnson on proposals JFK 
had sought for federal initiatives to reduce 
poverty. According to many accounts Johnson 
said, “That’s my kind of program. It will help 
people.” It would be difficult to imagine a less 
rigorous criterion for launching or expanding 
social programs.

A serious difficulty with help-people liber-
alism is that it is content to judge itself solely 
on the basis of the immediate impact it has on 
the people in the direct center of the helper’s 
field of vision. The potential for a government 
program to inflict collateral damage on third 
parties by diverting resources from produc-
tive uses, or to create new problems for the 
intended beneficiaries, is discounted because 
those people and problems lie beyond a tightly 
constricted horizon. This disposition was the 

jerry brown
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basis for the complaint by David Stockman, 
President Reagan’s budget director, about lib-
eralism’s “single-entry bookkeeping,” which 
treated benefits bestowed here as if they had 
nothing to do with costs imposed there.

The fecklessness that fails to consider sec-
ond- and third-order consequences is not just 
fiscal, however, but moral. Rarick tells how 
Pat Brown, in his final days in office, com-
muted a convicted rapist’s life sentence, then 
felt “anguish” years later when he learned 
that after being paroled the man had raped 
again, this time murdering one of his vic-
tims by stabbing, strangling, and ultimately 
drowning her. Brown’s hopes for rehabilita-
tion had triumphed over any fears he had 
about recidivism, and caused a private citizen 
entitled to expect that her safety would be an 
overriding government imperative to die in 
terror and agony.

Father and Son

Public personas less alike than pat 
and Jerry Brown’s are difficult to imag-
ine. Pat Brown was a politician like 

Hubert Humphrey and Bill Clinton, one who 
never saw a hand he didn’t want to shake or 
a room he didn’t want to work. Jerry Brown 
came across like Adlai Stevenson and Eugene 
McCarthy, men who got into politics in order 
to demonstrate their superiority to it. He once 
explained that what most struck him about 
the politics that was all around him when he 
was growing up was, “[t]he grasping, the ar-
tificiality, the obvious manipulation and role-
playing, the repetition of emotion without 
feeling—particularly that.” In 1996 he said 
politics, “a power struggle to get to the top of 
the heap,” is “based on illusions.”

Californians who, even now, aren’t sure 
what to make of Jerry Brown are in good com-
pany. Pat Brown told a journalist during his 
son’s first term as governor, “He knows me a 
lot better than I know him. I guess I’m just 
more outgoing than he is. Sometimes I’m not 
sure I really know Jerry.”

During Jerry Brown’s early years in politics 
many journalists theorized about the relation-
ship between the back-slapping father and his 
aloof son. The resulting articles were mostly 
speculative rubbish, made worse by psycho-
babble. One of the few still worth reading is 
a 1976 New York Review of Books profile by 
Garry Wills, “The Anti-Papa Politics.” Pat 
Brown, Wills wrote, was “a sentimentally 
good-natured man, but one who resisted po-
litical pressure poorly.” His son, by contrast, 
“has a genuine compassion for the poor and 
mistreated; but he seems to feel it best from 
some height of ordered action.” Wills con-

cludes that the younger Brown’s “real guiding 
principle” is the determination “to repeat his 
father’s career without being like his father.”

Father and son differed in ways more im-
portant than their demeanors on rope-lines. 
In his first inaugural address Pat Brown said 
“the explosive growth of our population and 
economy” was “magnificent,” and pledged “a 
confident, pioneering leadership, ready to wel-
come growth, pursue its promise, and prepare 
for tomorrow.” Those preparations meant, 
above all, ambitious government capital proj-
ects. California built over 1,000 miles of free-
ways during the eight years Pat Brown was 
governor. His proudest achievement was the 
California Water Project, a system of dams 
and aqueducts that brought water from the 
state’s northern rivers to Central Valley farm-
lands and dry, southern metropolises. 

The environmental movement, nascent 
when Brown left office in 1966, came to view 
such infrastructure as an accommodation, 
and therefore a capitulation, to the rapa-
cious growth rendering California, America, 
and the planet uglier and less inhabitable. 
Whereas Pat Brown celebrated that growth 
as California’s destiny, Jerry Brown treated it 
like an affliction. Joel Kotkin points out that 
one fifth of state spending under Pat Brown 
was devoted to capital outlays; only 5% when 
his son was governor. Jerry Brown’s attitude 
to roads, dams, and infrastructure in general 
reversed not only his father’s inclination but 
the whole Field of Dreams formula: if you don’t 
build it, they won’t come. In California, Inc., 
a book by Kotkin and Paul Grabowicz pub-
lished in 1982, one of Governor Brown’s advi-
sors tells them:

Jerry’s attitudes developed all the years 
watching the political activity around 
his father. This build, build, build thing 
was just prevalent. He could remember 
seeing the cement builders...applauding 
loudly about paving over the state. It all 

began a real questioning of the values of 
the Democratic Party, questioning all 
the programs and the money. 

Far more than his father, Jerry Brown 
governed California as if aware of the law of 
unintended consequences. The problem was 
that environmental crusades could lead his 
administration to emphasize consequences 
harmful to fish and birds over those affecting 
people. Brown appeared to have exhausted 
Californians’ patience and ruined his once-
promising political career in 1981 when he 
refused to allow the California Department 
of Food and Agriculture to use helicopters to 
spray Malathion, a chemical agent routinely 
used in other states, on farmland infested by 
the Mediterranean fruit fly. Brown relented 
only after foreign countries began refusing, 
and the federal government threatened to 
quarantine, California produce. The veteran 
California journalist Peter Schrag’s verdict on 
Brown’s conduct during the med-fly episode 
was that he had “exaggerated the health haz-
ards of every technological attempt to control 
the environment.” 

Being Different

Wills’s contention that jerry 
Brown’s “guiding principle” is to 
avoid being like his father is plau-

sible, but leads to a deeper problem: not much 
guidance is provided by the “principle” of be-
ing different from someone else. Forty years 
after Brown was first elected to statewide of-
fice, the Tao of Jerry resists comprehension. 
Even the journalist Roger Rapoport, who told 
an interviewer three years ago, “I really like 
Jerry Brown,” wrote a sour conclusion to Cali-
fornia Dreaming: The Political Odyssey of Pat 
and Jerry Brown (1982), an admiring book on 
the Browns at the end of the younger man’s 
second term as governor:

Too often Jerry starts out in one di-
rection with great fanfare, has second 
thoughts, and ends up following an en-
tirely different course, all the while pre-
tending he never changed his initial po-
sition. And while this sort of zero-based 
thinking may suit a philosopher, real 
people with real problems inevitably de-
mand more programmatic clarity from 
their political leaders, as well as a great-
er commitment to following through on 
last year’s good ideas.

His pivots, however, have ended up helping 
Brown. The innumerable contradictory, gno-
mic, and elliptical things he has said over his 

pat brown
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career have forged a sturdy Teflon armor for 
him. Journalists and voters dismiss utterances 
that would damage any other politician as just 
further instances of Jerry being Jerry.

Brown’s unusual approach has also inocu-
lated him from the charge of being a hack. 
Brown works hard to convey that he—unlike 
his father, unlike the vast majority of politi-
cians—doesn’t especially care whether you 
like him or not, which earns him the benefit of 
the doubt that he’s telling you what he really 
thinks rather than what you want to hear. 

Furthermore, Brown cares even less about 
making sense than he does about making 
friends. When challenged about taking po-
sitions diametrically opposed to ones he had 
taken in the past, Brown turns the question 
around in a way that makes his variability 
empirical and flexible, and the questioner’s 
concern with consistency narrowly dogmatic. 
“You grow. You learn from mistakes. Positions 
evolve,” he blithely told one reporter in 1992 
who asked about his many reversals. “You ex-
periment…. You can’t keep repeating.”

During his first eight years as governor 
Brown often said, in a similar vein, that you 
steer the canoe forward by paddling some-
times on the left and sometimes on the right. 
He paddled on the right enough to anger more 
than a few Democrats. On 12 occasions dur-
ing his first two terms as governor the Demo-
cratic legislature overrode his vetoes; no gov-
ernor of either party has had a veto overridden 
since. It would have been no surprise to hear 
Ronald Reagan say:

Government is not the basic reality. 
People are. The private sector. And gov-
ernment is just a limited power to make 
things go better. Now we’re inverting 
that, and government is all-pervasive. 
Every time you turn around there’s gov-
ernment. I think that’s not part of the 
American character.

The governor who said that, however, was not 
Pat Brown’s victorious opponent, but Brown’s 
son. In connection with their observation that 
Jerry Brown’s budget cutting “was more vig-
orous and successful than Reagan’s,” Kotkin 
and Grabowicz cite one disaffected liberal 
who said, “When Jerry Brown talks about 
lowering expectations, he is really talking 
about lowering expectations for the poor, the 
mentally ill and the disabled.” Brown would 
campaign for president in 1980 as an advocate 
of a balanced budget amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution, and then in 1992 as a champion 
of the flat tax.

Brown paddled left and right with partic-
ular vigor in 1978, the year he ran for reelec-

tion to a second term and the voters enacted 
Proposition 13, which cut property taxes 
deeply and made future tax increases more 
difficult. In the weeks before the June 1978 
primary, where Proposition 13 was the main 
event, Brown opposed it categorically, calling 
it “a consumer fraud, expensive, unworkable 
and crazy.” Yet 13 received 65% of the vote on 
a day when 69% of the eligible voters went to 
the polls, “an extraordinary turnout for a pri-
mary election in a nonpresidential year,” ac-
cording to Peter Schrag. Brown’s Republican 
opponent, Attorney General Evelle Younger, 
thought the incumbent was doomed after 
opposing such a popular measure. Proclaim-
ing himself a “born-again tax cutter,” how-
ever, Brown maneuvered so quickly to es-
tablish his determination to implement the 
ballot proposition successfully that a poll 
before the November election showed that 
a majority of Californians thought Brown 
had favored the proposition all along. “We 
have our marching orders from the people,” 
Brown said shortly after the June election. 
“This is the strongest expression of the dem-
ocratic process in a decade.” By contrast, Pat 
Brown, a big-government man who never 
saw much need to paddle on the other side 
of the canoe, bluntly told an interviewer in 
1978 that Proposition 13 had “cut the guts 
out of a great government.”

Strange Sabbatical

Brown’s defeat in the 1982 senate 
election started a long, strange sab-
batical from public life that nearly 

every observer thought would be perma-
nent. After leaving Sacramento, Brown prac-
ticed law, spent a few months studying Zen 
in Japan, and briefly tended to the sick with 
Mother Teresa in India. In 1989 he returned 
to politics, sort of, winning the chairmanship 
of the California Democratic Party. In order 
to overcome convention delegates’ misgivings 
about his commitment to the work, Brown 
“spent months on the telephone convincing 
Democrats that he was serious” about “the of-
ten plodding administrative tasks of running 
a state political organization,” according to the 
New York Times. Brown quit the job in 1991, 
saying he found the “nuts and bolts” aspects of 
politics boring.

His strident and obviously hopeless run 
for the presidency in 1992 threatened to turn 
Brown into his generation’s Harold Stassen, 
minus the redeeming sense of dignity. By 
mutual consent Brown had little public in-
volvement with his sister’s 1994 gubernato-
rial campaign, declaring himself a “recovering 
politician” who had already done “the hack 
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politics.” Brown’s political venues became an 
activist group, We the People, and a call-in 
show on the left-of-Lenin Radio Pacifica. An 
article Brown wrote for the Earth Island Jour-
nal in 1996, “How to Avert Global Calamity,” 
condemned Orlando’s Disney World in terms 
that make Frank Rich’s views on Disneyland 
seem temperate:

Could this be the ersatz answer to the 
awesome challenge of the age? Create a 
perfect, corporate reality that provides 
crime-free, clean fun. Like the triumph 
of McDonaldization, Disneyfication of 
existence promises certainty, predict-
ability and wonderfully sanitary con-
ditions. Few infantilized and soothed 
people will worry about soil loss or glob-
al warming or an overcrowded world 
haunted by hungry people.

That same year Brown gave an interview 
where he was asked whether his “unreliev-
edly grim” 1992 presidential campaign hadn’t 
been excessive. To the contrary, Brown said, 
“I don’t know that I was angry enough. I 
think if we’re talking about indignation at in-
justice and deception, I would say that I really 
haven’t attained the level of anger appropriate 
to the evil that is engulfing the country and 
the world.”

It’s difficult but important to remember 
that these reflections are taken, not from the 
Unabomber manifesto or a Rolling Stone inter-
view with some self-enthralled, self-medicated 
artiste, but from the public discourse of a man, 
approaching his 60th birthday, who had gov-
erned the largest state in the Union for eight 
years. They do not, moreover, sound like the 
remarks of a prospective candidate for any fu-
ture office. But in 1997 Brown decided he had 
recovered from being a politician as much as 
he cared to, and announced his candidacy to 
be mayor of Oakland. (He reentered politics, 
coincidentally or not, the year after Pat Brown 
died.) Brown won the 1998 election, was re-
elected in 2002, and then won another of his 
father’s previous jobs when he was elected at-
torney general in 2006.

A Very Good Hater

If jerry brown had decided against 
resuming a political career, his slender 
legacy would have been dominated by the 

idiosyncrasies he indulged and the promise 
he never fulfilled. It would have been marked, 
above all, by his inability (shared with the 
Democrats of his generation) to fashion a co-
herent, workable ideology to succeed the “re-
sponsible liberalism” shared by Pat Brown and 

Democrats of his generation. As opaque as he 
can be in general, Jerry Brown’s aversion to the 
style and substance of New Deal liberalism has 
never been hard to read. “As a politician,” Gar-
ry Wills wrote, Brown “is a very good hater.” 
He clearly hated interest-group liberalism—
the deals, the compromises, and the pursuit of 
narrow, selfish advantages cynically dressed up 
in the language of social justice. “Brown shows 
an open contempt for political hacks,” Wills 
observed, “and gets furious at their attempts 
to influence him.”

Brown’s low opinion of the pursuit of self-
interest applies to citizens outside the politi-
cal process as well as to players in the game. 
His scorn for Disney World’s crime-free and 
sanitary conditions is connected to disap-
proval of the infantilized customers who flock 
to that ersatz experience, and who demand 
something like it in the Real World when 
they come home from vacation. In 1986 three 
of the justices Brown had appointed to the 
state supreme court were defeated in a popu-
lar retention election and forced off the bench. 
The most controversial was chief justice Rose 
Bird, appointed by Brown despite her lack of 
judicial experience. During her nine years on 
the court Bird voted to overturn each of the 
61 death sentence cases that came before her. 
She was, apparently, not adroit enough to re-
position herself during the 1986 election as a 
born-again crime fighter. After Bird died in 
1999 Brown described her as “perhaps the last 
champion of a more sensitive and empathetic 
perspective” on capital punishment. 

Harold Macmillan once said that what 
gave him the most satisfaction about his long 
career in British politics was the sight of “a 
line of family cars, filled with fathers, moth-
ers, children, uncles, aunts, all making their 
way to the seaside.”

Ten years ago most of them would not 
have had cars, would have spent their 
weekends in the back streets, and would 
have seen the seaside, if at all, once a 
year. Now—now—I look forward to 
the time, not far away, when those cars 
will be a little larger, a little more com-
fortable, and all of them will be carrying 
on their roofs boats that they may enjoy 
at the seaside.

It’s easy to imagine Pat Brown, whose free-
ways and aqueducts brought the California 
dream within reach of millions, taking similar 
pride in facilitating humble but widespread 
aspirations. It’s impossible to imagine Jerry 
Brown feeling the same way. The “political 
leaders who most intrigue him are Mao Tse-
tung and Ho Chi Minh,” Wills wrote. “It is 

the ability to organize a people to puritanical 
effort and standards that he admires.” 

During his recent term as attorney general, 
Brown threatened to file suit against munici-
palities whose zoning and development policies 
encouraged new subdivisions of single-family 
homes, rather than the high-density housing 
developments clustered near mass transit lines 
that Brown favors. Joel Kotkin points out that 
natural science hasn’t settled the question of 
whether the type of restrictions Brown favors 
would in fact reduce a metropolitan area’s car-
bon footprint. (For one thing, when Ameri-
cans in general and Californians in particular 
say they support mass transit, what they mean 
is they support other people using mass tran-
sit, other people who will unclog the roads for 
the rest of us by riding trains and buses. When 
nearly everyone feels this way, however, nearly 
everyone sits in the same traffic jams watching 
heavily subsidized, half-empty trains roll by.) 
The political science is straightforward, how-
ever: four out of five Californians would rather 
inhabit single-family homes, the most basic 
element of the California dream, than live in 
apartment buildings, according to a poll by 
the Public Policy Institute of California. In-
deed, the Los Angeles Weekly discovered that 
many of the city’s most prominent advocates of 
“smart growth” reside in single-family houses 
so far removed from the nearest mass transit 
as to make driving a car their only transporta-
tion option.

It’s just as well that the Democrats of Jerry 
Brown’s era who found New Deal liberal-
ism squalid and ignoble never came up with 
a policy agenda to implement their cultural 
critique. It’s very difficult to imagine the set 
of laws and regulations that would have ef-
fected Americans’ disembourgeoisement, and 
even harder to envision the successful politi-
cal campaign that would have secured support 
for it. The worst thing even Frank Rich had 
to say about Disneyland in a recent column 
was not that it distracts us from our society’s 
pervasive bigotries and pathologies, but that 
too many Americans now lack the economic 
wherewithal and security to go there.

What Comes Next

Jerry brown won’t be remembered, 
then, as the Democrat who figured out 
What Comes Next. Instead, he finds 

himself in his eighth decade with a surprising 
opportunity to clarify whether What Came 
Before can or can’t work. One of the virtues 
of American federalism is that it allows for 
50 answers, rather than just one, to the ques-
tion of whether government should be expen-
sive and expansive, or cheap and bare-bones. 
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The especially precarious finances of states 
that have embraced the former approach, like 
California and New York, suggest that the 
blue-state model, whatever its abstract vir-
tues, suffers from a severe practical defect: it’s 
doomed if the people who live under it, ac-
cepting or even demanding its benefits with 
their votes, are unwilling to pay its bills. That 
will be the result if they’re selfish and irratio-
nal, but also if they have plausible doubts that 
the government hasn’t been zealous, or even 
serious, about providing its benefits fairly and 
efficiently, calling into question whether what 
government costs significantly exceeds what 
it requires.

For Pat Brown Democrats, within Cali-
fornia and beyond, the story is tragic but 
simple—responsible liberalism got mugged 
by irresponsible conservatism. Californians 
were enjoying excellent public services, con-
fident that the corresponding taxes were lev-
ied fairly and necessarily, when gluttonous 
corporations and conservative ideologues be-
guiled the voters into forsaking paradise by 
passing Proposition 13. Ever since that Fall, 
California’s vital programs have been chroni-

cally underfunded, as state and local govern-
ments have temporized from one fiscal crisis 
to the next.

It’s a plotline with serious holes, as we say 
in Los Angeles. It’s not clear, for one thing, 
why voters who had so many reasons to be 
satisfied with the status quo were so suscep-
tible to conservatives’ appeals to the baser an-
gels of our nature. Nor does it make sense that 
once the voters committed this huge blunder, 
and its dreadful consequences were manifest, 
neither they nor the legislators ever serious-
ly entertained the idea of reversing or even 
modifying it. Finally, states that never really 
had a tax revolt, like New York and Illinois, 
are facing long-term fiscal prospects as daunt-
ing as California’s, suggesting the blue-state 
model has essential flaws, rather than merely 
ones attributable to the accidents of Califor-
nia politics.

Given the structural deficits now faced by 
so many European social democracies, Jerry 
Brown will get to close his political career 
by weighing in on a question of great impor-
tance beyond California’s borders and Amer-
ica’s shores. Can the proposition his father 

considered self-evident—that activist gov-
ernment can ameliorate distressing aspects 
of modern life, and assure people a decent, 
durable standard of living—be made to work 
in the long run? Or must it succumb to the 
fatal flaws of disposing citizens to abuse gov-
ernment benefits by taking them for granted, 
and government to abuse taxpayers by taking 
them for granted? 

There’s no prospect Governor Brown will 
solve this dilemma by organizing Californians 
to puritanical effort and standards. If the final 
chapter in his biography is to be a happy one, 
he will, instead, persuade the people to pay 
for what they get from government and give 
them compelling, tangible reasons to believe 
that what they get is worth all that they’re be-
ing asked to pay. Though he’ll paddle left, and 
paddle right, it’s no longer just a question of 
whether the ship will remain on course, but 
whether it can stay afloat.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books and the author of Never 
Enough: America’s Limitless Welfare State 
(Encounter Books).
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Book Review by Steven F. Hayward

Standing Pat
Daniel Patrick Moynihan: A Portrait in Letters of an American Visionary, 

edited by Steven R. Weisman.  Public Affairs, 705 pages, $35

In 2000, shortly before he left the 
Senate, Daniel Patrick Moynihan gave a 
speech fully displaying the paradoxes that 

defined his career. Soaring prescription drug 
prices were a hot issue at the time. Incoming 
President George W. Bush’s eventual solution 
was Medicare Part D, a costly new entitle-
ment that had the dubious distinction of being 
wholly unfunded. Moynihan urged a different 
approach: price controls. But, he added, “when 
we do that, we’d better hope the Swiss phar-
maceutical industry keeps working,” because 
the shrunken profits of American pharmaceu-
tical companies would constrict their ability to 
innovate. There, distilled in consecutive sen-
tences, was the Moynihan contradiction—the 
confidence in using government to solve social 
problems, alongside the clear-eyed recognition 
that the limitations and unintended conse-
quences of government intervention cannot be 
wished away. 

Moynihan seemed to be in the middle of 
every major political controversy for 40 years. 
As a result, this new collection of his letters, 
memoranda, and diary entries, ably edited 
and annotated by former New York Times re-
porter Steven Weisman, illuminates not only 
Moynihan’s thought and character, but the 
age he lived in. 

Few analysts were more prescient; the 
harder questions about Moynihan’s legacy 
are to what extent he made a difference, and 

whether the differences he did make were for 
the better or worse. Moynihan predicted back 
in 1965 that the increase of illegitimacy and 
single-mother households would bring social 
disaster for black communities. He told Rich-
ard Nixon in 1969 that women’s rights would 
be the emerging issue of the 1970s. Moynihan 
and Ronald Reagan were the only two public 
officials who predicted in the early 1980s that 
the Soviet Union was on the verge of collapse. 

“The defining event of the decade,” the senator 
wrote in 1980, “might well be the breakup of 
the Soviet Union.” 

Moynihan didn’t get everything right. In 
1964 he brought Ralph Nader to Washing-
ton—a mistake that had the unintended con-
sequence of preventing an Al Gore presidency 
37 years later. Moynihan thought Watergate 
would destroy conservatism. Above all, he 
was spectacularly wrong in predicting that the 
1996 welfare reform act would result in mil-
lions of destitute families and children living 
on the street. “Thus ends the progressive era,” 
he declared in a note to himself. If only.

Because moynihan wrote and spoke 
with an insider’s discernment and clarity 
about the defects of liberalism, conser-

vatives often liked him. Although he compiled 
a near-perfect liberal voting record during his 
24 years in the Senate, liberals often did not 
like him. His candor about the severity of so-

cial pathologies and the limited ability of public 
policy to ameliorate them was a greater affront 
than conservatives’ opposition. Like devout ad-
herents of other faiths, modern liberals believe 
apostates are worse than infidels. 

In 1989 Moynihan defended his consis-
tency in a letter to Louis Henkin of Columbia 
University: “I had never represented myself as 
anything other than a liberal Democrat. Ac-
cordingly, my votes didn’t take any explaining. 
What would have taken explaining was to 
have started voting differently.” (In one of his 
older letters—from 1963—Moynihan says “I 
believe in quotas and lots of other un-Amer-
ican devices.”) He went on to explain why so 
many on the Left made him a pariah:

Those of us who began writing about 
these [social policy] matters in the 1960’s 
were fully in agreement with all that lib-
eralism was attempting. But we began to 
worry as to whether we would bring it off. 
This kind of critique was much too often 
greeted as a renunciation of goals rather 
than an inquiry as to means.

As a White House advisor writing to Presi-
dent Nixon in 1969, however, Moynihan ex-
pressed deep misgivings about what liberalism 
was attempting: “The fact is that the more one 
knows about welfare the more horrible it be-
comes: but not because of cheating, rather be-
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cause the system destroys those who receive it, 
and corrupts those who dispense it.” He made a 
similar point 20 years later in a letter to a liber-
al Democrat, Governor Mario Cuomo of New 
York: “There are simply limits to what can be 
achieved by large hierarchical government or-
ganizations.” Yet Moynihan seldom seemed to 
mark out those limits in his legislating. How to 
make sense of this cognitive dissonance, which 
looks like political fecklessness?

The simplest explanation is that 
Moynihan, who was elected to the 
Senate in 1976 after narrowly defeat-

ing the far-left congresswoman Bella Abzug 
in a Democratic primary, had a practical need 
to vote Left if he wanted to survive as a New 
York politician. Indeed, in subsequent elections 
left-wing activists made noises about running 
a challenger against him. A more generous ac-
count is that as an FDR Democrat who identi-
fied with the working class, Moynihan was, for 
all his intellectual independence, a loyal team 
player when it came time to vote aye or nay. 

Both explanations are perfectly reason-
able, as Moynihan himself might have put 
it. But a close reading of his letters suggests 
other, more discouraging possibilities. As one 
would expect, Moynihan is more candid in 
private communications about certain deli-
cate points than he chose to be in his speeches 
and published articles. In the 1970s, for ex-
ample, Moynihan wrote publicly, “Liberalism 
faltered when it turned out it could not cope 
with truth,” and contended the new political 
culture of the Left “rewarded the articulation 
of moral purpose more than the achievement 
of practical good.” In his letters he was more 
accusatory, writing to E.J. Dionne in 1991, 

“The liberal project began to fail when it began 
to lie. That was the mid sixties…the rot set in 
and has continued since.” 

Moynihan had raw personal reasons for 
feeling this way. As an assistant secretary of 
labor, he wrote the famous report in 1965 on 
the looming crisis of the black family. Both 
he and the report quickly became the objects 
of remarkably strident attacks that marked 
the beginning of political correctness—the 
willful, often enforced closing of minds to in-
convenient topics and perspectives. (The de-
nunciations grew louder four years later when 
Moynihan’s “benign neglect” memo to Nixon 
was leaked to the press. It argued, quite sen-
sibly, “We may need a period in which Negro 
progress continues and racial rhetoric fades.”) 
The author of the “Moynihan Report” noted 
in 1985 that because of the firestorm it occa-
sioned, “a twenty year silence commenced in 
which almost no one worked on the subject [of 
race].” In another letter to an old colleague he 

Excerpts from Ambassador Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan’s statement on the United Nations 
resolution equating Zionism with racism, 
delivered on November 10, 1975.

The United States rises to declare 
before the General Assembly of the 
United Nations, and before the world, 
that it does not acknowledge, it will not 
abide by, it will never acquiesce in this 
infamous act.

Not three weeks ago, the United 
States Representative in the Social, Hu-
manitarian, and Cultural Committee 
pleaded in measured and fully consid-
ered terms for the United Nations not to 
do this thing. It was, he said, “obscene.” 
It is something more today, for the fur-
tiveness with which this obscenity first 
appeared among us has been replaced by 
a shameless openness….

As this day will live in infamy, it be-
hooves those who sought to avert it to 
declare their thoughts so that histori-
ans will know that we fought here, that 
we were not small in number—not this 
time—and that while we lost, we fought 
with full knowledge of what indeed 
would be lost….

The proposition to be sanctioned by 
a resolution of the General Assembly 
of the United Nations is that “Zionism 
is a form of racism and racial discrimi-
nation.” Now this is a lie. But as it is a 
lie which the United Nations has now 
declared to be a truth, the actual truth 
must be restated.

The very first point to be made is that 
the United Nations has declared Zion-
ism to be racism—without ever having 
defined racism. “Sentence first—verdict 
afterwards,” as the Queen of Hearts said. 
But this is not wonderland, but a real 
world, where there are real consequences 
to folly and to venality….

The word “racism” is a creation of the 
English language, and relatively new to it. 
It is not, for instance, to be found in the 
Oxford English Dictionary. The term de-
rives from relatively new doctrines—all 
of them discredited—concerning the hu-
man population of the world, to the effect 
that there are significant biological differ-
ences among clearly identifiable groups, 
and that these differences establish, in 
effect, different levels of humanity….

(continued on next page)

added, “We have paid a fearful price for what 
American scholars in those years decided not 
to learn about.”

As important as race was, liberals closed 
ranks and minds about even bigger questions. 
By the time Moynihan went to work for Nix-
on in 1969, he perceived that liberalism was 
fast decaying into something loathsome and 
terrifying. In 1970 he wrote to H.R. Halde-
man, Nixon’s chief of staff:

What we are facing is the onset of nihil-
ism in the United States…. The three 
most important points are that nihil-
ists are almost entirely drawn from the 
educated, even upper classes. They are 
extremely idealistic, seeing themselves 
as agents of the purest charity. They are 
violent in the most extreme ways.

As an example Moynihan singled out Ber-
nadine Dohrn, a leader of the anti-war terror-
ist group, the Weather Underground, who 
went on to become one of Barack Obama’s 
Hyde Park supporters. 

That he wasn’t thinking just of the New 
Left radical fringe was made clear in Moyni-
han’s speculation to Nixon, “Are we then wit-
nessing the ultimate, destructive working out 
of the telos of liberal thought?” In another 
note to Nixon he observed: “The elite intelli-
gentsia of the country are turning against the 
country—in science, in politics, in the foun-
dations of patriotism. How can we not pay for 
this?”

Given such clarity about the com-
pleteness of the liberal collapse, how 
is it that Moynihan never seriously 

considered switching sides, openly joining 
the conservative opposition? His private writ-
ings offer several explanations, starting with 
his basic conviction that conservatives weren’t 
up to the job. Several letters attest to his be-
lief that the Left was more competent than 
the Right. “I kept trying to tell people in the 
[Nixon] administration that a fundamental 
fact of their dialectical and rhetorical position 
was that they were permanently outclassed.” 
To Vice President Spiro Agnew, whose fierce 
rhetoric against liberals he wanted to tone 
down, Moynihan argued:

It comes to this. You are hopelessly out-
numbered…. There are not a half dozen 
other Republicans who are in any way 
so disposed and so equipped. You are 
alone. You have no troops. No one car-
ries on your argument, no one elabo-
rates it, no one initiates comparable and 
parallel arguments. No journal of any 
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This meaning is clear. It is equally 
clear that this assumption, this belief, 
has always been altogether alien to 
the political and religious movement 
known as Zionism…. Now it was the 
singular nature—if I am not mistak-
en, it was the unique nature—of this 
national liberation movement that 
in contrast with the movements that 
preceded it, those of that time, and 
those that have come since, it defined 
its members in terms not of birth, but 
of belief. That is to say, it was not a 
movement of the Irish to free Ireland, 
or of the Polish to free Poland, not a 
movement of Algerians to free Alge-
ria, nor of Indians to free India…. To 
the contrary, Zionists defined them-
selves merely as Jews, and declared 
to be Jewish anyone born of a Jewish 
mother or—and this is the absolutely 
crucial fact—anyone who converted 
to Judaism. Which is to say, in the 
terms of the International Conven-
tion on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Racial Discrimination, adopted by 
the 20th General Assembly, anyone—
regardless of “race, colour, descent, or 
national or ethnic origin….” 

What we have at stake here is not 
merely the honor and the legitimacy of 
the State of Israel—although a chal-
lenge to the legitimacy of any member 
nation ought always to arouse the vigi-
lance of all members of the United Na-
tions. For a yet more important matter 
is at issue, which is the integrity of that 
whole body of moral and legal precepts 
which we know as human rights.

The terrible lie that has been told 
here today will have terrible conse-
quences. Not only will people begin 
to say, indeed they have already begun 
to say, that the United Nations is a 
place where lies are told, but far more 
serious, grave and perhaps irreparable 
harm will be done to the cause of hu-
man rights itself. The harm will arise 
first because it will strip from racism 
the precise and abhorrent meaning 
that it still precariously holds today. 
How will the peoples of the world feel 
about racism, and about the need to 
struggle against it, when they are told 
that it is an idea so broad as to include 
the Jewish national liberation move-
ment?

intellectual status is open to your point 
of view…. My point would be this. You 
cannot win the argument you are now 
engaged in. Frankly, the longer you pur-
sue it, I expect the more you will lose.

These firm beliefs about the correlation of 
political and intellectual forces help explain the 
single instance in which Moynihan worked to 
make a Republican administration less, rather 
than more, cautious and centrist. As ambassa-
dor to the United Nations in 1975–76 under 
President Gerald Ford, Moynihan pointedly 
said the U.S. should “raise hell” and go into ex-
plicit opposition in the General Assembly. And 
then he raised hell, calling out Turtle Bay’s ty-
rants and kleptocrats just as Agnew called out 
the “effete corps of impudent snobs” in the 
intelligentsia. Indeed, Moynihan’s splendid 
speech attacking the risible “Zionism is Rac-
ism” resolution ranks next to Lincoln’s “House 
Divided” speech as a career-maker, propelling 
Moynihan to the Senate a year later.

But that speech might also be seen as 
an attack against a proxy for the Amer-
ican Left, which Moynihan believed 

was too powerful to be attacked directly. His 
reflections about the competence and strength 
of the Left suggest he was willing to openly 
oppose its nihilism at the U.N. precisely be-
cause in that forum, at least, it was essentially 
powerless. This raises the troubling possibil-
ity, however, that Moynihan lacked the cour-
age of his convictions. It requires little bravery 
to oppose those who cannot strike back.

He offers evidence for this hypothesis in a 
remarkable 1973 letter to sociologist Nathan 
Glazer, ostensibly about the growing Water-
gate disaster. It quickly turned, however, to 
Moynihan’s extended reflections on his ambiv-
alence about supporting Nixon openly against 
George McGovern in 1972, despite admitting 
that he privately supported Nixon’s re-election: 

What do you call such a person? A 
Moynihan, I suppose. A term sugges-
tive of moral and political failing. Yet 
what is it? Two things, somewhat op-
posed. First, the moral failing of being 
more concerned with deviations from 
one’s own general position than with 
positions flatly and openly opposed.

Previously Moynihan had told Nixon that 
“I know there is an authoritarian Left in this 
country, and I fear it.” Now he seems to ad-
mit that this fear is for himself as much as for 
his country, a suspicion that deepens when 
Moynihan gets to the second explanation of 
his admitted failing—that the Left is simply 

As this lie spreads, it will do harm in 
a second way. Many of the members of 
the United Nations owe their indepen-
dence in no small part to the notion of 
human rights, as it has spread from the 
domestic sphere to the international 
sphere and exercised its influence over 
the old colonial powers. We are now 
coming into a time when that indepen-
dence is likely to be threatened again. 
There will be new forces, some of them 
arising now, new prophets and new 
despots, who will justify their actions 
with the help of just such distortions 
of words as we have sanctioned here to-
day…. [H]ow will the small nations of 
the world defend themselves, on what 
grounds will others be moved to defend 
and protect them, when the language 
of human rights, the only language by 
which the small can be defended, is 
no longer believed and no longer has a 
power of its own?

There is this danger, and then a fi-
nal danger that is the most serious of 
all. Which is that the damage we now 
do to the idea of human rights and the 
language of human rights could well be 
irreversible.

The idea of human rights as we know 
it today is not an idea which has always 
existed in human affairs. It is an idea 
which appeared at a specific time in the 
world, and under very special circum-
stances…. But most of the world does 
not hold with that philosophy now. 
Most of the world believes in newer 
modes of political thought, in philoso-
phies that do not accept the individual 
as distinct from and prior to the State, 
in philosophies that therefore do not 
provide any justification for the idea 
of human rights and philosophies that 
have no words by which to explain their 
value. If we destroy the words that were 
given to us by past centuries, we will not 
have words to replace them, for philoso-
phy today has no such words.

But there are those of us who have 
not forsaken these older words, still so 
new to much of the world. Not forsak-
en them now, not here, not anywhere, 
not ever.

The United States of America de-
clares that it does not acknowledge, it 
will not abide by, it will never acquiesce 
in this infamous act.
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stronger and more competent that the Right, 
and therefore cannot be successfully resisted. 
Even though the American people were mov-
ing to the Right, “there was a movement of po-
litical competence to the left.” 

We knew this. Over and again Nor-
man [Podhoretz, editor of Commentary] 
would tell me that the administration 
would someday be ruined by its seeming 
relentless insistence on incurring the 
hostility of men who simply outclassed it. 
(Emphasis in the original.) 

In other words, Moynihan was unwilling 
to leave the winning side to join the losing 
side. He was intimidated. At best, doubting 
conservatism’s ability to resist liberalism ef-
fectively, he feared relinquishing the presump-
tive moral authority of liberalism if he joined 
the Right.

His perception that the Right was not up 
to the job of effectively challenging the Left 
(or even running a serious conservative ad-
ministration) was accurate in the Nixon years. 
Moynihan’s admonitions could be read as a 
thoughtful, prudent strategy for navigating 
through the unprecedented political storms 
of the day. But the relative strength of the 
Right was growing fast, in no small part be-
cause some disaffected liberals were willing to 
make a clean break. 

Others in his cohort—Podhoretz, for ex-
ample—became “neoconservatives.” Though 
it clearly fit him, Moynihan hated and re-
sisted that label. His rejection of it points to 
the most obvious difference between him and 
those who accepted it: none of them was ever 
much interested in holding public office. In 

fact, it’s impossible to imagine Irving Kristol 
or Nathan Glazer enduring Senate life, let 
alone engaging in the grubby glad-handing of 
campaigning. Moynihan, by contrast, relished 
retail politics, and loved being a senator. He 
was a public man, in the classical sense of the 
term. Perhaps, then, the judgment that the 
Left intimidated him is too harsh. A more 
charitable interpretation of his political career 
would emphasize the pragmatic maneuvering 
needed to remain viable within the Demo-
cratic Party, in the slim hope of reviving the 
more sober liberalism that had predated the 
Great Society. An honorable cause but, alas, a 
hopeless one. 

Another troubling strand emerges 
in his private writings: his insecurity, 
bordering at times on an inferiority 

complex. In a journal entry from his post as 
ambassador to India in 1974, he writes: 

I have turned down the kindest of offers 
to join the Committee on Social Thought 
at [the University of] Chicago, writing 
[university president Edward] Levi that 
while [Edward] Shils and [Saul] Bellow 
and [William] Kruskal don’t know this, 
I am not their equal. Were I to settle 
among them they would find out, and 
while they would never in the least way 
suggest that they had come to realize this, 
I would know they had and that would 
make it a waste for everyone. I have had 
singular difficulties in these matters.

The “singular difficulties” probably in-
volve his travails in obtaining a tenured fac-
ulty position at Harvard; several passages in 

Weisman’s collection suggest it was a close af-
fair. The vain and surely ineffectual protests 
against what he considered slanders, such as 
his alleged fondness for strong drink and his 
oft-expressed anxiety about impecuniousness, 
all seem to be of a piece, even after discount-
ing for false modesty. As one reads his least 
guarded writings, Moynihan’s insecurity 
comes into sharper focus, and looms large as a 
factor in his political choices. 

This insecurity brings to mind Charles 
Peguy’s harsh aphorism, “It will never be 
known what acts of cowardice have been 
motivated by the fear of looking insufficient-
ly progressive.” Unhappily, this seems to ex-
plain quite a lot about Moynihan. Ultimately, 
he was not up to the job of successfully op-
posing what was worst and most dangerous 
in liberalism. 

Added to a body of published work that 
was already formidable, these newly available 
writings offer evidence lifting the Moynihan 
story toward tragedy—for both him and the 
nation. He was a member of a very small club: 
politicians good enough at politics that they 
would be remembered if they had done noth-
ing else, while good enough at something else 
that they would be remembered if they had 
never been in politics. Thus, we miss him. The 
pity is that had Pat Moynihan chosen or been 
constituted differently, we might miss him 
even more.

Steven F. Hayward is a resident scholar at the 
American Enterprise Institute, a senior fellow 
at the Pacific Research Institute, and the author, 
most recently, of The Age of Reagan: The Con-
servative Counter-Revolution, 1980–1989 
(Crown Forum).
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Book Review by Gerard Alexander

Progressive Fat Cats
Fortunes of Change: The Rise of the Liberal Rich and the Remaking of America, 

by David Callahan. John Wiley, 320 pages, $25.95

David callahan wants you to buck-
le up for some startling news. It turns 
out that many rich, highly educated, 

coastal urbanites are liberal. What’s next? Baja 
isn’t really in California? Liberace was gay? “[I]
t’s often imagined that the ranks of the rich 
include only Horatio Alger types who hate 
government,” avers Callahan before attempt-
ing to set us straight about “the strange new 
politics of class.”

I am not sure what kind of cocoon you have 
to be living in to think the rich all dress like 
the little man from the Monopoly game. In 
the late 1960s Kevin Phillips detected per-
vasive liberalism among high-income North-
easterners repelled by the Republican Party’s 
shift to Barry Goldwater and Sunbelt con-
servatism. The term “limousine liberal” was 
coined to describe just such voters at the 
time. Heirs to stodgy fortunes helped fund 
1960s’ and 1970s’ radicalism. Upper-income 
entertainers and culture mavens declared for 
George McGovern in 1972, and for virtually 
every Democrat since. Almost a decade ago, 
John Judis and Ruy Teixeira argued that “the 
emerging Democratic majority” was being 
populated in no small part by upper-middle 
class professionals from well-heeled centers of 

research and technology. George Soros, Pe-
ter Lewis, and other leftist billionaires were 
already familiar faces three years ago when 
Matt Bai wrote The Argument: Inside the Bat-
tle to Remake Democratic Politics.

But Callahan insists that high-income lib-
eralism is a much more extensive phenomenon 
than ever before. His book is heavily popu-
lated by faculty members, Hollywood actors, 
leaders of the “knowledge” economy, and scat-
tered scions of patrician families. He focuses 
his story on the richest 1% of the population 
and lavishes particular attention on dozens of 
phenomenally successful entrepreneurs who 
tilt left. 

Though a progressive himself—Callahan is 
co-founder of the liberal think tank Demos, in 
New York City—he has mixed feelings about 
the growing ranks and influence of the liberal 
rich. On the one hand, their campaign contri-
butions and political donations empower lib-
eral groups to do everything from employ full-
time activists to sustain candidates like Barack 
Obama, who ran the best-funded campaign in 
U.S. history. But the wealthy rich push a com-
bination of liberalism on social issues and cen-
trism on economics that can alienate blue-collar 
voters. Callahan is also concerned that wealthy 

liberals will do to Obama what they did to Bill 
Clinton: pressure him to abandon any serious 
efforts at social and economic leveling.

Callahan devotes most of his pages 
to describing individual rich liber-
als, just how much money they have, 

and the causes in which they get involved. 
But more interesting are his arguments and 
assumptions about the causes of liberalism 
among the rich. He invokes the work of Uni-
versity of Michigan political scientist Ronald 
Inglehart to argue that the richer we are, the 
more liberal we become. By liberal, Callahan 
does not mean free-thinking or even secular 
but pro-choice, pro-gay rights, green, redistri-
butionist, and probably opposed to merit pay 
for public school teachers.

Of all the theories that provide psychic com-
fort to progressive intellectuals, claims about 

“post-materialism” rank high. Inglehart argues 
that people raised in economic and physical 
insecurity—which means almost everyone 
born before the great peace and prosperity of 
the West in the post-World War II boom, and 
a great many born since—understandably fo-
cus on “materialist” concerns such as income, 
crime, and national defense. Materialist union 
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members and materialist employers alike fight 
over who gets which share of the profit pie, but 
both are focused on money. In contrast, peo-
ple born into economic and physical security 
are motivated by “post-materialist” concerns 
such as justice, aesthetics, self-expression, and 
self-actualization.

The great weakness of Callahan’s book, 
and of many discussions of post-materialism, 
is that ideological bias creeps into deciding 
how materialism and non-materialism differ. 
His most common device is to suggest that 
conservatives are fundamentally materialists, 
whereas progressives are motivated by the 
post-materialism that will gradually charac-
terize more and more people. He recurrently 
describes rich progressives motivated by the 
development of a “social conscience” and con-
cerned with things beyond simple material 
gain. It follows that rich liberals care about 
the poor and beleaguered, defend gays and 
lesbians, support prudent government inter-
ventions like public education, buy carbon-
offsets and recycle, and vote to raise their own 
taxes. In supporting these causes, they devote 
wealth to “public purposes.”

There are several problems with this. 
First, it invites the inference, which the 
author does not exactly struggle to dis-

pel, that modern liberalism is fundamentally 
based on concern for others. Hidden from 
view, in this depiction, are tort lawyers, public 
sector unions devoted to government employ-
ment as an end in itself, private sector unions 
that use regulations to featherbed, teachers 
unions that resist all serious school reforms, a 
life insurance industry that fights to maintain 
the estate tax, and many others. These, com-
bined, make up no small share of the modern 
liberal political coalition. It’s easy to imagine 
higher-income liberals as post-material when 
you downplay the role of the brazen material-
ists in their ranks.

Second, Callahan’s depiction implies that 
conservatives lack a social conscience and 
spend their money in pursuit of “private” pur-
poses, trying to amass as many toys as possible 
before they die. He repeatedly emphasizes the 
self-interested reasons for their involvement in 
politics. For example, conservative fat cats hire 
lobbyists to twist public policy to their pecu-
niary advantage, traditional industries like oil 
and gas fund climate change deniers and op-
pose the EPA, “old economy” tycoons pay for 
conservative think tanks that propose to de-
regulate their businesses and cut their taxes, 
and “families that, in some cases, stood to owe 
billions of dollars” finance campaigns against 
the estate tax. Judis and Teixeira suggested 

something similar when they wrote in 2002 
that old-economy “corporate and financial ex-
ecutives, accountants, and property managers…
tend to gauge their own success in profit-and-
loss terms,” whereas such liberal-leaning “new” 
professionals as software programmers, archi-
tects, teachers, and doctors “identify their suc-
cess with the quality of the service they offer,” 
such as patient health or student learning.

It is a striking claim, that doctors, archi-
tects, and teachers are largely uninterested in 
income (where are those pesky tort lawyers?) 
whereas executives and accountants take little 
pride in a job well done. This is indicative of 
Callahan’s bias in differentiating conserva-
tive self-interest from progressive post-mate-
rialism. His narrative cannot account for the 
daily conduct of many professionals in both 
the old economy (who do take pride in their 
work) and the new (who seem to bill as if they 
care about the size of their house). It does not 
square well with Arthur Brooks’s finding that 
charitable giving disproportionately originates 
with conservatives, in no small part because of 
their greater religiosity—the most profound 
form of “pre-materialism,” concerning which 
Inglehart has little to say.

And it does not square well with a 
great deal of what wealthy conserva-
tives do with their money. I am not 

talking just about the vast sums of money that 
rich conservatives, like rich people generally, 
give to hospitals and schools. I mean their 
support for many explicitly conservative po-
litical causes. Callahan’s suggestion that such 
support is self-interested may be congenial to 
progressives, but it does not hold up under 
scrutiny. Simply put, rich donors give funds 
to limited-government and free-market think 
tanks, scholarly projects, and activist groups, 
money they cannot plausibly hope to recoup 
through specific policy changes. Their dona-
tions are far better understood as publicly-
spirited acts motivated by the general belief 
that more constitutional constraint, and less 
taxation and regulation, create more opportu-
nities for all.

I could cite less controversial examples, but 
why not sail right into harm’s way? Charles and 
David Koch famously fund think tanks, stu-
dent groups, and other right-of-center causes 
(alongside Lincoln Center, the Metropolitan 
Opera, Memorial Sloan-Kettering, and doz-
ens of other non-political charities). Both 
brothers also devote substantial amounts of 
another precious resource—their time—to a 
number of the political and ideological orga-
nizations they fund. Are we really to under-
stand this behavior as the pursuit of private 
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dredge them up from time to time, it is easy 
for many youngsters to conclude liberalism 
has an unblemished record.

But the wheel can and does turn. 
The 1970s happened once and can hap-
pen again, in the sense that overreaching 

government can generate new failures that will 
teach new lessons. Callahan presumably fa-
vored Obama’s main legislative priorities. But it 
is now evident to most observers that the stim-
ulus bill was stuffed with squalid pork-barrel 
spending, and we are only beginning to see the 
buried features and unintended consequences 
of the health care law. Public sector unions, es-
pecially teacher unions, have become a main 
cause of disgust with liberal governing prac-
tices. California, Illinois, and New York—blue 
states all—teeter on the edge of bankruptcy. 

In fact, durable skepticism about the effi-
cacy of government may explain why so many 
rich liberals do not act quite the way Calla-
han suggests. He entitles one of his chapters 

“Please Raise My Taxes.” But every dollar that 
rich liberals give away philanthropically or 
put into charitable foundations is, they must 
believe, a dollar that stands a better chance of 
doing good by being spent according to their 
own judgment than by government officials 
after they collect it as income or estate taxes. 
This very much includes Warren Buffett, who 
supports the “death tax” while reducing his 
estate’s exposure to it by transferring tens of 
billions of dollars to the Gates Foundation. 

The belief that growing post-materialism 
is inexorably leading to modern liberalism is 
symptomatic of a persistent intellectual project: 
finding some sociological basis for the inevi-
table coalescence of a permanent political ma-
jority favoring one’s own ideology. Conserva-
tives are sometimes susceptible to imagining a 
permanent political majority of their own. But 
the tendency is especially pervasive among pro-
gressives. It is flawed no matter who pursues it. 
Political majorities are constructed through po-
litical processes and are therefore eternally con-
tested rather than finally resolved. This is true 
of ideological disputes as well as partisan ones. 

The bad news, for everybody, is that there 
are no permanent victories, including the vic-
tory Democrats won in 2008, and the one 
Republicans won last fall. The good news, for 
everybody, is that there are also no perma-
nent defeats. History does not belong to any-
one, no matter how hard we cross our fingers 
and wish it were otherwise.

Gerard Alexander is associate professor of poli-
tics at the University of Virginia and a visiting 
scholar at the American Enterprise Institute.

and not public purposes? What about fund-
ing from Bruce Kovner and others for innova-
tive charter schools? Or when John Temple-
ton funded activities in the sciences, religion, 
education, and markets? Or, for that matter, 
when conservatives open their checkbooks for 
the Claremont Institute, which publishes the 
pages you are reading?

Callahan seems to acknowledge the public-
spiritedness of some of this activity when he 
says conservatives tend “to see wealth creation 
mainly as the product of individual effort” 
rather than sharing liberals’ more “commu-
nal view of wealth creation.” But he doesn’t 
realize what a can of worms this admission 
opens. If many conservatives and libertarians 
genuinely believe that limited government 
and middle-class values enhance opportuni-
ties for achievement and betterment, then the 
idea that history is moving in the direction of 
modern liberalism is up for debate. Callahan 
and others who lean on the crutch of post-
materialism believe that modern liberalism is 
the default position for truly modern people. 
But whether progressive policies and practices 
actually work better is an empirical question, 
over which durable disagreement seems very 
likely. Public-spiritedness seems likely to mo-
tivate both the liberal and the conservative 
agenda well into the future.

That said, no one should be surprised 
that liberal prescriptions are currently 
championed by a slew of wealthy activ-

ists. As Callahan acknowledges, many upper-
middle and upper-class Americans have been 
exposed to “an unbroken gospel” of left-of-
center doctrine throughout their high school 
and university years, a gospel echoed by the 
mainstream media and other culturally pres-
tigious voices. These leftward pressures are 
not to be taken lightly. With control of the 
commanding heights of our culture comes 
the power to make certain views fashionable. 
It is wielded even by poseurs, which explains 
why some Lear-Jet liberals are ostentatious in 
their purchase of cheap carbon offsets, and 
why John Kerry calls for tax hikes on the rich 
but registered his yacht in no-tax Rhode Is-
land until somebody noticed. The power to 
shape the thoughts of our cognitive elite also 
makes possible avoidance of another sort, the 
kind that produces precious few articles about 
how much carbon is released every time a “new 
economy” professional turns on her iPhone or 
does a Google search. And dominance over 
teaching and journalism makes it easy to for-
get the serious policy failures liberalism suf-
fered in the 1970s. If college courses do not 
teach those failures and media sources do not 
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Essay by Clark S. Judge

Ronald Reagan at 100

Early in his presidency, ronald 
Reagan caused a stir in the media when 
he hung in the White House Cabinet 

Room a portrait of Calvin Coolidge.
Coolidge had been persona non grata in the 

executive mansion since the Great Depression. 
Franklin Roosevelt’s followers blamed his 
policies for the economic catastrophe. By 
the early 1960s, with the work of Milton 
Friedman and others, it was becoming clear 
that the Roosevelt rap on Coolidge was a bum 
one, but still politicians kept their distance. 
Until Reagan.

As he had said in a 1975 radio essay 
(reprinted in Reagan In His Own Hand, edited 
by Kiron Skinner, Annelise Anderson, and 
Martin Anderson [2001]), Reagan admired 
Coolidge’s tax-rate and budget cuts and the 
prosperity they produced. As president, he 
held up Coolidge’s economic policies as 
a model for his own. So he embraced the 
taciturn New Englander.

But the media took almost no notice 
of the other new Cabinet Room portrait. 
Staring back at Coolidge from the far end 
of the long, narrow chamber was a painting 
of Dwight Eisenhower, whom Reagan also 
extolled in that 1975 broadcast. And not 
just in the Cabinet Room: a photograph of 
the former president also sat on the table 
behind Mr. Reagan’s Oval Office desk; and 
in the president’s private study next door, a 
bust of Eisenhower stood on a table near the 
president’s favorite chair. 

Eisenhower was the only past chief executive 
represented in all three rooms. Why?

Yes, the 34th president had, as Reagan’s 
radio talk put it, “halted dead in its tracks 
the advance of communism.” Yes, as Supreme 
Allied Commander in World War II, he had 
helped create the coalition of democracies that, 
with the Soviet Union, beat the Axis powers 
and, though frayed, was standing against the 
Soviet Union in the Cold War. As part of his 
approach to ending the long, twilight struggle, 
President Reagan was seeking to reinvigorate 
that coalition.

But Eisenhower may have appealed to his 
successor in another way. As president, he 
presented an avuncular, sometimes befuddled 
manner to the media. Yet behind the mask, he 
was sharp, exacting, driven, a precise speaker 
and close editor, an accomplished coalition 
builder and canny negotiator, a penetrating 
strategist.

Early in Reagan’s first term, the duality 
of Ike’s public and private faces received 
considerable attention with the publication 
of Fred I. Greenstein’s The Hidden-Hand 
Presidency (1982). Greenstein detailed how a 
president the intelligencia so disdained was 
smarter than critics imagined. Some reviewers 
even suggested that in this respect Reagan 
might be like Ike. Soon, however, any such 
high opinion of Reagan faded. Peter Sellers’s 
simple-minded gardener, mistaken as sage 
and leader in the movie Being There (1979), 
was the more telling comparison according 

to most professors and commentators. How 
wrong they were. 

Something Different

My first contact with candidate 
Reagan came when he visited New 
York City early in 1980. A volunteer 

spending all my free time on the campaign, I 
was assigned to go to Newark Airport to help 
move the former governor and his entourage 
to a midtown fundraiser. The campaign had 
bused about thirty volunteers to the terminal 
to cheer Reagan as he emerged from the jet-
way. Mostly older women, they squealed like 
teenyboppers when he walked down the ramp. 
He shook hands through the little crowd, 
then said, “They tell me I have to go.” Wait, I 
thought. No one has told him anything. But 
then I saw: good news comes from “me”; bad 
news comes from “them.”

By this point in my life, I had worked 
with and been around numerous governors, 
members of Congress, and other political 
figures. I knew how politicians operated. And 
I saw something different in the way Reagan 
handled the minor matter of breaking from 
this small group. The task was routine. The 
style and tact in his execution of it were not. 
More than with any political figure I had 
known, this man appeared to calculate and 
calibrate every nuance of personal interaction. 

For Reagan, seeing and touching the 
individuals in the crowd were essential to 
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his approach to the theory and practice of 
politics. In his famous 1964 television speech 
supporting Barry Goldwater, Reagan quoted a 
left-wing senator to the effect that government 
should help “the masses.” He replied, “Well, I, 
for one, resent it when a representative of the 
people refers to you and me, the free men and 
women of this country, as ‘the masses.’” In 
Hollywood he was an assiduous answerer of fan 
mail. Even in the White House, he remained 
in correspondence with a woman who had, 
as a young girl, headed a Ronald Reagan fan 
club. As governor and president, he continued 
the practice, taking big handfuls of letters that 
were normally answered by a correspondence 
unit and responding to them himself.

Former Reagan aide and speechwriter, now 
California congressman, Dana Rohrabacher, 
tells of a campaign stop involving a grade 
school class of blind children. After reporters 
had left for their bus, Reagan stayed behind 
and asked the teacher if the children would 
like to feel his face. The teacher said they 
would be thrilled. So for a few minutes, 
without publicity, the children got to “see” 
him in the only way they could.

But in addition to Reagan’s measuring the 
individuals who made up his audience, I first 
glimpsed in that Newark moment a second 
quality—a pervasive, almost preternatural 
self-discipline. As I realized later, like 
Eisenhower—indeed like Washington and 
Lincoln—Reagan had disciplined himself to 
turn his public face into a tool at the service of 
those private calibrations.

Reagan’s storytelling was part of his 
public persona. In speeches, he used humor 
and anecdotes to make points. But in small 
gatherings, what might be called an economy 
of the story (that is, an exchange of value) 
was often at play. White House aides would 
become exasperated in meetings with outsiders 
as the president told tales they had sat through 
frequently before. They never considered the 
dynamics of those meetings. The president 
heard whatever the visitors had come to say. 
He absorbed their information, opinions, or 
requests (the value he derived from the meeting). 
Meanwhile, his stories left his guests feeling 
responded to and confided in (the value they 
derived). He did this without saying anything 
that might surprise or embarrass him if it 
appeared in the press, or that committed him 
to policies he might think better of later. Both 
sides gained. He risked nothing.

Reagan had numerous devices for 
controlling risk. These included the famous 
staff-prepared talking points for even trivial 
events and the tape on each stage floor telling 
him where to stand. He expected staff to think 
through every detail of an appearance.

It was widely known that the formal White 
House staffing system put the president last 
in line to see most speech drafts. Few knew 
that he put himself first for reviewing the 
most sensitive addresses, especially ones 
dealing with the Soviet Union. This was true 
of at least one of the Soviet-specific speeches 
I drafted. It was true of Peter Robinson’s 
1987 “Tear Down This Wall” draft. Only 
after the president had seen them were the 
texts distributed, when, for Soviet speeches 
in particular, furious fights often developed. 
With others carrying the battle, the president 
would remain politically untouched. But 
he had already set the boundaries for an 
acceptable outcome. In the case of “Tear Down 
This Wall,” the chief and deputy chief of staff, 
communications director, and speechwriters 
knew he had marked as untouchable the call 
for dismantling the Berlin Wall—but only 
they knew.

Baffled biographer Edmund Morris wrote 
of Reagan arriving at the Oval Office for a 

with his team and coalition, to disarm 
adversaries, and to give himself greater room 
for deliberation and decision. Yes, he pursued 
principle. But prudence informed principle, 
and prudence shaped that public face.

Big Unit Economy

Reagan assumed the presidency in 
a time of crisis, a time that would 
demand all the steel and guile that he 

could summon. On the day he was sworn in, 
two old orders dominated national and global 
stages. One had served the country, but its 
time had passed. National policy needed to 
adjust. The other was a mortal threat. Eight 
years later, the first was dethroned, the second 
close to annihilation. 

Few in 1981 imagined such upheavals 
were possible. But it is clear that Reagan did. 
Steven F. Hayward has written of Reagan’s 
insight (The Age of Reagan: 1980–1989 [2010]). 

“Insight is discovery, not deduction,” he notes, 
“it shares the same element of genius that 
creates great new art.” The defining qualities 
of the Reagan presidency were the president’s 
insight into how both nation and world 
could and should transform, and his skill in 
instigating and directing that transformation.

The first old order was what Michael 
Barone has called the “big unit” economy: Big 
Business, Big Labor, and Big Government. 
This triumvirate had shaped the largely 
successful taxing, spending, monetary, and 
regulatory policies of the post-war 1950s and 
’60s, policies that ceased to work in the 1970s.

The day Reagan took office U.S. inflation 
reached 13%; interest rates, 21.5%—numbers 
not seen since the Civil War. Since the mid-
1960s, most American economists had believed 
that unemployment and inflation seesawed 
against each other. If prices rose, joblessness 
would drop, and visa versa. But by January 
1981, with unemployment at 7.5%, both were 
high, a phenomenon dubbed “stagflation,” that 
is, stagnation combined with inflation.

A few years earlier economists had boasted 
that modern theory had conquered the business 
cycle; but now the economics profession was 
gripped with near panic. A prominent policy 
journal—The Public Interest—devoted an 
issue to what it called “The Crisis of Economic 
Theory.” It invited a wide range of scholars to 
contribute explanations of the predicament 
and prescriptions for escaping it. As the 
submissions made evident, the neo-Keynesian 
consensus of the prior decade had vanished. 
No one could agree on what to do.

Looking back, the source of America’s late 
’70s economic malaise seems simple: the post-
World War II period was over. The time for 

live television address. The president was 
fidgety, Morris recalled, until his eyes caught 
the monitor for a camera trained on him. 

“Ah, there he is,” Reagan said. “Who, then, 
is Reagan?” Morris reported asking himself. 
Morris is among those who have fueled 
the myth of Reagan as a man with no close 
friends. Yet I have listened to at least two men 
alive today who regard the former president 
as among the closest friends of their lives, and 
they among his. But both are roughly Reagan’s 
age, became close to Reagan well before 
he entered politics, and enjoyed successful 
careers in the entertainment industry. They 
are not politicians, journalists, staffers, or 
official biographers, all people privy only to 
Reagan’s public face.

In the space between the public face and the 
man behind it was the key to Reagan’s reading 
of the American people, the challenges before 
him, and the temper of his times. He used his 
public persona to embody themes of optimism, 
resilience, and common purpose (even with 
Tip O’Neill and, in advanced stages of their 
negotiations, the Soviets), to diffuse differences 

He used his public 
persona to embody 

themes of optimism, 
resilience, and 

common purpose.
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the economic policies that defined the period 
was done. For all their success providing a 
foundation for the U.S. postwar boom and the 
reemergence of Europe and Japan, the expansive 
monetary practices, wide-reaching economic 
regulation, and redistributionist taxing and 
spending born of the Great Depression and the 
war could no longer be sustained.

The package had worked for a time, once 
FDR’s capricious prosecutions (detailed in 
Amity Shlaes’s The Forgotten Man [2007]) 
stopped with Eisenhower’s inauguration. 
Taken together, U.S. post-World War II 
policies sharply favored consumption over 
investment. They combined to pull in global 
goods and push out American capital, in the 
process restoring global and, in particular, 
European and Japanese liquidity. And for 
that reason, one unappreciated in any quarter, 
they worked for the U.S. economy, too. Real 
incomes increased; real personal wealth 
expanded.

But by the early 1970s, Europe and Japan had 
recovered. Other regions had not yet adopted 
the secure, easily established and readily 
transferable rights of property, impartial rule of 
law, and deference to free markets that would 
have allowed them to ingest and digest excess 
American liquidity. So formerly successful 
policies turned corrosively inflationary.

In 1972, President Richard Nixon reacted 
to the resulting turbulence in the currency 
markets and cut the dollar free from gold. 
Within two years, the oil exporting countries, 
attempting to protect their real incomes in 
their dollar-denominated trade, imposed 
steep spikes on crude petroleum prices. Their 
actions signaled the start of the nearly decade-
long inflation crisis of the 1970s, the only 
peacetime inflation crisis in U.S. history.

Meanwhile, even after the Kennedy 
income tax cut of the early ’60s, both personal 
and corporate tax rates remained near historic 
highs. But following the unprecedented 
upheavals of the Depression and the war, the 
U.S. domestic market was still expanding back 
into itself. It required much more demand 
than investment, in keeping with the policies 
of the period. At the same time, 19th- and 
early 20th-century large-scale manufacturing 
techniques and processes still dominated the 
productive scene.

In this almost ideal environment for relying 
on big, long-established corporations to fuel 
growth, high tax rates produced less drag than 
in other periods. When tax rates are elevated, 
it is smaller and younger companies, with their 
more expensive cost of capital, that are priced 
out of the financial markets. Heavy economic 
regulations work the same way. Big companies 

can afford them. Smaller companies cannot. 
But by the mid-’70s, reliance on established 
enterprises was no longer sufficient. Impressive 
yet inagile firms faltered in the unstable 
environment. More adaptive entrepreneurial 
companies became an increasingly essential 
driver of national economic growth. High 
taxes and New Deal-era economic regulations 
turned increasingly dysfunctional.

Ronald Reagan had enjoyed success in the 
big unit economy, excelling in big corporations 
(the movie studios and, as a spokesman, 
General Electric) and big labor (as president of 
the Screen Actors Guild). Yet he understood 
the emerging entrepreneurial economy before 
almost any major political figure. Asked in 
the 1980 campaign about the apparent lock 
on corporate board rooms enjoyed by another 
GOP candidate-former Nixon Treasury 
Secretary John Connally—he replied: fine, 
I’ll appeal to small businesspeople; there are 
a lot more of them. As president, he recast 
American policy to foster the developing 
metamorphosis. 

The subsequent change has been profound. 
According to a recent study from the Ewing 
Marion Kauffman Foundation, in the quarter 
century after 1980, five-year-old or younger 
companies created nearly all of the nation’s 
net new jobs. It would not be too much to say 
that the reason for the failure of the Obama 
Administration’s economic policies to date is 
that they do not fit this new world. The reason 
for the success of the Reagan Administration’s 
policies was that they did—and in fitting it, 
helped to create it.

Soviet Menace

The second old order was, of course, 
Soviet Communism. Reagan’s critics 
now dismiss his role in the fall of the 

USSR, saying that the impetus came from the 
last Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, and 
that the Soviet Union would have collapsed 
anyway.

For Reagan defenders, it is easy enough 
to cite famously misguided statements of 
leading Reagan critics from as late as the mid-
1980s. Men like Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and 
John Kenneth Galbraith assured us of the 
Soviet system’s stability, longevity, and even 
superiority. But more to the present point, 
the idea that the Soviet Union was doomed 
assumes that the Soviet leaders were passive 
players. They were not.

By the late 1970s, the Soviets had evolved 
a global strategy that would have left them 
in effective control of the entirety of Europe, 
winners of the Cold War. They had begun 
pouring resources into insurgencies at the 
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mouth of the Red Sea and the lower quarter 
of Africa—chokepoints in Western Europe’s 
access to supertanker-delivered Middle Eastern 
oil. They were organizing and supplying other 
insurgencies in Central America, and, if these 
had succeeded, destabilizing Mexico was the 
obvious next objective. Meanwhile, Soviet 
sponsored “peace” movements had intimidated 
President Jimmy Carter into canceling NATO 
deployment of the neutron bomb. Soon they 
would attempt to block basing in Western 
Europe of U.S. Pershing missiles, NATO’s 
response to the Soviets’ SS-20 deployments 
in Warsaw Pact countries. Unstopped, by 
the late 1980s these Soviet initiatives would 
likely have produced a stranglehold on 
Western Europe’s economy, an effective veto 
over NATO weapon deployments, shattered 
credibility of the U.S. nuclear umbrella over 
Europe, and pressure to move our troops out 
of Europe to our southern border.

So by 1981, the Soviets were rushing 
toward what Commentary magazine editor 
Norman Podhoretz characterized as the 

“Finlandization” of Western Europe, not 
outright occupation but hegemony, in the 
manner of Soviet hegemony over Finland.

Instead, on Christmas Day one decade 
later, the Soviet Union ceased to exist.

Reagan frustrated the Soviet encirclement 
plans, meeting Soviet-sponsored insurgencies 
with counterinsurgencies, including arming 
the Afghan mujahedeen to defeat the Soviet 
military itself. He went forward with Pershing 
missile deployment. And he evolved an 
unexpected and devastating strategic approach 
of his own based on factors against which the 
totalitarians could not compete—free-world 
economic vitality, American technological 
innovation, and the human imperative of 
liberty.

Putting economic stress on the Soviet 
system—leading it, in Reagan’s word, to 

“implode”—was central to the president’s 
strategy. Hoover Institution fellow Peter 
Schweizer has found (Reagan’s War [2003]) 
that the concept of linking a military buildup 
with the goal of bankrupting the Soviet Union 
appeared in Reagan’s statements reaching 
back several decades before he entered the 
Oval Office. According to Schweizer—who 
studied Moscow’s own numbers when the 
Soviet archives were opened—the U.S. 
succeeded in pressuring the Soviet economy 
on numerous fronts: blocking a second line 
on the Russia-to-Europe natural gas pipeline; 
forcing the Communists to fund operations 
against U.S.-backed guerrillas; forcing them 
to try to match the U.S. arms buildup; forcing 
them to bear the costs of Reagan’s technology-
import restrictions against Communist 

countries; and driving down their revenues 
from oil sales, the result of price declines that 
were in part the product of U.S. diplomacy. 
This sample list alone imposed a burden on 
the Soviet regime of $36-44 billion a year.

Former British Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher has written that Reagan’s missile 
defense plan, the Strategic Defense Initiative 
(SDI), tipped the balance. Its promise to 
make obsolete the Soviet Union’s massive 
post-Cuban Missile Crisis investment in a first-
strike capacity crushed the will of the USSR’s 
leadership. But military historian Norman 
Friedman suggests (The Fifty Year War 
[2000]) that SDI was just the most spectacular 
manifestation of a broader revolution in 
military affairs driven by application of the 
microchip to both weaponry and operations. 
The Soviets came to understand, he argues, that 
the information revolution would make their 
entire military establishment archaic and that 
their system left them incapable of matching it.

Meanwhile, Reagan made the case for 
freedom’s superiority to Communism 
more insistently than any other Cold War 
president, not only in his own statements—
beginning with his first press conference—
but also through Radio Free Europe and 
every communication vehicle at his disposal. 
Russian and Eastern European dissidents 

of the period have since testified how much 
his words heartened them and helped them 
persevere, in the process driving up the cost 
and complexity for the Soviets of holding 
together their empire. Finally, in 1988, 
standing before the bust of Lenin at Moscow 
State University, in a speech written by Joshua 
Gilder, Reagan appealed to the Soviet people 
to join the community of normal nations. 

Similarly he used communications direct-
ed at Great Britain and Europe to urge the de-
mocracies to stand firm. In the face of massive 
anti-American demonstrations throughout 
the continent, he pressed his case, in the pro-
cess bolstering friendly leaders like Helmut 
Kohl. It was after victories at the polls for sup-
portive governments in Britain, Canada, and 
Germany, as well as his own 1984 reelection, 
that the Soviets abandoned their strategy of 
domination, and in effect sued for peace.

The Great Negotiator

Reagan’s success in turning grand 
strategy into beneficial results de-
pended at the most crucial moments 

on his success in negotiating, whether with 
Congress or the Soviets. Reagan was—and 
regarded himself as—a master negotiator. 
His counselor and attorney general, Edwin 
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Meese (in With Reagan [1992]), reports that 
Reagan “had a definite theory” about negoti-
ating “and prided himself on his abilities.” As 
president, he frequently told of an incident 
from his Screen Actors Guild days. Negotia-
tions with the studios had just finished. He 
and his team retired to assess the draft agree-
ment. “We looked it over,” he said, “and de-
cided that some of what we’d got would be 
bad for the industry. So we returned to the 
room and gave it back.” 

It sounded like a Boy Scout’s good-deed-
of-the-day tale, but no Reagan story gives a 
clearer window to his amazing effectiveness 
on the national and world stages. Every union 
starts contract talks with three lists: the 
must-haves, the nice-but-not-essentials, and 
the there-to-give-aways. Against the studios, 
Reagan had worked so far into the “give aways” 
that he had reached the “we’ll ask, but under 
no circumstances do we want.”

One Soviet official summed up Reagan’s 
negotiating style saying: “He takes you by 
the arm, leads you to the edge of the cliff, and 
then invites you to take a step forward for the 
good of humanity.” But there was more to it 
than that. He sought to enter talks with the 
strongest possible hand and to weaken that 
of his opponent. This meant aggressive initial 
offers that also, as was often said inside the 
administration, “seized the moral high ground.” 
His opening and ultimately successful bid on 
intermediate-range missiles in Europe was 
that the United States would not build such 
weapons if the Soviets would junk those they 
had already deployed. It had the moral appeal 
of eliminating an entire class of weapons but 
was so unbalanced that his chief negotiator, 
Paul Nitze, protested: How could he, Nitze, 
seriously propose such a one-sided offer? 
Reagan replied: “Just tell them that you work 
for one mean SOB.”

Like a practiced union leader, which he 
was, the president used public opinion as a 
bargaining lever, then held out to the last mo-
ment before coming to terms. And although 
during actual negotiations he would stand be-
hind the curtain as much as possible (another 
classic technique), he stepped forward when 
necessary to drive deals to a close or to jump-
start stalled talks, as at Reykjavik. The U.S.-
USSR arms talks of his term were among the 
final battlefields of the Cold War, central to 
the process that produced the peaceful col-
lapse of the Evil Empire (a phrase coined by 
White House chief speechwriter Anthony 
R. Dolan). And final success on those battle-
fields turned—to a degree great events rarely 
do—on the strength, skill, and insight of one 
man of state, the chief American negotiator 
as well as the chief American strategist, the 
American president.

Statesmanship

The lessons of this story are not 
novel, nor are they new. They 
tell the enduring tale of superior 

statesmanship. So many Aristotelian virtues 
are on display here, not in abstraction, but 
in dramatis personae, plot, and action—the 
focus of purpose; the contours of courage; 
the tempering by prudence; the aliveness to 
immediate moments, people, places; and yet 
the insight into unseen possibilities; most of 
all, perhaps, the ear for humanity’s hidden 
heart.

So where does all this leave us, those who 
would carry his legacy today?

To gauge from the last few months, 
American conservatives have learned well the 
lesson of Reagan’s clarity about principles. 
The question is, have we learned his other 
lessons?

Much is made of his years touring General 
Electric facilities. Sometimes he addressed 
more than ten audiences a day, a crushing 
schedule. But the real value of that time for him 
was not in what he said but what he heard. He 
questioned the workers who questioned him. 
What did they think of the state of the republic, 
of its leaders, of its direction and ways? What 
did they want the future to hold for themselves, 
their families, and the country they loved? 
As much as the rigorous study of economics, 
history, and philosophy that we now know he 
was putting himself through, listening to those 
workers informed all he later did. Like Walt 
Whitman, he heard America singing. Do we?

If the 2010 election told us anything, it 
is that the American people want to reclaim 
Reagan’s agenda of reducing government, 
elevating freedom, orienting our economy to 
the world of our times (not the 1930s, ’40s, 
or ’50s), and they want no flinching or self-
delusion when facing global dangers. They 
want leaders who will stand and fight, but do 
it with intelligence and skill.

As Washington believed, as Lincoln 
affirmed, as Reagan reasserted, America 
remains the last best hope of humanity. 
Still today, as for 235 years, if we meet the 
challenges of self-government, others will 
follow; if we affirm life, liberty, and human 
dignity, others will take heart. 

Here is the question that hangs in the 
air: Do we today have within ourselves the 
principles and prudence, the steel and guile, 
the sympathy and insight to do as well on our 
watch as Ronald Reagan did on his?

Clark S. Judge is managing director of White 
House Writers Group, Inc., and chairman of the 
Pacific Research Institute. He served as special 
assistant and speechwriter to President Reagan 
from 1986 to 1989.
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Book Review by George H. Nash

Conservatism ’s Indispensable Man
William F. Buckley Jr.: The Maker of a Movement, by Lee Edwards.

ISI Books, 223 pages, $24.95

 Athwart History: Half a Century of Polemics, Animadversions, and Illuminations: A William F. Buckley Jr. Omnibus, 
edited by Linda Bridges and Roger Kimball. Encounter Books, 518 pages, $29.95 

William f. buckley, jr.’s death in 
February 2008 set off an avalanche 
of deeply felt tributes. He deserved 

them all. Editor, debater, columnist, lecturer, 
novelist, television host, sailor, and musician, 
for nearly six decades he had been an indefati-
gable champion of conservatism and a singu-
lar presence in American public life.

Buckley was probably the most important 
public intellectual of the past half-century. He 
was unquestionably the most prolific, publish-
ing 55 books (both fiction and non-fiction); 
dozens of book reviews; at least 56 introduc-
tions, prefaces, and forewords to other people’s 
books; more than 225 obituary essays; more 

than 800 editorials, articles, and comments 
in National Review; several hundred articles 
in periodicals other than National Review; and 
more than 5,700 newspaper columns. He gave 
hundreds of lectures around the world (about 
70 a year, at the peak); hosted 1,504 episodes of 
Firing Line, and may well have composed more 
letters than any American who has ever lived.

Since his passing, two more of his books—
already in the pipeline—have appeared, 
prompting his son Christopher to remark, 

“My father writes more books dead than some 
authors do alive.”

In the years ahead, many writers will turn 
their attention to Buckley. His more than 500 

linear feet of papers at Yale University will in-
vite several full-length studies. In the mean-
time, the distinguished political historian Lee 
Edwards has given us, in William F. Buckley 
Jr.: The Maker of a Movement, a gem at least as 
valuable: a compact, pellucid biography that 
pinpoints its subject’s significance.

Edwards is exceptionally qualified for this 
task. An activist on the American Right (and 
friend of Bill) since the 1960s, he has written 
histories of the Heritage Foundation and the 
Intercollegiate Studies Institute, as well as 
affectionate biographies of Barry Goldwater, 
Ronald Reagan, and Edwin Meese. A former 
president of the Philadelphia Society and now 
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Distinguished Fellow at the Heritage Foun-
dation, Edwards spearheaded the recent cam-
paign to establish a Victims of Communism 
Memorial in Washington, D.C.

The subtitle of his book conveys its thesis: far 
more than a gifted wordsmith and entertaining 
personality, Buckley “almost single-handedly 
created” the “intellectual and political move-
ment” called conservatism, thereby altering the 
course of American history. Edwards shows 
how WFB’s faith and family, along with the 
influence of four mentors—the arch-libertari-
an Albert Jay Nock, contrarian political scien-
tist Willmoore Kendall, Cold War strategist 
James Burnham, and ex-Communist Whit-
taker Chambers—shaped the young Buckley’s 
worldview. The book also recounts the rise of 
National Review, disclosing that its founder-
editor kept the magazine afloat over the years 
with as much as $10 million donated from his 
lecture fees and royalities.

Along the way, Edwards cites numerous in-
stances of Buckley’s extraordinary generosity 
and organizational fecundity. He helped to 
launch or sustain Young Americans for Free-
dom (founded in 1960 at the Buckley family’s 
estate in Connecticut), the Conservative Party 
of New York, the Philadelphia Society, and of 
course Firing Line, which turned him into a 
well-known public figure. Edwards says that 
Buckley “could have been the playboy of the 
Western world but chose instead to be the St. 
Paul of the modern American conservative 
movement.”

But the hyperactive man of the Right was 
not simply an evangelist. He was also, argues 
Edwards, a “master fusionist” who pulled to-
gether (and embodied within himself) the 
disparate and sometimes discordant “frag-
ments” of the modern conservative intellec-
tual coalition. Edwards clearly regards WFB’s 
ecumenism and institution-building as crucial 
to the conservative movement’s success, and 
gently implies that conservatives today ought 
to emulate his avoidance of sectarianism, even 
if they cannot approach his eloquence.

As if to underscore the point, linda 
Bridges and Roger Kimball proffer in 
Athwart History a splendid collection 

of Buckley’s finest “polemics, animadversions, 
and illuminations,” including many reprinted 
for the first time. Kimball is the head of En-
counter Books, co-editor of the New Criterion, 
and a long-time scourge of political correctness 
in the academy and the arts. Bridges served for 
a decade as National Review’s managing editor, 
and for five years as Buckley’s literary assistant. 
In 2006 she co-wrote (with John Coyne) a lively 
study of Buckley and the conservative move-
ment, Strictly Right. No one alive is more famil-
iar with Buckley’s body of work than she. 

Bridges and Kimball's anthology draws 
widely and expertly from Buckley,s volumi-
nous writings—from trenchant analyses of 
the Cold War and the civil rights movement 
to meditations on Bach’s Goldberg Variations 
and the demise of the Latin mass; from explo-
rations of conservatism’s meaning and liberal-
ism’s flaws to dissections of multiculturalism 
and rock music; from critiques of Franklin 
Roosevelt’s foreign policy to commentaries 
on the war in Iraq. Particularly riveting is the 
selection of Buckley’s obituaries—he was a 
master of the genre—of Eleanor Roosevelt, 
Winston Churchill, John F. Kennedy, Rich-
ard Nixon, John Dos Passos, Evelyn Waugh, 
and a dozen others.

Reading this collection, one is 
struck by its remarkable freshness 
and timeliness—a reflection not only 

of Buckley’s talent and joie de vivre but of the 
enduring relevance of his concerns. Consider 
three scattered passages:

The salient economic assumptions of lib-
eralism are socialist…. The liberal sees 
no moral problem in divesting people of 
that portion of their property necessary 
to finance projects certified by ideology 
as beneficial to the Whole. [1959]

[T]he historical responsibility of the 
conservatives is altogether clear: It is to 
defend what is best in America. At all 
costs. Against any enemy, foreign or do-
mestic. [1969]

Our governors are, for the most part, 
the enemy. The government, John Ad-
ams wrote, “turns every contingency 
into an excuse for enhancing power in 
itself.” That was almost two hundred 
years ago. How right he was. Our en-
emy, the state. [1993]

Behind the spark of Buckley’s wit lay the fire 
of principled conviction.

 George Will writes in the preface to 
Athwart History that Bill Buckley was “the 
most consequential political controversialist 
since Thomas Paine.” In the present season of 
discontent, as our own souls are being tried, 
Buckley shows us what can be achieved when 
wisdom is combined with wit and persever-
ance, and moral clarity with good manners 
and ecumenical grace. 

George H. Nash is the author of The Conserva-
tive Intellectual Movement in America Since 
1945 (ISI Books) and Reappraising the Right: 
The Past and Future of American Conserva-
tism (ISI Books).

“�Best�cleverly�and�entertainingly�examines�
what�he�calls�our�increasingly�‘self-congrat-
ulatory’�culture.�While�not�every�book�is�a�
winner,�this�one�surely�is.”

—David�Grazian,�author�of�Mix It Up

“�Best�has�an�uncanny�ability�to�identify�
wildly�interesting�phenomena�and�help�us�
better�understand�their�sociological�dimen-
sions.�His�latest�excursion�on�self-con-
gratulatory�culture�provides�an�insightful�
analysis�of�our�incessant�quest�for�constant�
recognition�and�its�social�consequences.�
The�book�is�a�joy�to�read.”

—Karen�A.�Cerulo,�author�of�Never Saw It Coming

$24.95�at�bookstores�or�www.ucpress.edu

Every kindergarten soccer player gets a trophy. 
Many high schools name dozens of seniors 
as valedictorians—of the same class. Prizes 
proliferate in every corner of American society, 
and excellence is trumpeted with ratings that 
range from “Academy Award winner!” to “Best 
Neighborhood Pizza!” In Everyone’s a Winner, 
Joel Best shines a bright light on the increas-
ing abundance of status in our society and 
considers what it all means. With humor and 
insight, he argues that status affluence fosters 
social worlds and, in the process, helps give 
meaning to life in a large society. 
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Essay by Hadley Arkes

The Mirage of Enumerated Powers

We mark this tenth anniversary 
of the Claremont Review of Books 
at the best of moments, when the 

country is open, as it has rarely been, to the 
lessons that this journal has sought to teach. 
As some of our more prescient friends grasped 
at the time, the election of Barack Obama, 
along with a Congress firmly controlled by his 
party, could offer a vast mind-clearing expe-
rience. The country was about to get a hefty 
dose of what the unalloyed, undiluted Left 
would serve up. And so, in the run-up to the 
midterm election, we saw in the country a re-
markable, rising—and utterly justified—an-
ger over the ramming through of Obamacare. 
The recoil has been twice-triggered, from the 
substance and the process—from the national 
takeover of medical care, and from the process 
that begot it, the tawdry way it was done. All of 
this followed the partial nationalization of the 
auto industry, with some of us still wonder-
ing on just what ground of law the president 
of the United States was able to cashier the 
president of General Motors. I don’t recall a 
time when there has been in the country such 
intense, widespread interest in looking again 
to the Constitution in searching for the lim-
its to the reach of the national government; a 
government that was supposed to be “limited” 

in its powers, directed to a set of more limited, 
essential ends. 

There is a serious danger, though, that 
some of our friends may be drawn away, with 
their wits and energies dissipated, as they try 
to find again that list of “enumerated” func-
tions or powers that offers a guide to the lim-
iting of the government. My late professor 
Morton Grodzins at the University of Chi-
cago, one of the great defenders of federalism, 
argued years ago that there was no organiz-
ing principle that explained how functions or 
powers were assigned in this system, local or 
federal. He argued that, if the functions of the 
government were assigned by some measure 
of “naturalness” or fit, the local governments 
could be left with nothing to do. And even 
Justice Harry Blackmun, in one of his rare 
moments of lucidity, recognized in Garcia v. 
San Antonio Metropolitan Transit Authority 
(1985) that there was no such clear organiz-
ing principle that could explain, for example, 
why operating a municipal airport and dis-
posing of solid waste were functions of local 
government, while regulating intrastate sales 
of natural gas, or in-house domestic services 
for the aged and handicapped, should be 
functions of the federal government. I would 
caution that such a list of enumerated pow-

ers is a mirage, which will keep dissolving 
the closer we get to it.

Rule of Law

Iwould instead counsel our earnest 
friends in the Tea Party movement that 
those limits on government, whether un-

derstood by Plato or the American Founders, 
were most critically moral limits. They depend 
on our capacity to reason over the extensions 
of power that were justified or unjustified, le-
gitimate or illegitimate. They depend, then, 
on the canons of moral reasoning, canons that 
are used every day by ordinary folk. And so if 
on the way home one day I find the fire depart-
ment closing off access to the street in order 
to fight a fire, my liberty has been curtailed, 
but I don’t think for a moment that my rights, 
whether natural or constitutional, have been 
abridged. My liberty to walk down the street 
has been restricted with evident justification, 
for the purpose of protecting the unwary from 
venturing into hazards.

The founders understood that we would 
never be without this moral reasoning, em-
ployed every day, and that it would be needed 
every day in order to understand our claims of 
rights under the Constitution. But this mode 
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a “bill of attainder,” quite explicitly barred by 
the Constitution. But what was the moral log-
ic of the bill of attainder? A legislature needed 
to accept the discipline of marking off the 

“wrong” it meant to forbid, and defining that 
wrong in impersonal terms, terms that would 
apply then to anyone whose conduct fitted the 
wrong described in the statute.

To put it another way, the structure of the 
separation of powers works to impart this 
caution to those who legislate: You had bet-
ter be careful in the laws you frame because 
you will not be given the authority to direct 
prosecutions under those laws. Once you have 
passed the bill into law, that law will be put 
in hands of others to administer—perhaps 
the hands of people quite unfriendly to you. 
Therefore, as a matter of high prudence, one 
should be careful not to legislate for others 
what he would not be willing to see applied, 
with its full force, to himself as well. 

What people don’t typically understand is 
that the logic of the separation of powers is a 
logic that renders operational what the philos-
ophers call the universalizability principle or 
the categorical imperative: it puts the question 
of what the principle is behind one’s position 
and whether he would be willing to honor the 
same principle when it cuts against his inter-
ests. That is a formal principle, but it may work 

with notable, substantive effects. Democrats 
summoned a high enthusiasm for the Indepen-
dent Counsel when loosed on members of the 
Reagan Administration; but when the powers 
of that office were concentrated on President 
Clinton, the Democrats quickly lost their taste 
for that novelty, and allowed it to lapse. 

These arrangements do not merely reflect, 
then, the structure of the separation of pow-
ers. They spring from the logic of the rule of 
law, and that logic, at its root, is a moral logic, 
which comes most decisively into play in gaug-
ing the reach of the federal government. 

Local or Federal?

John marshall lifted the curtain on 
this matter in Dartmouth College v. Wood-
ward (1819), when he asked as an aside: if 

a state legislature passed a law that dissolved 
contracts of marriage without the consent of 
the contracting parties, might that pose a se-
rious question under the Contracts Clause of 
the Constitution (Art. I, Sec. 10)? But the case 
didn’t exactly raise that question, and so there 
was no strict need to address it. Still, he did lift 
the curtain, and the point to be glimpsed was 
this: there may be no subject so local that it may 
not come into conflict with principles so wo-
ven in the Constitution that they form part of 
the fundamental law. There has been nothing 
more characteristic of a jurisdiction distinctly 
local than the laws on marriage and the family, 
and yet Marshall intimated that something in 
those laws could raise issues engaging the fun-
damental law of the Constitution. Later, Justice 
Benjamin Curtis in his dissent in Dred Scott v. 
Sandford (1857) invoked the Contracts Clause: 
Dred and Harriet had been married in free ter-
ritory. Would that marriage be dissolved now 
when they were moved back to Missouri and 
returned to a condition of slavery?

In the 20th century we would find the Su-
preme Court reviewing aspects of marriage, 
and finally striking down the ban on interra-
cial marriage with Loving v. Virginia in 1967. 
In the 1980s we found the recognition break-
ing through that the Constitution would sure-
ly have to bear on the grounds on which courts 
were assigning the custody of children in cases 
of divorce in interracial marriages. We found 
good liberal judges (like Alexander Holtzoff 
in Washington, D.C.) who had absorbed the 
notion that, to be black in America, was to be 
affected with serious disabilities. And so, for 
the “interests of the child,” the judges would 
often assign the children to the white parent, 
or in the case of Holtzoff, refuse to allow a 
black man to become the adoptive father of 
the child borne by his white wife. The result 

of reasoning has often been helped along by 
moral maxims, some in the text of the Con-
stitution, but most of them not. Justice Joseph 
Story famously remarked (in the Charles River 
Bridge case, 1837) that what may not be done 
directly may not be done indirectly. If it is 
wrong to kill Jones, it is wrong to hire someone 
to kill Jones. If the federal government did not 
have the authority to set the wages at the Hoo-
sac Mills in North Adams, Massachusetts, it 
may not use the tax system as a way of legis-
lating by indirection. The government may not 
raise taxes for the business and then remit the 
taxes if the owners accept the federal policy on 
wages (U.S. v. Butler, 1936). As Justice Owen 
Roberts said in writing for the Court, that was 
forcing us to buy back our freedom. 

That particular principle of Justice Story’s 
was not contained in the Constitution, and 
though the Constitution contains others of 
moral significance, people seem to have for-
gotten the moral reasoning that stands be-
hind them. A dozen years ago the Democrats 
sought to finesse the impeachment of Bill 
Clinton by offering instead a vote to “censure.” 
But if the censure was a real punishment—if 
it came with a fine, or with disbarment from 
the practice of law, and a finding of guilt, and 
all of that attached to Clinton’s name—the 
Democrats found themselves running into 
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was that, simply on the basis of color, certain 
men and women were being deprived of custo-
dy of their children. The lesson emerging here 
is that there is no matter so local, so prosaic, 
that it cannot touch issues that engage the 
principles of the fundamental law. 

And that, curiously, brings us back…to 
Immanuel Kant. In another account of the 
categorical imperative Kant remarked that 
for every kind of act in which the will is im-
pelled by desire or intention, there is a certain 
class of those acts that one ought not do. But 
really? For every class? Aren’t there certain 
things that are quite morally indifferent? I 
could choose bingo over Beethoven. I could 
choose the peanut butter over the coq au vin. I 
might reveal in these choices a sensibility less 
refined, but surely I would not be doing some-
thing morally wrong. And yet, what Kant evi-
dently saw here was this: that there is nothing 
we can name—no thing, no activity—that 
cannot be part of a means-end chain in which 
a harm is inflicted without justification. The 
skill of driving may be used to drive an ambu-
lance—or a getaway car for the Mafia. A pen 
may be used to make a donation to charity—
or to defraud. The choice between the peanut 
butter and the coq au vin would be innocent, 
but in that universe of things that humans 
may eat, some of us may insist on ruling out 
(as Michael Flanders and Donald Swann had 
it) “the roast-leg of insurance salesman.” We 
have foreclosed cannibalism in the scheme of 
our cuisine, and through other moral screen-
ing, on every class of acts we can name, there 
are choices we have foreclosed to ourselves. 
They might be ruled out by the law, or ruled 
out by our own sense that they are somehow 
unthinkable. 

But the point bearing on the Constitution 
would be this: what we discover, in putting to-
gether Kant and John Marshall, is that there 
is no subject so prosaic that it cannot offer the 
occasion of harms or wrongs that involve a vio-
lation of the principles contained in the fun-
damental law of the Constitution. During the 
debate over the Born-Alive Infants’ Protection 
Act in 2002, I was invoking John Marshall to 
state this axiom: that if the Supreme Court can 
articulate new rights under the Constitution, 
the legislative branch must be able to vindicate 
the same rights, on the same ground in the 
Constitution, and in filling them out, marking 
their limits. The one thing that should not be 
tenable here is that the Court can articulate 
new rights—and then assign to itself a mo-
nopoly of the legislative power in shaping those 
rights. And so, if the Court can find constitu-
tional rights lurking in matters of assigning 
the custody of children, we cannot rule out the 

possibility that Congress could plausibly legis-
late at some point to secure those same rights, 
even though it would be entering a domain of 
law once thought to be distinctly local.

Limits that Liberate

The truth that dare not speaks its 
name then is this: there is no formula, 
no principle, nothing arising even out of 

the logic of the Constitution or the American 
regime that can furnish any hard limits that 
confine the federal government’s reach or di-
vide the local from the national jurisdiction. 
What is at work here are considerations of 
prudence, but considerations of prudence at a 
high level, which make the most profound dif-
ference for the kind of people we will be. What 
is at work is a kind of George Eliot perspec-

Alexander Hamilton before him, fixed on 
that phrase “necessary and proper”: were the 
means, or the powers, at hand necessary to 
ends that were legitimate, justified, rightful 
for the government to pursue?

Plato said that the man with self-control 
had a constitutional ruler within himself. That 
line points up for us that the very idea of a 
constitution takes its reference from the mor-
al agent, the human person marked by moral 
understanding. He understands, as Abraham 
Lincoln and Thomas Aquinas pointed out, 
that he cannot coherently claim “a right to 
do a wrong.” He understands then the things 
not rightful for him to do even in the name 
of his freedom and his command of himself. 
He understands that he is obliged to restrain 
his choices to that range of things legitimate 
for him to choose and to do. He is not weaker 
in being constrained in that way. A man with 
self-control who foregoes to himself the things 
he ought not do, is not weaker, but stronger, 
for he can concentrate his powers now on that 
vast universe of ends legitimate to choose. And 
in the same way, a government under moral, 
constitutional restraints is not a weaker, but a 
stronger government, concentrating its pow-
ers on the things rightful for it to do.

Binding Contracts

Just what the government may right-
fully reach is a question that will always 
have to turn then on the canons of moral 

reasoning, about the purposes that are justi-
fied or unjustified, legitimate or illegitimate. 
Regrettably, those canons are treated too often 
by many of our friends as though they were 
subjective, with no discipline of reasoning at-
tached to them. These commentators have a 
vivid sense of the way in which judges have 
massively misused their claim to rise above 
the positive or man-made law in the name of 
a higher law. Under the affectation of natural 
justice we find judges installing, with high pre-
tension, their own political agendas. It doesn’t 
seem to make much headway to point out to 
our friends that they could hardly be aware 
of a “misuse” of the canons of reasoning and 
natural law unless they had some awareness, 
in the first place, of standards of judgment that 
tell the difference between a rightful or wrong-
ful use. These friends may be rightly diffident 
about their command of any such canons of 
reason outside the text of the Constitution. 
But they may find more surety, then, in find-
ing their guide in those principles of lawful-
ness that have ever grown up about a regime of 
law, some finding expression in the Constitu-
tion—and some not. If we sought to apply this 

tive, mingled with Tocqueville: that it is good 
for people to take responsibility for things 
within their reach, rather than holding back 
and waiting for some more distant, central au-
thority to take responsibility. We may be faced 
with the question of aged parents: do we take 
them into our own homes, or do we put them 
in institutions run by the government? We 
may have plausible reasons for the latter, but I 
don’t think we can doubt that if, over a long se-
ries of cases, we fall into the groove of avoiding 
responsibility ourselves, and shifting responsi-
bility to the government, we will become, over 
time, a rather different people. 

But to say that we are governed finally by 
prudence is to say that we are guided by the 
principles that must ever govern our judgment 
about the ranking—of the things more or less 
important, more or less good—of those ends 
we are pursuing. The “limits” we keep refer-
ring to, in our talk about “limited” government, 
cannot ultimately be limits marked by subject 
matter, such as coinage or armed forces. They 
are, rather, moral limits. John Marshall, and 

There is nothing
arising out of the logic
of the Constitution or
the American regime

that can furnish
any hard limits that
confine the federal
government’s reach. 
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approach to our current crisis, I’d pick out just 
a few of these principles that could have borne 
with considerable effect in restraining the re-
cent, dramatic expansion of the government. 

I would follow Richard Epstein of the Uni-
versity of Chicago in finding a deep moral fault, 
and breach of the Constitution, in the con-
tempt shown for the “obligation of contracts.” 
Pension funds and individual investors bought 
bonds in Chrysler, and yet found their claims 
thrust aside in the political management of 
the crisis. Of course, in Thomas Hobbes’s 
perspective, contracts were “but words and 
breath” without the sword of the law behind 
them to enforce them. And that understand-
ing began to be absorbed by the courts in the 
1930s: that the government’s power had to 
be implicated in the validity of any contract, 
and therefore it must fall to the government 
to modify contracts for the public good. The 
result, as Justice George Sutherland pointed 
out at the time, was to make a nullity of the 

“obligation of contracts.”
What Sutherland understood, and some 

lawyers in the Age of Obama may have for-
gotten, is what Daniel Webster understood as 
the moral and the “universal” component in 
contracts. As Webster recognized, the posi-
tive law on contracts will vary from place to 
place, but Webster denied that the obligation 
of a contract “springs from the particular law 
of the place where the contract is made.” It 
springs rather from the moral logic behind 
the notion of promising: that logic subsists 
without that local law and quite independent 
of it. Webster imagined two men making a 
contract in New York for the delivery of a 

“domestic animal or utensil of husbandry, or a 
weapon of war.” If the parties moved to Penn-
sylvania or Maryland, there would be differ-
ent laws for different terms and remedies, but 
the obligation would remain intact. Suppose, 
though, that these men were delivered to 
a “wilderness, or a desert island, beyond the 
reach of the laws of any society”:

[T]he obligation of the contract still 
subsists, and is as perfect as ever, and is 
now to be enforced by another law, that 
is, the law of nature…. Whence do such 
contracts derive their obligation, if not 
from universal law?

Carpenters and workmen think they have 
the commitment of a builder to do the work 
he has engaged them to do. On the strength 
of that promise they forego other work that 
would be necessary in sustaining themselves 
and their families. They put themselves at risk 
then of a serious injury when they depend on 

the promise made in the contract. And it is 
the prospect of that serious injury that justi-
fies the move of the community to make that 
promise enforceable in the law. That is why 
we have a law of contracts. 

Regulating Commerce

The commerce clause, as it was origi-
nally understood, was a rather common 
sense thing. It did not offer a sophisti-

cated, econometric model, taking account of 
the complexities of a market economy. But 
it offered a rough limitation on the reach of 
governmental power—and with markers 
that were quite clear. The early cases under 
the Commerce Clause involved barriers that 
were cast up to the movement of persons and 
goods by the laws of the states. New York, for 
example, gave a monopoly to Robert Fulton 
in the coasting trade and barred ships from 
other states. (Or perhaps, more recently, New 
York’s then-governor, Mario Cuomo, allowed 
wine to be sold on Sundays in supermarkets, 
but only from New York vineyards. He would 
have put up then a barrier by law to goods 
coming in from other states.) There was no 
need to measure the volume or significance of 
the commerce, in gauging how many crates or 
tons were moving. The decisive point would 
have been that there is a barrier put up by law.

And that is the sense we may draw upon 
if Congress acts under the Commerce Clause 
to override those laws in the states that pre-
vent people from buying medical insurance 
across state lines. There is no need, in these 
kinds of cases, to measure the volume of busi-
ness or speculate, say, on whether the firing of 
29 employees out of 800 in a factory for men’s 
clothing in Richmond would likely cause a 
strike, and why a strike could cause a serious 
interruption in the flow of commerce, even 
though that plant accounted for no more than 
one half of 1% of the men’s clothing made in 
this country. But in the 1930s the federal gov-
ernment could impose a union at this private 
plant. That is what the Commerce Clause 
turned into with the New Deal, and where 
the limits were lost. As the late Joe Sobran 
famously remarked, “ just think of what Sta-
lin could have done if he’d only had the Com-
merce Clause.”

Justice Clarence Thomas, virtually alone on 
the Court, has been sounding the case for re-
turning to that simpler, clearer understanding 
of the Commerce Clause that was jettisoned 
during the New Deal. The other conservative 
Justices seem more concerned with the up-
heavals that might be created in the bodies of 
law that have been built upon that expansive 

understanding of the Commerce Clause, in-
cluding the Civil Rights Act of 1964. But my 
hunch is that the dislocations can be contained, 
and that here as in other places we may find, in 
the wreckage, a certain liberation. If the Com-
merce Clause cannot really explain the reach of 
the law in any case, that becomes the occasion 
to think anew about the ground of the law.

During the crisis over the auto companies, 
we found the president of the United States, 
in effect, removing the president of General 
Motors. There was no legal ground exactly. 
This was a state of affairs arising from the fact 
that the federal government came in to bail 
out the corporation in a crisis and assumed a 
good portion of the voting stock. What was 
involved here, then, was the government’s 
authority to go into business, take over a pri-
vate entity in competition with other private 
businesses. Justice Sutherland once remarked 
that anyone who confuses a government with 
a private business probably does not under-
stand the nature of either one. And the deci-
sive thing not understood here is that there 
cannot be a confusion of these two roles: the 
agency that makes the moral rules govern-
ing commerce—deciding what products and 
services, what methods of business, are legit-
imate—cannot itself be a player under those 
rules. For the critical maxim here is that no 
man (and no agency) should be a judge in its 
own cause. When the government invests the 
money of taxpayers in any business, it runs the 
risk of seeing those funds lost if the business 
fails. It becomes tempted to adjust the rules 
under the name of fairness, while actually tilt-
ing the field, with new tariffs and taxes.

Public Service Unions

But finally, if i were picking out a 
strategic place to reassert limits on 
the national government, I would try 

to reverse John Kennedy’s decision in the 
first days of his administration to establish, 
by executive order, the right of employees in 
the civil service to engage in collective bar-
gaining. Since that time, nearly 50 years ago, 
public service unions have become one of the 
engines constantly at work to expand the pay-
roll—and the government. Those unions now 
dominate the politics of California and New 
Jersey, and have driven those states into their 
current crises, with a shrinking private sphere 
as tax rates drive out businesses. And so we 
have reached the point recently in which there 
are more unionized employees in the public 
sphere than in the private. But more than 
that, in salaries and benefits, compensation 
in the public sector, among the unionized em-
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ployees, exceeds compensation in the private 
sector by 45%. Last fall, New Jersey Gover-
nor Chris Christie remarked in that vein on 
those teachers in his state who could not be 
fired, and who have resisted having their ben-
efits trimmed, while all of this was being paid 
for by people earning far less, including those 
who have indeed been laid off from work.

What principle could be asserted here to 
undo this state of affairs? Calvin Coolidge 
drew national attention to himself as governor 
of Massachusetts when he opposed the right 
of the Boston police to strike. His line, reso-
nating through the country, was that no one 
had the right to strike against the public safety, 
anywhere, anytime. Ronald Reagan took that 
proposition seriously—and gave it dramatic 
resonance again with his firing of the air traf-
fic controllers who went on strike. And Rea-
gan’s reasons, following Coolidge, had a ratio-
nale that runs back to the logic of the public 
service. After all, many things done by public 
agencies used to be done by private services, 
and still may be, whether it is running schools 
or roads or bridges. The rationale for shifting 
ownership and control to a public agency was 
that the service was so critical to the com-
munity that a cessation of service could cause 
massive injury to the public. If we recover that 
original understanding, we would be on firm 
ground on which to say that, since strikes 
cannot be tolerated in this service, neither can 
unions, whose main weapon is the prospect of 
closing down services thought to be necessary 
and vital to the life of the community. And in 
making that point, it’s useful to be clear that 
we would not be merely asserting one set of 
preferences over another. We would be invok-
ing a principle that connects with the logic 
and the rationale of the government itself.

Beyond the Constitution

To bring the strands together, then: 
if we respect the notion of privacy, so 
widely touted today; if we understand 

why the players under any system cannot be 
the makers of the rules; and if we understand 
why a regime of freedom is enhanced by a pri-
vate economy, not owned and directed by the 
state, the very logic of a constitutional govern-
ment contained in itself many parts that cast 
up moral warnings and salutary inhibitions on 
the reach of the government. My pitch is that 
these parts of our regime of constitutional re-
straint may offer a better guide to the rightful 
limits of the government than any list of objects 
we can devise. The maxims or principles I’ve 
been pointing to draw upon the logic of law-
fulness, or the logic of morals itself. 

But then the paradox: all of these principles 
stem from a moral logic, but they do not them-
selves supply the substantive moral under-
standings that are behind these maxims. That 
is why Stephen Douglas could affirm the pro-
cedures of government by consent, and think 
it quite compatible with that principle that the 
people could legitimately choose slavery for 
some men so long as it is done with a majority 
vote. The assumption was that a regime of elec-
tions is all process and no substance; that we 
were free to choose slavery or even genocide as 
long as we do it through the vote of a majority. 
And yet if we understand the deep principles 
behind this regime of consent, we would un-
derstand why we are not free to choose in that 
way. The Constitution enjoins us not to impair 
the obligations of contracts, but Justice Rufus 
Peckham reminded us in Lochner v. New York 
(1905) that we must be talking about legiti-
mate contracts, directed to legitimate ends, not 
contracts for prostitution or for murder.

We are enjoined not to pass ex post facto 
laws and to make something punishable after 
the fact. But there are many places, especially 
in the law of torts, where we pronounce pun-
ishments after the fact for things people should 
have understood were wrong even if there were 
no statutes giving them direction at the time. 
The truth of the matter comes to this: we may 
pass “retrospective” laws if they are justified, but 
they become barred as ex post facto laws if they 
are unjustified. The Constitution, as it is now, 
does not tell us what makes the difference be-
tween a legitimate and illegitimate purpose for 
a contract; nor does it tell us when a retrospec-
tive law is justified or unjustified. 

The teaching that cannot finally be evaded 
then is that, even with the guidance of the 
Constitution, even with some of the principles 
contained there, imparting a useful discipline, 
casting up warnings, the decisive grounds of 
judgment must be found elsewhere, outside 
the text. They will have to be found, even yet, 
in those substantive moral principles that are 
not contained in the Constitution—and could 
never be entirely contained there. The Con-
stitution remains as a vital framework, but it 
is evident that even many lawyers and jurists 
have forgotten the moral reasoning behind its 
articles and clauses. And for those of us who 
collaborate in the Claremont Review that proj-
ect forms, for us, steady work. 

Hadley Arkes is the Edward Ney Professor of 
Jurisprudence and American Institutions at 
Amherst College, and the author, most recently, 
of Constitutional Illusions and Anchoring 
Truths: The Touchstone of the Natural Law 
(Cambridge University Press).
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Book Review by Robert F. Nagel

Loose Lips Sink Ships
Necessary Secrets: National Security, the Media, and the Rule of Law, by Gabriel Schoenfeld.

W.W. Norton & Company, 309 pages, $27.95

The standard case for free speech 
makes transparency one of the nation’s 
core principles. It holds that, outside of 

exceptional circumstances like yelling “Fire!” 
falsely in a crowded theater, an unconstrained 
marketplace of information and ideas is indis-
pensible to the health of the republic. So great 
is the value of openness, in this view, that 
those who participate actively in that mar-
ketplace, especially journalists, perform work 
that is nothing short of heroic. 

This romantic view of the supposedly high-
minded journalists has a number of judicial 
sources. In the Supreme Court’s 1971 “Pen-
tagon Papers” decision, for example, Justice 
Hugo Black wrote that “far from deserving 
condemnation for their courageous report-
ing,” those who published information stolen 
from the government “should be commended 
for serving the purpose that the Founders saw 
so clearly.” For almost a century the Supreme 
Court has worked from the assumption that 
judges should stand as a bulwark against ef-
forts to restrict speech alleged to be harmful, 
because both the general public and its politi-
cal representatives often yield too easily to the 
urge to suppress.

The starting point for Necessary Secrets by 
Gabriel Schoenfeld is that this set of ideas has 
become—of all things!—a stale orthodoxy. 
And in the great tradition of open debate, Schoe-
nfeld sets out to challenge that orthodoxy, at 

least as it applies to national security. Formerly 
a senior editor for Commentary, and currently a 
writer affiliated with the Hudson Institute and 
the Witherspoon Institute, Schoenfeld weighs 
the often competing claims of efficacious gov-
ernment and informed democracy in a careful, 
fair, but sometimes hard-hitting way.

According to Schoenfeld, founders as dif-
ferent as George Washington and Patrick 
Henry stopped well short of being free-speech 
absolutists. They thought that governmental 
secrecy is sometimes necessary, especially in 
military affairs—but not only. The proceed-
ings of the Constitutional Convention of 1787, 
for example, were meant to be confidential, 
partly to allow participants to shift positions 
during the course of debate without public 
embarrassment. 

Schoenfeld tries to vindicate the founders’ 
belief that dire consequences will follow if the 
government is unable to keep secrets. Dur-
ing the Civil War, for instance, newspapers 
sometimes published advance news of planned 
troop movements, leading to unnecessary loss 
of life. In 1931 a high-level government code 
breaker named Herbert Yardley published a 
book revealing how much of Japan’s secret code 
had been broken by the United States during 
World War I. (In addition, Yardley may have 
sold the information to the Japanese them-
selves.) Schoenfeld argues that the disclosure 
caused the Japanese to rework their codes, one 

of the reasons America was taken by surprise 
at Pearl Harbor. 

Though observing that divulging military 
secrets can be an overt act that lends aid and 
comfort to an enemy of the United States, i.e. 
treason, Schoenfeld is no alarmist about the 
damage that leaks cause. He recognizes that 
sometimes the publication of even danger-
ous information might cause no immediate 
harm and possibly do some good. In Decem-
ber 1941, for example, the Chicago Tribune 
published an account of the Roosevelt Ad-
ministration’s secret plan to wage total war 
against Germany. This information soon 
came to Hitler’s attention and may have been 
one of the factors that induced him to de-
clare war on the United States. Schoenfeld 
calmly concludes that this turn of events was 
a “godsend” rather than a “calamity,” since 
after Pearl Harbor Roosevelt would have 
been limited to waging war against Japan, 
the lesser threat to our security, if Hitler had 
not resolved this dilemma for him. 

Schoenfeld also recognizes that the 
consequences of leaks can be subtle and 
indirect. The publication of the Pentagon 

Papers seems not to have caused any concrete 
harm to the American military effort in Vietnam, 
for example. Yet the very fact that the United 
States could not prevent disclosure of its secrets 
might have damaged diplomatic relationships. 
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Although courts fixate on whether leaked 
information can be shown to be immediately 
dangerous, Schoenfeld argues that a leak can 
put lives in danger through a gradual sequence 
of events. Moreover, “damage…will always 
be an exercise in indeterminacy.” Those who 
wish to harm us are themselves engaging in 
concealment, so the idea that we can knowl-
edgably calibrate the marginal increase in our 
vulnerability caused by the divulgence of par-
ticular secrets is specious. 

Schoenfeld sensibly observes that if the 
threat is grave enough, like the publication 
of information that would make it easier for 
a hostile nation or terrorist group to build 
a thermonuclear bomb, even a small likeli-
hood of real world consequences would be 
intolerable. Moreover, as was true with the 
improved Japanese codes that made the attack 
on Pearl Harbor harder to prevent, dreadful 
consequences can take place many years after 
secrets are disclosed. Finally and importantly, 
he emphasizes the harm done to self-gov-
ernment when the legitimate representatives 
of the people decide what should not be dis-
closed but a midlevel bureaucrat takes it upon 
himself to subvert that decision.

Speaking of midlevel bureaucrats, 
wasn’t Daniel Ellsberg, the leaker of the 
Pentagon Papers, a First Amendment 

hero? Not according to Schoenfeld. If the leak 
did no specific harm, neither did it do much to 
hasten the end of the war. And Ellsberg, rather 
than stepping up to take the punishment for his 
civil disobedience, tried to remain anonymous 
and to evade authorities. He was, says the author, 

“a rogue.” 
Schoenfeld is harder on other leakers, con-

demning CIA operatives who disregarded their 
oaths by disclosing classified information and 
depicting the Progressive magazine’s decision in 
1979 to publish details on the construction of 
a thermonuclear bomb a dangerous, “puerile” 
self-indulgence. In 2005 the New York Times 
ran its story on the National Security Admin-
istration’s Terrorist Surveillance Program after 
one of the authors, James Risen, threatened to 
publish his book on that subject and thus scoop 
the newspaper. Since the paper’s publication of 
the story provided Risen’s book with valuable 
publicity, Schoenfeld concludes that a reporter 
benefited financially from a news event that 

“compromised American security.” The Times 
had some colorable journalistic pretext for pro-
ceeding with the NSA wiretapping story, but, 
according to Schoenfeld, its subsequent deci-
sion to publish a story about the Bush Admin-
istration’s bank monitoring program, a highly 
successful and legal anti-terrorist program, 
proceeded from the “frivolous justification” 

that the story was (in the words of the reporter) 
“an interesting yarn.” 

Given the dogma that government is 
a constant threat to vigorous free expres-
sion, readers may be surprised to learn that 
most leaking goes unpunished. Readers 
may also be surprised to learn that much of 
this forbearance is due to political, not ju-
dicial, decision-making. Schoenfeld reports 
that the United States has sought to block 
publication of secrets (through what law-
yers call “prior restraints”) only twice. One 
attempt, of course, involved the Pentagon 
Papers and the other the Progressive article 
on the construction of nuclear weapons. The 
Justice Department lost the former case and 
dropped the latter when other news outlets 
published the same material. When Frank 
Snepp tried to publish an account of the last 
days of the Vietnam War—an account that 
contained information gained while he was a 
CIA agent—the Justice Department refused 
to seek a prior restraint, instead going after 
his profits. The government argued success-
fully that Snepp had not honored his con-
tractual agreement to submit such material 
to the CIA for review.

Perhaps more surprisingly, Schoenfeld 
claims that between 1917 and 1985 only twice 
did the United States attempt to use the Es-
pionage Act against individuals who leaked 
secrets. The first target was Ellsberg, who was 
brought to trial in 1973; prosecutors dropped 
the charges when aspects of the Watergate 
scandal began to become public. The second 
was Samuel Morison, an intelligence analyst 
with top-secret clearance. Morison sold secret 
photographs of the Soviet Union’s first nucle-
ar powered aircraft carrier to Jane’s Fighting 
Ships. He was convicted, but sentenced to only 
two years in prison. President Bill Clinton lat-
er pardoned him. 

Both Ellsberg and Morison worked for the 
government when they obtained their secrets. 
The first prosecutions of private individuals 
under the Espionage Act did not occur until 
2006. According to Schoenfeld, there have 
been only three successful prosecutions for 
leaking classified information in American 
history. Not only has prosecution been rare, 
but journalists, who can be subpoenaed to ap-
pear before federal grand juries and be made 
to identify leakers, are rarely required to ap-
pear because of the Justice Department’s strict 
internal guidelines.

While schoenfeld appreciates 
that governmental efforts to suppress 
speech have at times been excessive, 

he thinks the government would do well to 
increase its efforts to punish leakers of national 

security secrets. Indeed, he seems to relish one 
often-overlooked aspect of the Supreme Court’s 
decision in the Pentagon Papers case. Though 
the Justices denied the Nixon Administration’s 
request for an order preventing the New York 
Times from publishing, a majority also pointed 
a “fully cocked gun” at the press. Schoenfeld 
refers to Justice Byron White’s observation that 
the Times might be subject, after publishing, 
to criminal prosecution. Schoenfeld does not 
recommend firing this gun indiscriminately. 
He thinks that the public’s need for information 
and the government’s need to keep secrets can 
be reconciled if federal prosecutors use their 
discretion wisely and “seek to punish the 
publication only of those secrets that truly 
endanger national security.” 

This proposal is not entirely satisfactory. 
The author’s own analysis shows how dif-
ficult it is to know whether the publication 
of particular secrets will harm the nation. If 
prosecutors are directed to limit themselves 
to moving against leaks that “truly” endanger 
security, they will be required to know more 
than anyone can know. 

Moreover, focusing on prosecutorial dis-
cretion does not solve the problem repre-
sented by the federal judiciary, which would 
stand between the decision to prosecute and 
the decision to punish. With few exceptions, 
federal judges accept the same free speech 
orthodoxy that Schoenfeld condemns in 
journalists. Indeed, much of that orthodoxy 
has been fostered and legitimized by the 
federal courts. No stronger or more roman-
tic account of the founders’ beliefs about 
the virtues of unbridled free speech can be 
found than Justice Louis Brandeis’ lyrical, 
influential, and simplistic concurring opin-
ion in the 1927 Supreme Court case, Whit-
ney v. California. Brandeis’s opinion is one 
of several judicial sources for the view, com-
mon among both justices and journalists, 
that dangerous speech cannot be punished 
unless the threatened harm is concrete and 
imminent. 

Gabriel Schoenfeld’s logic points inevi-
tably toward the conclusion that legal cures 
for irresponsible leaking are unlikely to be 
significant. The cure, if any, must come from 
changes in the larger political culture. In 
place of a widespread set of attitudes and as-
sumptions that fosters self-indulgence and 
irresponsibility among leakers and journal-
ists, he argues for a more mature, thoughtful 
ethos. Necessary Secrets is an important step 
in that direction.

Robert F. Nagel is the Ira C. Rothgerber, Jr., Pro-
fessor of Constitutional Law at the University of 
Colorado Law School.
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Book Review by Carnes Lord

Decider-in-Chief
Decision Points, by George W. Bush.

Crown, 497 pages, $35

A good presidential autobiography 
is not an easy book to write. Antici-
pating a large readership with only a 

limited appetite for the details of Washington 
politics and policymaking, the author is in-
evitably tempted to favor color over substance, 
personalities over policy. Though it is impor-
tant to write while the experience of the presi-
dency is still relatively fresh, it is challenging to 
judge personal performances with any frank-
ness while many of the players are still on the 
stage. Nor is it possible to discuss many sen-
sitive matters because of the unavailability of 
the classified documentary record (at any rate, 
before the era of Wikileaks!). George W. Bush 
seems aware of these difficulties, and does his 
best not to raise our expectations—hardly 
surprising given the humble man he so clearly 
is. Decision Points never pretends to be a com-
prehensive or definitive account of the Bush 
presidency (or for that matter of Bush’s earlier 
life, though this does feature a little), nor is 
it organized as a continuous narrative of his 
years in the White House. Instead, it focuses 
thematically on a limited number of key areas 
of presidential decisionmaking. This approach 
has its disadvantages, but works surprisingly 
well as an introduction to presidential leader-
ship and how one should think about it. 

One can agree with Bush when he says, “I 
believe it will be impossible to reach definitive 

conclusions about my presidency—or any re-
cent presidency, for that matter—for several 
decades. The passage of time allows passions 
to cool, results to clarify, and scholars to com-
pare different approaches.” This is particularly 
true in his case. A great many Americans, not 
to mention ill-wishers of this country abroad, 
developed a passionate loathing for George 
W. Bush and all his works over the course of 
his eight years in office. American historians 
currently rank him, according to polls, as 
the fifth or sixth worst president. It will take 
some time for these passions to cool; yet cool 
they undoubtedly will.

Besides, in an important sense the Bush 
presidency is not over yet. In Tunisia, Egypt, 
and Libya, events show that the verdict on 
democracy promotion is far from conclusive. 
The global war on terror may be unmention-
able under the current administration, yet it 
continues with no end in sight. The war in Af-
ghanistan is in its tenth year, with an outcome 
that remains highly uncertain. The Iraq war 
is winding down, and the picture there is in 
many ways encouraging; but the stability of 
Iraqi politics remains a major question. And 
the other two members of Bush’s “axis of evil” 
remain active if not entirely well—a reminder 
that a president can be remembered, in the 
words of the prayer book, for things left un-
done as well as things done. 

Decision points contains few major 
revelations or surprises. Though Bush 
had help with the research and writ-

ing (Chris Michel, a former Bush speechwriter, 
is credited), the book retains his distinctive 
voice. It is straightforward and workmanlike, 
with flashes of wry humor. Perhaps surpris-
ingly, the author has little to say about Ameri-
can politics, though there are brief, interesting 
discussions of his presidential rivals—John 
McCain as well as Al Gore and John Kerry. 
His two Supreme Court appointments receive 
perfunctory attention, and his judicial philos-
ophy and the various legal battles his adminis-
tration had to fight in the war on terror, even 
less—though he gives no ground on the use 
of enhanced interrogation techniques. By con-
trast, he deals at length with several domestic 
topics that some may find surprising: there are 
separate chapters on stem-cell research, Hur-
ricane Katrina, the administration’s campaign 
against AIDS in Africa, and the 2008 finan-
cial crisis. He is particularly proud—and for 
good reason—of his administration’s humani-
tarian record in Africa, something for which 
he has gotten grudging credit at best from his 
legion of critics.

Beltway aficionados are likely to be most 
interested in the chapter on “personnel,” 
which provides thumbnail sketches of the 
Bush cabinet and other senior officials. Some 
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reading between the lines is clearly required 
here. Sometimes the praise is faint, but the 
president drops no dimes—except for one on 
Paul O’Neill, his first secretary of the treasury. 
Bush complains that O’Neill “belittled” his 
tax cuts and otherwise “didn’t gain my con-
fidence” or that of “the financial community, 
Congress, or his colleagues in the administra-
tion,” and did a poor job of advancing the ad-
ministration’s economic policies in speeches 
and on TV. In a particularly hard jab, Bush 
tells us O’Neill “used his meetings in the Oval 
Office to talk about tangential topics, like his 
plan to improve workplace safety at the U.S. 
Mint.” When Bush decided to fire him, how-
ever, Lawrence Lindsey, chairman of the Na-
tional Economic Council, was also shown the 
door. The president has nothing but praise 
for Lindsey, a brilliant conservative econo-
mist, claiming only that for the change in his 
economic team to be “credible,” it “had to be 
sweeping.” There was in fact more to it. Lind-
sey had made an incautious public statement 
about the projected costs of the Iraq War; one 
surmises that he, too, had lost the president’s 
confidence.

Bush’s choice of colin powell as sec-
retary of state was “easy,” he tells us. “I 
believed Colin could be the second 

coming of George Marshall, a soldier turned 
statesman.” Donald Rumsfeld, his second 
choice for secretary of defense (Rumsfeld was 
apparently originally considered for the CIA), 
was “knowledgeable, articulate, and confi-
dent. As a former secretary of defense, he had 
the strength and experience to bring major 
changes to the Pentagon. He would run the 
bureaucracy, not let it run him.” Several pag-
es later, however, Bush says that as the 2004 
election approached, he grew concerned about 
the growing discord between the State and 
Defense departments over Iraq. “Colin and 
Don were always respectful to each other in 
my presence. Over time I realized they were 
like a pair of old duelers who kept their own 
pistols in their holsters, but let their seconds 
and thirds fire away.”

In spite of repeated presidential scoldings 
and behind-the-scenes diplomacy by Vice 
President Dick Cheney, National Security 
Advisor Condoleeza Rice, and her deputy 
Steve Hadley, “[n]othing worked.” After the 
Abu Ghraib scandal broke, Rumsfeld sub-
mitted his resignation, and Bush claims he 
seriously considered accepting it but was dis-
suaded by the absence of an obvious successor. 
Finally, though, the president “concluded that 
the animosity was so deeply embedded that 

the only solution was to change the entire na-
tional security team after the 2004 election.”

As it turned out, Powell notified the pres-
ident later in the spring that he wanted to 
leave, providing him a graceful out. Bush 
then adds: “I admired Colin, but it some-
times seemed like the State Department he 
led wasn’t fully on board with my philoso-
phy and policies. It was important to me that 
there be no daylight between the president 
and the secretary of state”—implying clearly 
that such daylight existed between Bush and 
Powell. So much for the second coming of 
General Marshall! As for Rumsfeld, Bush 
planned for him to move on as well, but ap-
parently with less urgency. He considered as 
possible replacements not only Condi Rice 
and Senator Joseph Lieberman, but former 
secretary of state James Baker (this I believe 
is a surprise). Bush has much more to say 
in praise of Rumsfeld than Powell. He had 

“valuable experience and shared my view of 
the war on terror as a long-term ideological 
struggle” (implicitly denying this, it would 
seem, for Powell), and he was doing “a su-
perb job transforming the military, the mis-
sion that initially attracted me to him,” men-
tioning among other particulars Rumsfeld’s 
innovations in the area of unmanned aerial 
vehicles, his overhaul of the U.S. global bas-
ing posture, and his improvements in U.S. 
special operations forces.

He also notes, however, that at times “Don 
frustrated me with his abruptness toward 
military leaders and members of my staff.” 
The latter appears to be a reference to Rice 
in particular. As for Rumsfeld’s notoriously 
fraught relationship with the uniformed mil-
itary, Bush reveals that he kept the defense 
secretary on longer than originally antici-
pated because of open criticisms by a group 
of retired generals. “There was no way I was 
going to let a group of retired officers bully 
me into pushing out the civilian secretary of 
defense. It would have looked like a military 
coup and would have set a disastrous prec-
edent.” On this he is absolutely right. It is 
disappointing that Bush does not have more 
to say about the apparently growing prob-
lems in the American civil-military relation-
ship during his tenure. On all of these bu-
reaucratic issues, Bush’s memoir needs to be 
supplemented with Douglas Feith’s carefully 
crafted, well-documented War and Decision 
(2008)—the best insider account of the Bush 
Administration’s personal and interagency 
squabbling over Iraq-related matters, as well 
as an able defense of the Pentagon’s much 
criticized role. 

One other personnel item is worth 
commenting on. Bush calls it “the 
most emotional personnel deci-

sion I had to make,” and it was on the last 
day of his presidency: the issue of a pardon 
for Scooter Libby. The chief of staff to Vice 
President Cheney, Libby had been indicted 
by U.S. Attorney Patrick Fitzgerald for per-
jury, obstruction of justice, and making false 
statements in the matter of Valerie Plame, 
the CIA operative he supposedly “outed” to 
journalist Bob Novak as part of an alleged 
administration vendetta against her husband, 
Joseph Wilson. (Deputy Secretary of State 
Richard Armitage later admitted to tipping 
Novak to Plame.) In June 2007, Libby was 
convicted and sentenced to 30 months in 
prison. Though Cheney and others “pushed 
aggressively” for a full presidential pardon for 
his aide, Bush agreed only to a commutation 
of Libby’s sentence. “I decided it would send a 
bad message to pardon a former staff member 
convicted of obstructing justice, especially af-
ter I had instructed the staff to cooperate with 
the investigation.” He also claims that “most 
advisers” believed the verdict was correct. 
Although noting that the protracted investi-
gation had already caused “personal, profes-
sional, and financial damage for Scooter and 
his family,” he doesn’t add that letting the 
conviction stand resulted in Libby’s disbar-
ment and hence the loss of his primary liveli-
hood. He also fails to make clear the partisan 
inspiration of the media feeding frenzy Libby 
was subjected to throughout, or the dubious 
methods and judgment of the notoriously ag-
gressive and self-dealing Fitzgerald.

In the final days of the administration, 
Cheney took another run at Bush on behalf 
of a pardon for Libby. Bush claims he then 
asked “two trusted lawyers” to review the case 
again; both told him they could find no justi-
fication for a pardon. When he informed the 
vice president of this, Cheney

stared at me with an intense look. “I 
can’t believe you’re going to leave a sol-
dier on the battlefield,” he said. The 
comment stung. In eight years, I had 
never seen Dick like this, or even close 
to this. I worried that the friendship 
we had built was about to be severely 
strained, at best.

Bush should at least be given credit for telling 
this story on himself. But Cheney was right.

Carnes Lord is a professor of naval and military 
strategy at the U.S. Naval War College. 
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Book Review by Ramesh Ponnuru

Explaining Obama
Radical-in-Chief: Barack Obama and the Untold Story of American Socialism, by Stanley Kurtz. 

Threshold, 485 pages, $27 

The Roots of Obama’s Rage, by Dinesh D’Souza. 
Regnery, 258 pages, $27.95

There is a mysterious quality to 
President Barack Obama. His family 
background—the Kenyan bigamist fa-

ther, the time in an Indonesian household—is 
unusual for an American. His almost entirely 
non-commercial, and sometimes anti-com-
mercial, career provides few points of con-
tact with the experience of most Americans. 
Obama’s political strategy turned the public’s 
unfamiliarity with him and his aloofness to-
ward it into glamour. His slogans were vague 
even by the standards of political campaigns. 
In the prologue to his second book, The Au-
dacity of Hope (2006), he famously remarked 
that he served as a blank screen on which oth-
ers of different political views could project 
their hopes. 

But there is more to it than that. Even 
though Obama has written two books about 
himself—partly because he has—our knowl-
edge of chapters of his life remains fragmen-
tary. Two new books seek to solve the mystery 
of Obama, and both note how frequently he 
has rewritten his past in the course of relat-
ing it. 

In Radical-in-Chief, Stanley Kurtz makes 
the arresting and persuasive observation that 

“contemporary community organizing is largely 
a socialist enterprise,” and that it is deceptive 
about that fact. It is not too much to say that 
Obama has been trained in the simultaneous 
advancement and concealment of leftism. And 
the press has not made him strain himself.

Kurtz, a senior fellow at the Ethics and 
Public Policy Center and adjunct fellow at the 
Hudson Institute, draws an example from a 
Time magazine interview with Obama in 2008. 
Asked about his reference in Dreams from My 
Father (1995) to having attended “socialist con-
ferences” while at Columbia, Obama replied 
that he also read Hayek and Friedman but re-
jected the “dogma” and “excesses” of both sides. 
As Kurtz shows in exhaustive (and some-
times exhausting) detail, to say that Obama 

“browsed” in leftism, as Time concluded, is an 
understatement. His associates, friends, and 
intellectual influences were much more left-
wing—more socialist—than he has let on. 
The evidence that he rejected any of their core 
beliefs as “dogma” during his youth and early 
adulthood is essentially non-existent.

The book is weaker in its last chapter, 
when it turns to contemporary politics and 
the record of the Obama Administration. 
Kurtz wants to make the case for continuity 
between the youthful and the middle-aged 
Obama, and the president’s deception about 
his past makes that case seem stronger: Never 
having acknowledged his leftism, Obama can-
not claim to have outgrown it. But it is always 
possible that he has gradually and quietly 
shed his left-wing skin, and there is of course 
no way for Kurtz to disprove that story.

Radical-in-Chief allows that Obama is a 
pragmatist and that the meaning of socialism 
is not what it used to be, but downplays the sig-

nificance of these concessions. Political prag-
matism has a way over the years of placing old 
goals over the horizon and out of sight, which 
is after all one of the reasons hardliners always 
warn against it. Is it so implausible in Obama’s 
case that the mask has become the man?

Kurtz is quite right to say that tactical mod-
eration is consistent with substantive leftism. 
Since the publication of his book, Kurtz has 
written that Obama’s support for a deal that 
extends the Bush Administration’s tax cuts 
shows that he is shrewder than leftists who 
opposed the deal, not that he is more centrist 
than they are. But Kurtz is himself inconsis-
tent on this point. Referring to the passage of 
the Democratic health-care law in the course 
of defending the book’s thesis, Kurtz has also 
written that “Obama overrode the advice of his 
key political advisers on that issue, so some-
thing more than liberal-Democratic business-
as-usual was likely at work.” If tactical mod-
eration on taxes doesn’t put Obama to Bernie 
Sanders’s right, tactical boldness on health 
care can’t put him to Rahm Emanuel’s left.

We are also told that obama’s true 
views will come to the fore later in 
his presidency, but this is not at all 

clear. It seems unlikely that Obama, even if 
re-elected, will ever again have the lopsidedly 
liberal congressional majorities he enjoyed in 
his first two years. His liberalism has prob-
ably already crested.
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To the extent Kurtz succeeds in demon-
strating how easily socialists and social demo-
crats have been folded into the Democratic 
party, he undercuts his own case that Obama 
is distinctively left-wing, and dangerous, be-
cause of his history. The auto bailout, the 
stimulus, the health-care law, and all the rest 
may make America resemble European social 
democracies, and bring us closer to socialism. 
But we needed no biography of Barack Obama 
to know this. Any conceivable Democratic 
president elected in 2008 would have favored 
these policies, however he had spent his col-
lege years. The vast majority of congressional 
Democrats backed all of them. Congressional 
Democrats with little exposure to the Mid-
west Academy, ACORN, and the other mem-
bers of Kurtz’s bestiary had more to do with 
the design of these laws than Obama did.

The roots of obama’s rage, a more 
speculative and (perhaps therefore) 
readable book, by polemicist and King’s 

College president Dinesh D’Souza, has an en-
larged form of the same problem. D’Souza’s 
theory is that Obama’s core political commit-
ment is to his late father’s anti-colonialist ide-
ology. That theory has frequently been criti-
cized on the ground that Obama could not 
have been significantly influenced by a man he 
barely knew. This criticism is clearly mistaken, 
since Obama wrote an entire book about that 
influence. (Just read the title.) But if his pro-
gram is peculiarly rooted in the Obama fam-
ily psychodrama, why have Nancy Pelosi and 
Harry Reid consistently gone along with it? It 
is a question that D’Souza never entertains.

Nor does he ever really show that Obama 
has any “rage” to explain. (Even the cover im-
age of a hostile Obama looks less enraged than 
irritated—perhaps with the reader for picking 
up the book.) D’Souza refers to Obama’s “sup-
pressed fury.” Petulant, vain, deceptive, and 
cold he may be, but if he has any fury its sup-
pression is more striking than its expression.

This is not the only false note in the book. 
“So far, conservative opposition to Obama 
has been shrill,” D’Souza writes. As he de-
velops his thesis he proceeds to argue that 
Obama views the Lockerbie bomber as a 
hero of the fight against American imperial-
ism, would prefer that we lose in Afghani-
stan, wants American power to be reduced, 
sees America as a rogue state (but isn’t anti-
American!), has deliberately chosen the least 
effective means of stopping Iran’s nuclear 
program, and cares more about protecting 

terrorists from America than vice-versa. For 
him to characterize the run of conservatives 
for their strident tone seems, given these fea-
tures of his book, unfair.

D’Souza continually insists that he has 
found the key to understanding Obama. An-
ti-colonialism “is the moral and intellectual 
foundation of his ideology,” and his policies 
are “incomprehensible without this intellec-
tual landscape.” As an explanatory model, the 
theory is “powerful.”

Perhaps too powerful: it seems to explain 
everything. But the protean character of “anti-
colonialism” does all the work. D’Souza never 
spells out its content. So the health-care plan 
and cap-and-trade are presented as “anti-co-
lonialist,” rather than socialist, because they 
involve the government seizing power from 
rich white corporate types rather than direct-
ly nationalizing industry. But of course this 
was also true of the Clinton Administration’s 
health-care plan, and nobody attributed its 
design to Kenyan history.

Again and again the author attributes 
Obama’s positions to anti-colonialism when 
less exotic explanations would be given for 
any other politician who took the same posi-
tions. D’Souza claims that whereas Al Gore 
wants the whole world to accept lower living 
standards to prevent global warming, Obama 
is content to let the West, and especially the 
United States, make sacrifices while merely 
calling for others to act. But Gore, too, favors 
unilateral action combined with exhortation. 
Obama’s position is no more anti-Western 
than Gore’s.

Obama’s policy toward Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram is identical to that of George W. Bush, 
at least in his second term. Why should we 
assume that Obama’s motives are more sinis-
ter than Bush’s? D’Souza sees Obama’s habit 
of presenting his own positions as moderate 
in comparison to two hypothetical extremes 
as an example of his “lactification,” by which 
he means his attempt to distance himself 
from the “angry black man” stereotype. But 
since it is a standard rhetorical trick often 
used by each of Obama’s immediate prede-
cessors as president, why not see it as what 
it obviously is: an attempt to make the posi-
tions seem reasonable?

On two occasions in this short book, 
D’Souza notes that the president forced some 
banks to accept bailout funds and refused to 
let banks repay the funds when they consid-
ered themselves ready. It is of course within 
the realm of possibility that Obama wanted 

to use the funds as an excuse for extensive 
federal control of the banking industry, and 
wanted this control in order to avenge his fa-
ther’s shade. But it is also possible that the 
administration believed that providing funds 
to sound and unsound banks alike would 
keep the markets from attacking beneficia-
ries and non-repayers. It may also have be-
lieved that without this policy barely solvent 
banks would be able to survive but would not 
be healthy enough to lend and thus aid the 
economic recovery. These views, discussed 
among banking-policy experts at the time as 
explanations for the administration’s actions, 
may have been misguided. But they may also 
have been sincerely held. D’Souza does not 
consider any alternative to his anti-colonialist 
theory, which may be why he finds that it fits 
the facts so often and so well.

By the time he explains that sending more 
troops to Afghanistan is another clever an-
ti-colonialist gambit, one begins to wonder 
whether anything could falsify the theory. He 
sees the auto bailout as evidence that Obama 
views the autoworkers’ unions as victims of op-
pression by neo-colonialist CEOs. If Obama 
had let the companies sink, though, couldn’t 
the anti-colonialist theory have explained it 
away as his indifference to a symbol of Ameri-
can might?

Perhaps the real solution to the 
mystery of Obama is that there is no 
mystery at all. Obama’s political views 

are consequential because he is the president, 
but they show little sign of being especially 
interesting aside from that. Genus liberal, 
species academic, character type pragmatic: 
that classification seems adequate. His heart 
belongs to the Left, and his heart of hearts to 
Barack Obama.

His conventionality is a good thing for con-
servatism. One reason conservatism’s political 
fortunes rebounded so quickly after the 2008 
election is that liberalism made its critique of 
President Bush too personal—a matter of his 
own alleged stupidity and closed-mindedness 
rather than of the conservative creed. If Amer-
icans reach the verdict that President Obama 
is a failure, it would be better for conservatism 
if they attributed that failure to the liberalism 
he shares with most of his party rather than 
to his personal quirks. The evidence suggests, 
too, that this attribution would be just.

Ramesh Ponnuru is a senior editor at National 
Review.



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2010-Spring 2011 
Page 44

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

Essay by Mark Helprin

Thinking About the Unthinkable, Again 

The equation for determining the 
overpressure of a nuclear shock wave, 
which can pulverize concrete before the 

heat of detonation turns it into glass and ra-
dioactivity makes it unapproachable, is D=D1 
× W⅓ (where D equals distance from ground 
zero of overpressure; D1 equals distance from 
ground zero of reference overpressure; and W 
equals kilotonage). Applying this to empirical 
data reveals, for example, that at the outer limit 
of a six-square-mile area subject to a 10-kiloton 
nuclear blast at its center, a typical 20-story of-
fice building would be subjected on one side 
to an instantaneous pressure of six-million 
pounds. Pity everything in the six-square-mile 
area, and much beyond. And a 10-kiloton de-
vice, easily transportable in a salesman’s case, 
produces less than 1/50th of 1% the yield of 
the largest nuclear weapon ever tested.

The destructive power of nuclear weapons, 
which operate on almost an astronomical scale, 
has engendered so deep-seated a fear that to 
think about them rationally is often mistaken 
as endorsing their terrible effects. In this view, 
emotion and sensitivity trump reason and 
calculation, as if neurosurgery would be bet-

ter accomplished by method actors and poets, 
with a fainting couch nearby, rather than by 
neurosurgeons, who are commonly faulted for 
being cold. Thus Herman Kahn, who bid us 
think about the unthinkable, was reviled as a 
Dr. Strangelove even before Dr. Strangelove 
existed, and thus the movements for various 
types of nuclear abolition or reduction (their 
persistent power derived from the will, though 
not the wit, to survive) display a quality akin 
to panic.

The safe, responsible policy that for more 
than half a century has kept civilization-de-
stroying nuclear weapons in check is counter-
intuitive: that is, to keep the unthinkable at 
bay, one must be willing to do the unthink-
able. Consequently, it is hardly friendly to 
public opinion. Accommodating the popular 
will as they must, politicians of both parties 
frequently take steps that soothe the public 
even as they inflame the danger. And when 
responsible officials are themselves strangers 
to the facts of the matter, like Neville Cham-
berlain they develop the habit of mistaking 
the acclamation they receive for the true lead-
ership they lack.

This is what has happened. In its drive to-
ward severe numerical reduction of nuclear 
weapons as a prelude to complete abolition, 
the current administration will increase nucle-
ar instability and proliferation even as it ful-
somely congratulates itself for having done the 
opposite. Would that its perceptions were as 
faultless as its motives.

Abolition

Were the certain abolition of 
nuclear weapons possible, it would 
almost certainly be worth the nega-

tive effects that would accompany it, but these 
cannot be dismissed even if in most quarters 
they are virtually unknown. Abolition would 
restore primacy to certain forms of conven-
tional warfare, changing the military balance 
unpredictably; for example, resurrecting the 
value of mass formations even if in the context 
of massed precision weaponry. Destabilizing 
in itself, a suddenly revised balance would co-
exist with a vastly lowered threshold of con-
flict between the major powers. In the first 
half of the 20th century, before the advent of 

Believing that the world is safer than ever before from nuclear weapons, America has strayed from 
the rigorous thought and unflinching resolution they demand. When the first one to be fired in anger 
since Nagasaki goes off, romance and illusion will vanish and those who would survive will embrace 

the factual, the difficult, and the counterintuitive. For often what seems least dangerous is
the most dangerous, and what seems most dangerous is what may save you.
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nuclear weapons sidelined the direct conflict 
of the leading nations into a proxy system in 
which remote wars cost the lives of millions, 
the world wars cost the lives of scores of mil-
lions. The great wars did not vanish because of 
an era of good feelings, and there is nothing to 
indicate that absent the fear of nuclear escala-
tion they might not reappear, especially given 
the further advancement, enrichment, and 
growth of the technology, surplus-producing 
economies, and massive nation-states that 
made them possible in the first place.

Were it actually feasible, removing nuclear 
weapons from the equation could make the 
use of chemical and biological weapons more 
likely. There is now a prototype of this in the 
Obama Administration’s “Negative Security 
Assurances” as expressed in the 2010 Nuclear 
Posture Review (NPR): “The United States 
will not use or threaten to use nuclear weap-
ons against non-nuclear weapons states that 
are party to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty and in compliance with their non-pro-
liferation obligations.”

According to this ill-considered doctrine 
intended with the force of paper to turn coun-
tries like Iran from their nuclear ambitions, 
they will be free to use chemical and biologi-
cal weapons against us with our solemn guar-
antee that we will not respond with our full 
potential. What was once incalculable uncer-
tainty has vanished, and they are now at lib-
erty to entertain what previously they might 
not even have considered.

Someone in some agency of government 
must have drawn attention to this highly ef-
fective maneuver of the United States against 
itself, for the document immediately attempts 
to address the problem it creates: “Any state 
that uses CBW [chemical and biological war-
fare] against the United States or its allies and 
partners would face the prospect of a devas-
tating conventional military response.” Not 
a few states, however, such as North Korea, 
Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan, have been 
willing to risk the “devastating conventional 
military response” with the confidence that 
they would live through it, as they have. We 
neither possess nor will we use CBW. Thus, 
we have unbalanced the equations of deter-
rence and given rogue and terrorist-sponsor-
ing states license to attack us as we have never 
been attacked before.

If in fact we were to suffer such an attack, it 
is almost certain that even President Obama 
would immediately discard the “Negative Se-
curity Assurances”—which is only one of the 
reasons why it will be ineffective as a counter to 
proliferation. But in the context of nuclear ab-
olition an indelible “Negative Security Assur-

ances” would alter the dynamic of deterrence 
irreversibly and make the use of other weapons 
of mass destruction that much more likely.

Although the opportunity to abolish nu-
clear weapons might still be worth such po-
tentially devastating effects, yet another risk 
overshadows the entire enterprise and cannot 
be responsibly abided. Abolition has none but 
a destructive purpose unless it is universal 
and highly certain. Without these conditions, 
giving up nuclear weapons is not merely uni-
lateral disarmament but a powerful encour-
agement of their use, whether as a threat or in 
actuality, by whatever agency would secretly 
retain or manufacture them anew. Unfortu-
nately, universality in a high degree of cer-
tainty is impossible to attain, which (and not 
because man is inherently evil, whether he is 

What is the administration’s answer to this 
elemental contradiction of its faith in the near-
term feasibility of disarmament? “[I]n a world 
with complete nuclear disarmament, a robust 
intellectual and physical capability would pro-
vide the ultimate insurance against nuclear 
break-out by an aggressor.” That is, after an 
aggressor unveils—or has used—his hidden 
arsenal, we begin to recreate our own?

At first one may feel relief that such aston-
ishing reasoning, which riddles the Nuclear 
Posture Review, is hedged. Abolition, we are 
told, depends upon halting proliferation; 
achieving total transparency, verification, and 
enforcement; and “the resolution of regional 
disputes that can motivate rival states to ac-
quire and maintain nuclear weapons.” Though 
these conditions will not arrive before the 
Messiah, with the audacity of hope over ex-
perience we are moving ahead anyway, in the 
expectation that engagement itself will solve 
problems unrelated to engagement, our rivals 
will cast aside their vital interests as easily as 
we have cast aside our own, and to show the 
people of Western Europe that we are sophis-
ticated enough to share their semi-religious 
affection for appeasement.

Severe Reduction

The road to abolition—that is, the 
process of disarmament that in itself 
is reassuring to many—is anything but 

benign. Some effects of the severe reduction 
necessary to get to zero might be worth the 
risk were true abolition certain, but even then 
some would be so dangerous as to give pause.

Multilateral Effects: The drastic reductions 
we have agreed upon (from a peak of 31,255 
warheads in 1967 to 1,550 in the New Stra-
tegic Arms Reduction Treaty (NSTART), 
deployed, more pertinently, on only 700 plat-
forms) will rapidly bring about multilateral 
nuclear parity among, at first, China, the U.S., 
and Russia, and then among any number of 
states. As in the physical three-body problem, 
in which it is impossible to calculate the equi-
librium among three bodies in motion, much 
less half a dozen; and as in a tripartite arms 
competition in which A and B can never rest 
in balance if B must take account of C, multi-
lateral nuclear parity cannot be stable. Deter-
rence and sufficiency must be determined in 
view of combinations of opponents, or those 
that, having sat out a confrontation, come 
in fresh. This cannot be done without alter-
ing the equilibrium, requiring further adjust-
ments that will further destabilize it. It used 
to be that the object of arms control was sta-
bility. Now it has become abolition, and the 

The great wars did not 
vanish because of an era 

of good feelings, and there 
is nothing to indicate that 
absent the fear of nuclear 

escalation they might
not reappear.

or not) is why nations have been trapped in 
nuclear deadlock.

The world is far too large and history too 
rich in surprise and betrayal to trust that abo-
lition can be made certain. The nine known 
nuclear powers have collectively manufac-
tured approximately 100,000 warheads. The 
bulk of these have degraded over time or been 
decommissioned. Most are secure and ac-
counted for, but many are not, and no reliable 
warhead inventory exists among the estab-
lished nuclear-weapons states, rogue aspirants, 
shoe-box countries, and terrorist groups. Un-
tracked fissionable material from the former 
Soviet Union alone would be enough for the 
construction of a large number of weapons, 
and—legitimately or otherwise—new fissile 
material is created every day. Almost half a 
century ago, Israel, with a GNP of $3.3 bil-
lion and a population of two and a half million, 
created a nuclear weapon even before it pro-
duced its own jet aircraft. Were certain and 
universal abolition to be achieved, it could be 
secretly negated by manufacture. And as for 
covert retention, an average American house 
is big enough to hold an arsenal sufficient to 
control an otherwise nuclear-disarmed world.
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there was no profit to a lesser state in offering 
a nuclear challenge. The best any nation could 
do was to strive for minimum sufficiency. But 
with advances in precision guidance, sufficien-
cy became a dangerous game, in that if it were 
calculated that, for example, 100 warheads 
were necessary to inflict unacceptable damage 
upon and therefore deter an opponent, pre-
sumably reducing their number by one would 
produce insufficiency, and in so doing, tempt 
a first strike. 

The focus then shifted to the much mis-
understood and maligned concept of overkill, 
which increases stability by making it more 
difficult in a first strike to eliminate an op-
ponent’s sufficiency. But as precision guidance 
became nearly absolute, even overkill could be 
wiped out by an accurate enough attack. Less-
er nuclear powers (China, Britain, France) re-
lied upon the superpowers’ demonstrated so-
briety and contented themselves with enough 
nuclear potential to create uncertainty. Except 
when in their eyes regional rivalries made it 
imperative, non-nuclear powers generally saw 
no point in entering the game, because it was 
always too late to catch up.

Now, however, when the U.S. has commit-
ted to hold only 5% the number of warheads 
it once possessed at the peak, and requests 
an immediate push for further reductions; 
when our nuclear weapons complex and the 
nuclear weapons themselves have aged with-
out adequate maintenance and replacement; 
when official policy is that “The United States 
will not develop new nuclear warheads…[to] 
support new military missions or provide for 
new military capabilities,” we have stopped 
the evolution that served for so long to dis-
courage so many others. This longstanding 
and popular goal of arms control—fewer and 
fewer warheads, approaching zero, and frozen 
technological advance—means that now any-
one, no matter how small, can get in the game, 
and will. That is called proliferation, which 
arms control theoretically is supposed to stem, 
and sometimes can, but not when its focus is 
trained on abolition rather than stability, not 
when officials want to be credited for their 
transcendence rather than risk criticism for 
willingness to pursue the counterintuitive.

First Strike

One can reasonably argue that in 
pursuit of abolition the dangers asso-
ciated with the process of reduction 

(multilateral instability, crazy-state adventur-
ism, increased proliferation) are worth the 
risk. Abolition itself might make worthwhile 
the renewal of certain forms of conventional 

warfare, the lowering of the threshold of con-
flict between the major powers, and the in-
creased likelihood of CBW, but is not worth 
the risks of concealment, breakout, or covert 
manufacture. Similarly, the severe reductions 
on the road to abolition or for their own sake 
are not worth nuclear force instability and the 
implicit encouragement of first strike.

The Nuclear Posture Review’s conclusion 
that “the likelihood of a major nuclear war has 
declined significantly; thus far fewer nuclear 
weapons are needed,” is received wisdom at the 
highest and lowest levels. A letter in the Air 
Force professional journal states that, “[A]s 
stockpiles decline, so does the temptation…to 
use them…. According to most scholars, the 
odds of a superpower nuclear gambit or first 
strike have by most estimates sunk to near 
zero—with odds continuing to lower as stock-
piles diminish.” Or the same, resuméd, from an 
Air War College professor writing in the New 
York Times: “[W]e have calculated that the 
country could address its conceivable…mili-
tary concerns with only 311 strategic nuclear 
weapons…nine-and-a-half times the [explo-
sive power] that…McNamara argued in 1965 
could incapacitate the Soviet Union.” (Dimi-
nution to one fifth the current agreed limits is 
politically conceivable, as these are themselves 
one twentieth the historical maximum, and 
the express wish of the administration is for an 
immediate move toward further reduction.)

The careless orthodoxy that a large number 
of warheads and delivery vehicles promotes a 
first strike and a smaller number discourages 
it, breaks first upon the shoals of fact—we 
know that during 40 years of very large num-
bers there was no first strike, and we do not 
yet know the effect of small numbers—and 
then upon those of logic, for it takes no ac-
count of vulnerability, the prime variable of 
strategic stability.

Even with advances in precision and ter-
minal guidance, not every warhead will hit its 
target. Faulty intelligence, equipment failure, 
weather (literally), deception, defense, and 
other countermeasures mean that no matter 
how many warheads are devoted to each tar-
get not all targets will be destroyed. Consider 
illustratively the case of two opponents, each 
with a single warhead, and then another two 
with 1,000 apiece, with each warhead given 
an 80% chance of detonating upon its target. 
In the first case, the first strike has an 80% 
chance of destroying 100% of the victim’s re-
taliatory capacity. In the second, at the same 
rate of accuracy, 200 warheads will remain 
with which the victim can retaliate in a sec-
ond strike, and the opponent who struck first 
will have none with which to respond—a 0% 

“There have been countless biographies 
of the generals of World War II, and many 

are excellent. This biography of Walter 
Bedell Smith, Eisenhower’s chief of staff, 
is one of the best.” —Wall Street Journal
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severe reductions required to achieve it are 
and will be detrimental to stability.

Lesser State Adventurism: As lesser, rogue, 
and crazy states arrive at actual—or what 
they merely perceive to be—nuclear parity, or 
even just nuclear sufficiency (the ability to in-
flict damage enough to dissuade an opponent 
from consideration of a nuclear exchange) they 
will be able to contemplate the use of tactical 
nuclear weapons to keep out the superior con-
ventional forces of the traditional powers. Al-
though it might delight the peace movements 
of the West, it would allow aggressors freedom 
of action without intervention. In the many 
regional wars this would inevitably encour-
age, nuclear use might seem irresistible to the 
states thus shielded, were their fortunes on the 
battlefield to encounter frustration they found 
threatening or intolerable. When Iran becomes 
a nuclear power, the Middle East will find itself 
in a whole new world. And as we move closer 
and closer to abolition, the prospect of an Iran 
at nuclear parity with the United States, as 
inconceivable as it may have been just a short 
time ago, becomes, as Yogi Berra might say, 
theoretically real, because we are making it so.

Encouragement of Proliferation: When the 
superpowers each had scores of thousands 
of warheads, thousands of delivery systems, 
and active, ever-evolving, related technologies, 



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2010-Spring 2011 
Page 47

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

chance of success. In a more homely fashion, 
which would be preferable, to attempt one 
bull’s-eye with a rifle that is 80% accurate, or 
1,000 bull’s-eyes with 1,000 rifles of 80% ac-
curacy? The conventional wisdom says that 
more warheads are more conducive to a first 
strike, and fewer are less conducive. The real-
ity is exactly the opposite.

That the proposed 311 warheads are just a 
smidgen less than 1% of the historical maxi-
mum suggests that the analysis in the Times 
may have been driven less by objectivity than 
by a desired result. How stable would the bal-
ance of terror be at this number, assuming 
that a major competitor was effectively held 
to the same level? Strategic nuclear weapons 
are deployed in a triad of silo-based missiles, 
submarine-launched missiles, and bombers, 
and 311 warheads could be distributed among 
these in many permutations. Because the sea 
leg is the least vulnerable, the bulk of the war-
heads would no doubt be sea-based.

For example, even if all the soon-to-be-
reduced-to-twelve SSBNs (nuclear ballistic 
missile submarines) did not take the soon-
to-be-reduced-to-a-maximum-of-20 SLBMs 
(submarine-launched ballistic missiles) but 
15 instead, 180 warheads would then reside 
in 12 targets—six SSBNs in port (fixed) and 
six at sea (mobile). One warhead on each 
of our only 60 remaining bombers at their 
three bases, dispersed into four primary 
target areas per base, yields 12 fixed targets. 
The remaining 71 warheads on 71 silo-based 
Minuteman III missiles yield an additional 
71 fixed targets. Even if an enemy held 110 
warheads in reserve, he would still have 2.5 
warheads with which to attack each of a total 
of 89 fixed targets. The six submarines at sea 
would be vulnerable to, for example, those 
operational of 30 Russian and Chinese nu-
clear/attack and 74 conventionally powered 
submarines, and a large number of surface 
vessels and maritime patrol aircraft.

By way of comparison, at the end of the 
Cold War an enemy would have had to deal not 
with 89 fixed targets but with 1,064, and not 
with 6 SSBNs at sea but with 17, a far greater 
challenge and thus a far greater impediment 
to rash action. In addition, in 1992, virtually 
every missile was MIRV’d (that is, it carried 
multiple independently targetable warheads) 
meaning that, though MIRV’ing created its 
own major stability problem, to be effective 
a first strike had to approach 100% accuracy. 
For example, if 30 American missiles survived 
a first strike, because each missile could carry 
multiple warheads we would have been able 
to throw back several hundred in a retalia-
tory strike. If 30 warheads were left in the 

proposed 311-warhead regime, and the enemy 
had 110 remaining (see above), there would 
be no counter-force option (incapacitating his 
remaining missiles), meaning that he could, if 
he wished, destroy America’s cities were the 
U.S. to retaliate with a counter-value strike 
against his cities in response to his first strike. 
Also, the degradation of the 30 remaining 
American missiles—by malfunction, weather, 
and ballistic missile defense—might make 
the risk of absorbing the consequently limited, 
and suicidal, counter-value strike tolerable to 
a Hitler, Stalin, Mao, or Ahmadinejad.

Although these examples are simplified ver-
sions of a more complex reality, nothing inher-
ent or observable in the complexity changes 
the fact that moving to a very small number 
of warheads and delivery vehicles creates insta-
bility. The smaller the number, the greater the 
chance that a first strike may succeed, espe-
cially as the seas become more transparent and 
the accuracy of missilery increases at the tor-
rid pace of civilian electronics. As if this were 
not enough, yet more (self-inflicted) changes to 
America’s defense posture and nuclear doctrine 
will serve to destabilize the balances of what 
will soon become not a world in which nuclear 
weapons no longer exist, but one in which they 
are almost commonplace, and possessed by 
nations and dictatorial regimes known less for 
their restraint than for their psychoses.

Further Instability

Early in the nuclear age, inept doc-
trine sometimes was the cause of insta-
bility, and in recent decades inescap-

able technical advance leading to super-preci-
sion strike has done the same, but never has 
so mature a power of destruction been mated 
to such a confusion of doctrine amid such 
wide-spreading proliferation. Turning its 
gaze from stability to abolition, the Obama 
Administration has run roughshod over a 
number of protective principles discovered 
over time and as a corrective to great risk. For 
example, the essence of the doctrine of Flex-
ible Response is to avoid terminal escalation 
by assuring that at every level of arms an as-
siduously maintained “deep bench” is not so 
easily exhausted or outmaneuvered as to re-
quire the desperate jump to nuclear weapons. 
In perhaps dim recognition of this, the NPR 
offhandedly states that “to reduce the role of 
nuclear weapons in deterring non-nuclear at-
tacks” “[t]he United States will continue to 
strengthen” what elsewhere are called its “un-
rivaled military capabilities.” 

That its conventional capabilities are yet un-
rivaled by those of any single state is irrelevant 

to the wide scope of demands placed upon them, 
but, more to the point, the United States con-
tinues not to strengthen but to weaken them. 
The Air Force and Naval Aviation, which used 
to field four or five peak-generation fighters, 
have been reduced to the F-35—half the plane 
of the gratuitously abandoned F-22, of which 
we retain the remnants while Russia and 
China, and even India, together have five fifth-
generation lines in development. The Navy’s 
incredibly shrinking fleet is the smallest since 
1916. The army has been transformed into a 
gendarmerie that with every skipped training 
rotation and cancelled heavy weapons system 
moves farther and farther away from the abil-
ity to fight another army. And the defense in-
dustrial base has been made so thin, non-com-
petitive, and inactive that in case of emergency 
the “ramp-up” to the manufacture of today’s 
complex weaponry would take from ten years 
to forever. All this and much more across the 
board has been inflicted in the name of econ-
omy, accompanied by false assurances and un-
felt bravado, and without a thought to the im-
plications for the use of nuclear weapons in an 
emergency in which inadequate conventional 
forces might buckle.

The new doctrine encourages proliferation 
not merely in easing up on existing and poten-
tial nuclear rivals by running the United States 
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backwards, but in more creative ways as well. 
We will strengthen “bilateral and regional se-
curity ties” to show “neighboring states that 
their pursuit of nuclear weapons will only 
undermine their goal of achieving military 
or political advantages,” and to reassure “non-
nuclear U.S. allies and partners that their se-
curity interests can be protected without their 
own nuclear deterrent.” But our involvement 
in regional alliances and wars tends to spur 
rather than dissuade neighboring states in re-
gard to acquisition of nuclear weapons. One 
of Iran’s chief motivations in seeking them 
is their utility in relation to American forces 
and policy in the Middle East. And our al-
lies facing newly nuclear-armed antagonists 
can hardly be expected to rely on either our 
rapidly weakening conventional forces or our 
rapidly folding nuclear umbrella, but rather 
to seek their own. The reality is so intensely 
the opposite of what the NPR states that it 
may drive even Japan to seek its own nuclear 
deterrent. Which is all to say that disarma-
ment cannot strengthen security guarantees 
or substitute for sound doctrine, and that 
when it is tortured into doing so the effects 
are predictably negative.

What of the new doctrine’s elemental faith, 
as we have seen, that nuclear sufficiency is suf-
ficient? In most things, by definition, sufficien-
cy is sufficient, but in nuclear strategy it isn’t. It 
would be were there no crises, misjudgments, 
and losses of control, and if one side’s percep-
tions and doctrines were always rather than 
almost never exactly matched to the other’s. It 
would be if the possibility of defense did not 
allow either the actual or illusory forcing of an 
opponent’s capability from sufficient to insuf-
ficient. And defense is not just hardware and 
interceptors but also dispersion, civil defense, 
hardening, mobility of the deterrent, and the 
acceptability of loss as determined culturally, 
politically, by circumstance, and in the often 
unfathomable minds of those with the power 
of decision. Sufficiency is in these ways mer-
curial, yet at every turn and without a closer 
look the Obama nuclear doctrine relies upon 
it to preserve nuclear stability and defend the 
United States.

As if it were not enough for the administra-
tion to run its ideological bulls through the 
complex china shops of nuclear strategy, de-
stroying structures and relations of which it 
may not even be aware, it sees as dangerous 
and worthy of suppression the very instrument 
with the greatest potential of both buttressing 
strategic stability and discouraging prolifera-
tion. That is, ballistic missile defense (BMD). 
In this regard, one thing must be clarified. The 

chief accusations against BMD have been that 
it cannot work and would (illogically, if it can-
not work) promote strategic instability by serv-
ing as a shield to protect an aggressor from re-
taliation after his first strike, especially if this 
were a counter-force strike that reduced the 
victim’s ability to retaliate in strength.

First, BMD can and does work, and though 
as the history of warfare illustrates and one 
would expect, all defenses can be countered, 
the same history also illustrates that with per-
sistence and responsible stewardship defense 
can evolve to overcome countermeasures as 
they develop in turn. As for the second point, 
no competent strategist ever assumed that a 
missile shield, no matter how advanced, dense, 
or layered, could be assumed to do anything 
but mitigate the effect of an all-out nuclear 
strike, because even if only a few warheads 
broke through, the damage would be cata-
strophic. What a missile shield can do for cer-
tain, however, is protect a nation’s deterrent, 
making a successful first strike impossible. A 
90% effective defense that led to the destruc-
tion of 10% of a nation’s cities would hardly 
free it to contemplate a first strike. By the 
same token, a defense that preserved 90% of 
its retaliatory force would make a first strike 
upon it virtually inconceivable.

Adequate ballistic missile defense would 
deeply discourage proliferation, in that the 
likely and threatening proliferators, able to 
produce only a limited strike capability, have 
the least chance of getting through a missile 
defense. The major leverage they might seek 
by going nuclear would be so reduced as to 
make them think twice. (Conveyance of nu-
clear bombs other than by missilery is a sepa-
rate problem that does not absolve one from 
addressing the yet most efficient and likely 
means of delivery.) 

How then will the administration make use 
of BMD, the best structural encouragement 
of strategic stability and a powerful disincen-
tive to proliferation? “[O]ur missile defenses…
are designed to address newly emerging re-
gional threats, and are not intended to affect 
the strategic balance.” The U.S. here officially 
limits missile defense to rogues and accidental 
launch, thus disallowing its role in reinforcing 
strategic stability and as a final line of defense 
(potentially saving millions of lives) against 
a counter-value attack. At the same time, it 
challenges an aspiring nuclear power to aim 
one notch beyond being a “regional threat.” 
That is because, as we will not venture a de-
fense against a major adversary, and have only 
30 interceptors, the task for a new proliferator 
is well defined and not that challenging: build 

more than 30 missiles. In a unique “auto-jiu-
jitsu,” this will eventually force upon us the 
choice of increasing the numbers of intercep-
tors, thereby moving toward a true strategic 
defense, or allowing “regional threats” to over-
whelm our defenses as we keep faith to our 
theologically imposed self-limitations.

What can one offer, then, in lieu of the 
rapid diminution of nuclear weapons on the 
march to total abolition? First, the continu-
ing maturity of safety measures. They have 
advanced over the years, from the Hotline to 
Permissive Action Links and Open-Ocean 
Targeting, and they can evolve further. 

Second, ballistic missile defense, which 
can benefit strategic stability like nothing else, 
discourage proliferation, function as a last re-
sort, and even, perhaps, slowly open the road 
to an abolition less fraught with the dangers 
of breakout, to the extent of a defense’s ability 
to deal with these as the mass of the defense 
more and more outweighs the mass of a po-
tentially concealable strike threat. 

Third, instead of focusing on our own 
disarmament and that of other heretofore 
responsible nuclear powers—thus creating a 
complex of many actors with widely varying 
nuclear doctrines in a state of unstable pari-
ties—we should first devote our energies to 
preventing the acquisition of nuclear weapons 
by dictatorships, crazy states, lunatics, and 
medieval theocracies. At this we have thus 
far failed ignobly because we have neither the 
clarity of vision nor the courage to use force 
where it is obviously and responsibly required 
for the defense of this country and the world.

Nuclear war is not precluded by good in-
tentions and magnanimous gestures. Crucial 
distinctions in doctrine make this unfor-
tunately so. Russian, Chinese, and Iranian 
views are variously and sometimes vastly dif-
ferent from our own. Even we, after using 
nuclear weapons twice, contemplated doing 
so in Korea—not just MacArthur but Eisen-
hower and Churchill as well—and, later, in 
Vietnam. The doctrines and practices that 
over literally millions of “warhead years” have 
prevented even a single detonation either in 
anger or by accident are complex, sometimes 
delicate, and often counterintuitive. They 
have always been and must remain subject 
to evolution and adjustment, but they must 
be deeply understood before they are revised, 
and at the least they must be considered be-
fore they are cast aside.

Mark Helprin is a senior fellow of the Claremont 
Institute, and author, most recently, of Digital 
Barbarism: A Writer's Manifesto (Harper).
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Book Review by Daniel J. Mahoney

The Utopian Fallacy
The Uses of Pessimism: And the Danger of False Hope, by Roger Scruton.

Oxford University Press, 232 pages, $29.95

Roger scruton, a philosophy profes-
sor who some years ago gave up the 
academy, is a public intellectual highly 

regarded on both sides of the Atlantic. Best 
known for his conservative politics, he writes 
with rare grace and penetration on music, ar-
chitecture, aesthetics, and everything associ-
ated with high culture. A sophisticated and 
moderate political thinker, he offers a conser-
vatism that synthesizes tradition and liberty, 
Edmund Burke and Adam Smith. 

Indeed, Scruton is one of the last repre-
sentatives of an English tradition in which 
conservatism and liberalism come together in 
defense of civil society and of a humanizing 
tradition of liberty. He is a liberal because he 
knows freedom is always an exercise of the 

“I,” of the free and responsible human person. 
At the same time, he takes aim at a reckless 
“‘I’ attitude” that forgets that freedom comes 
into being through the “We,” through a tradi-
tion of civilized liberty that has nothing to do 
with collectivism. We are all indebted, if we 
but know it, to the wisdom found in custom, 
faith, and law. Scruton never ceases to defend 
this fundamental conservative insight. 

His latest book, The Uses of Pessimism: And 
The Dangers of False Hope, defends humane pes-
simism against those who turn genuine hope-
fulness about the human condition, a good 

thing, into utopian expectations and demands, 
a very bad one. Employing rare learning and 
eloquence, he makes the case for “small-scale 
wisdom” rather than “large-scale folly.” 

Scruton fully appreciates that a free soci-
ety depends on something much more sub-
stantial than contractual relations. It must 
draw upon what Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn 
in his 1978 Harvard address called those 
rich “reserves of mercy and sacrifice,” an in-
heritance of the pre-modern Western philo-
sophical and religious traditions. It is these 
reserves that allow a “community of strang-
ers” to be a genuine community and not just 
a collection of disconnected individuals. As 
Scruton noted in The West and The Rest 
(2002), America’s constitutional arrange-
ments themselves presuppose a pre-contrac-
tual “We,” a preexisting people who desired 
to form a “more perfect union.” 

The core of scruton’s new book is a 
critical examination of the fallacies that 
lie at the heart of “unscrupulous opti-

mism.” Remarkably resistant to reality, these 
errors also give rise to a systematic disregard 
for those limits and constraints “that create 
the frame that gives meaning to our hopes.” 
Ultimately, they reflect an attitude destructive 
of love and friendship, as well as the modera-

tion and forbearance that allow human beings 
to live in free, lawful, and peaceable political 
communities. 

Those who succumb to the “best case fal-
lacy” think like gamblers, always convinced 
they’re going to beat the house. Incapable of 
a balanced assessment of risk, they confuse 
openness to the future with ungrounded hope, 
and blithely assume that best-case scenarios 
are written into the forward march of history. 
Scruton convincingly argues that the worst 
kinds of optimists were the 20th-century to-
talitarians “drunk on false hopes.” Their best-
case scenarios were inseparable from nihilistic 
projects like the Holocaust, the Gulag Archi-
pelago, and the Great Leap Forward that set 
out to replace recalcitrant reality—and super-
fluous human beings—with material more 
conducive to revolutionary experimentation 
and manipulation. 

Totalitarians of the left and right treat the 
human condition as a problem to be “solved” 
and in the process destroy “all the institutions 
and procedures through which mistakes can 
be corrected.” But utopian illusions—and the 
best-case fallacy with which they are linked—
are not the sole property of the totalitarian 
enemies of civilization, a point Scruton illus-
trates through an instructive analysis of the 
sources of the 2008 financial crisis. The small-
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est dose of pessimism would have suggested 
that one cannot give massive credit to those 
unlikely to pay their debts, because property 
ownership can never be more widespread than 
fiscal probity and personal responsibility. 

He fully acknowledges the virtues of 
the market economy, while making a larger 
point about how our worldly societies are in 
their own ways “addicted to unrealities.” We 
thoughtlessly transfer debts to the future and 
place excessive hopes in pieces of paper that 
too often bear empty promises. We are so 
present-minded that we forget the bonds con-
necting the dead, the living, and those not yet 
born. In Scruton’s view, the credit crisis didn’t 
entail a refutation of free market principles: 
risk-taking is an essential part of a free and 
humane economy. But a scrupulous optimism 
would have better allowed us to appreciate the 
limits of reckless risk-taking and the concomi-
tant need to honor our commitments and set-
tle our debts. 

The chapter on the “born free falla-
cy” is one of the best in the book. Scru-
ton owes a great deal to Hegel’s essen-

tially conservative insight that the price of hu-
man freedom is “reciprocity.” In the spirit of 

“Right-Hegelianism,” Scruton takes aim at the 
identification of liberty with freedom from 
law or restraint, an error coextensive with 
radical modernity. Freedom, he eloquently af-
firms, “is genuine only when bound by laws 
and institutions that make us accountable 
to each other, that oblige us to acknowledge 
the freedom of others and also to treat others 
with respect.” 

He suggests that it is through the modern 
educational establishment that the born-free 
fallacy has “found its most potent channel of 
influence.” Progressive educators want to lib-
erate the inner self from external restraints 
and discipline—that is, from the indispens-
able preconditions of educational achieve-
ment. Scruton convincingly argues that they 
have succeeded all too well in undermining 
British public education, which had given a 
working-class boy such as himself access to 
the best that had been thought and said. In its 
place, modern educators offer nothing more 
nourishing than multicultural pieties and an 
aversion to elitism in all its forms. 

Scruton provides a particularly devastat-
ing treatment of, what he elsewhere calls, the 
worldwide “culture of repudiation” arising 
from the revolutionary upheavals of May 1968. 
The revolutionaries got the crucial question 
exactly and utterly wrong. They perversely 
saw human freedom at work in a totalitarian 
regime—Maoist China—which had the clos-
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est proximity to George Orwell’s 1984 of any 
of the great totalitarian regimes of modern 
times. At the same time, they confused the 
relative decencies of Charles de Gaulle’s con-
servative Fifth Republic with a fascist or neo-
fascist regime. 

The revolutionaries failed miserably in 
their immediate political project, overthrow-
ing de Gaulle in order to bring the blessings 
of Maoism to France. But the culture of re-
pudiation did begin its long march through 
Western cultural and educational institutions. 
At the heart of this cultural project lay the 
promise of liberation for a “real self ” allegedly 
born free but repressed by authoritarian insti-
tutions. As Raymond Aron pointed out at the 
time, the New Left theoreticians and shock 
troops treated the authoritative institutions 
necessary for any society, including a liberal 
one, as attributes of authoritarianism. Whole 
disciplines or pseudo-disciplines in the acad-
emy today build upon this fundamental in-
tellectual abdication. Very much part of the 
establishment, they resort to mind-boggling 
jargon and obscurity to defend themselves 
against commonsense truths. Scruton’s sober-
ing and altogether accurate account inspires 
little confidence in the future. 

His discussion of the “planning fallacy” in-
cludes an incisive critique of the European 
Union. For Scruton, a community of citizens 
is necessarily rooted in territorial democracy, 
an essential attribute of which is the right of 
citizens to eject officers who abuse their pow-
ers. But since the whole immense body of E.U. 
regulations, coming in at more than 170,000 
pages, is part of the European treaty and thus 
irreversible, citizens are powerless to modify 
the steadily advancing European project or to 
hold the political class implementing it to ac-
count. If Europeans vote “wrongly”—as the 
Danes did in rejecting the Maastricht Treaty 
in 1992 and the French and Dutch did when 
they turned down the proposed European con-
stitution in referenda in 2005—the nations are 
told to keep voting until they get it right. Then 
the question will be settled, and no further 
elections permitted. As Scruton shows, the 
much-discussed “democratic deficit” is a built-
in feature of the European project.

While roundly repudiating a com-
prehensive gloom that risks cul-
minating in nihilism and despair, 

Scruton raises some truly disturbing ques-
tions about the persistence of utopian illu-
sions despite all the evidence to the contrary. 
Obvious errors, it seems, are the most difficult 
to rectify. He even speculates that an irratio-
nal resistance to moderation and good sense is 



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2010-Spring 2011 
Page 51

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

“hard-wired in the human cortex,” describing 
the role of an uncompromising “‘I’ attitude”—
resistant to both negotiation and dissension—
in maintaining the unity of hunter-gatherer 
societies whose very existence was threatened 
by scarcity and by a war to the death with oth-
er tribal entities. He posits that the residue of 
this attitude and situation is “at the root of 
the born free fallacy—the sense of an original 
condition untroubled by compromise, institu-
tions or laws.” These admittedly speculative 

“anthropological” claims have led many early 
reviewers of the book to place Scruton in the 
fashionable camp of the evolutionary psychol-
ogists who make human beings playthings of 
the evolutionary process. 

That assessment is not entirely accurate or 
fair. Scruton warns against what Bertrand de 
Jouvenel once suggestively called “primitivist 
nostalgia,” reminding us that the only kind 
of community available to human beings in 
historical time is one where conflicts are re-
solved through negotiation, compromise, and 
law. This is the “order of the city.” In contra-
distinction to the evolutionary psychologists 
with their crude and unreflective reduction of 
human nature to evolutionary “hardwiring,” 
Scruton argues that the city “has entered the 
soul of mankind.” As political animals, human 
beings have evolved in ways that are radically 
distinct from the “groups, herds, and colonies 

of animals.” Human beings make sacrifices 
for others—they freely respond to the calls of 
friendship and agape—and those moral and 
civic sacrifices require “no biological basis to 
be real.” Unfortunately, Scruton’s less than 
coherent resort to a quasi-biological explana-
tion of the seemingly limitless human capac-
ity for political self-delusion undermined his 
position, encouraged misunderstandings, and 
led many critics to identify him with a posi-
tion he emphatically repudiates. 

The uses of pessimism has a more sig-
nificant problem. His conservatism 
self-consciously brings together Burke 

and Friedrich Hayek, a defense of tradition 
and a critique of centralized planning. In 
fact, he goes so far as to suggest that Burke’s 
defense of “prejudice,” the wisdom inherent 
in tradition, and Hayek’s defense of free ex-
change “are to be justified in exactly the same 
terms.” In their own way, our forebears “allo-
cated” wisdom to us much as the pricing sys-
tem allocates information to producers and 
consumers. For this reason, Scruton identifies 
himself with a British conservative tradition 
that has tended “to see no tension between a 
defense of the free market and a traditionalist 
vision of social order.” 

He acknowledges that the old moral con-
sensus is breaking down but doesn’t reckon 

with the resulting threat to the conservatism 
he champions. Are epistemic modesty and a 
defense of tradition, however “rational” in ori-
entation, sufficient in such a situation? Scruton, 
like the larger British conservative tradition, 
has surprisingly little to say about the philo-
sophical resources that might allow one to at 
least fortify a civilization that is in the process 
of losing its habitual or ancestral supports. His 
conservatism thus risks becoming nostalgic, an 
elegy for an older England and Western world 
not yet fully ravaged by, what Walter Lipp-
mann called, the “acids of modernity.” 

These criticisms aside, one cannot but rec-
ommend this beautifully written book. It con-
tains dozens of memorable passages and for-
mulations and is in many respects a classic of 
conservative, anti-utopian political reflection. 
Its subject matter—the seeming impervious-
ness of modern intellectuals to evidence and 
experience—ought to be of interest to anyone 
who desires to come to terms with the subver-
sion of free politics by ideology, and of hope 
by utopianism. 

Daniel J. Mahoney is professor and chair of 
political science at Assumption College and 
the author, most recently, of The Conservative 
Foundations of the Liberal Order: Defending 
Democracy Against Its Modern Enemies and 
Immoderate Friends (ISI Books).
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Essay by Angelo M. Codevilla

Our Borders, Ourselves

Reacting to the american public’s 
mounting frustration, both political 
parties now make much of “border se-

curity,” by which they mean militarizing, to 
some extent, the U.S.-Mexico border. But few 
try to explain what kind of security, and against 
what, any given measure—from a “virtual” 
fence to armed guards—would provide. Fewer 
still have asked why, after decades of ever tight-
er security, the Mexican border gives greater 
cause for worry. Remarkably, until the 1960s 
just about no one worried about the Mexican 
border, though it was entirely unguarded. 

A friendly border is like oxygen: when 
you’ve got it, you don’t think about it. Only 
when you lose it does its importance seize 
you. But by then it is difficult to remember 
the fundamental truth: if borders are friendly, 
you don’t have to secure them; and if they are 
unfriendly, you must pay dearly for every bit 
of partial security, because ever harsher mea-
sures produce ever greater hostility. 

Unfriendly Neighbors

Thucydides’ account of the pelo-
ponnesian War gives us what may be 
history’s most poignant description of 

how a hostile border proved disastrous to a 
great power. In the war’s 19th year, Sparta put 
a small garrison in Decelea, in their enemy’s 
backyard, which, Thucydides tells us, “was 
one of the principal causes of [the Athenians’] 

ruin.” “[I]nstead of a city, [Athens] became a 
fortress,” with “two wars at once,” and in a few 
years was “worn out by having to keep guard 
on the fortifications.” Having lost a friendly 
border, Athens turned itself inside out trying 
to secure an unfriendly one.

Today’s troubles on the Mexican border au-
gur a similar deterioration in our peace at home 
as well as in our geopolitical situation. Mexico’s 
war on drug trafficking and friendship with the 
United States since 2000 have been historical 
anomalies that Mexico is even now reconsider-
ing. Next year, its presidential election is likely 
to bring into office an administration that will 
radically decrease cooperation with the U.S. 
and, as a result, allow increased freedom for 
the drug cartels on the Mexican side, who will 
transfer their murderous warfare north of the 
border. The next Mexican government is also 
likely to support some American politicians’ 
efforts to transform Mexican immigrants into 
yet another aggrieved “racial” group—though 
they are not even a “race” much less a repressed 
one—further poisoning American politics. 
The new government may even align Mexico 
with Iran, Venezuela, and other countries that 
wish America ill.

To imagine what such a shift on the in-
ternational scene could mean, one need only 
remember that in the 1970s and early ’80s 
Mexico very nearly granted the Soviet Union 
consulates in ten border cities with the U.S. 
Or that American public opinion shifted de-

cisively in favor of world war in 1917 when an 
intercepted telegram raised the prospect of 
German foreign aid to Mexico in order to re-
conquer the American Southwest. The pros-
pect that a truly hostile Mexico may soon be 
added to the other problems that have bedev-
iled our ruling class should sober Americans’ 
attitudes about the border. 

Instead, talk of “border security” substi-
tutes for serious thought. It conflates the fact 
that some illegal border-crossers seek work, 
others want to immigrate, a few are smug-
gling drugs, and fewer still may have terror-
ism in mind. Yet understanding our border 
problems requires distinguishing the choices 
we must make about immigration, labor, drug 
trafficking, and terrorism. Overarching each 
part of the problem is the question of Ameri-
ca’s relationship with the Mexican people, with 
whom we share a 2,000-mile border, and who 
are relatives of a substantial part of our popu-
lation. It should not be necessary to point out 
that the following is not an argument for the 
libertarian option of “open borders,” much 
less for the Democratic Party’s not so secret 
agenda of “amnesty” (meaning voting rights) 
for illegal immigrants.

Secretary of Homeland Security Janet 
Napolitano’s confidence that the two govern-
ments are “going to get that border right” could 
not be more misplaced. Politicians north and 
south of the Rio Grande are making (mostly 
inadvertently but nonetheless inexcusably) a 
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hostile Mexican border more likely every day. 
On our side, the Right—bolstered by footage 
of Mexicans scaling border fences—portrays 

“illegal immigrants” as harbingers of crime 
and drugs, here to rob us of jobs and overload 
our welfare system. Meanwhile the Left main-
tains that the majority of Americans are rac-
ists because they balk at granting voting rights 
to illegal immigrants. Both narratives fuel an 
equally poisonous view, increasingly popular 
in Mexican politics: All the gringos are rac-
ists, from the greedy businessmen who exploit 
Mexican labor to the lazy unions that restrict 
it. The gringos are rotten with drugs and the 
billions they pay to traffickers have turned 
Mexico’s cities into war zones. And they have 
the gall to blame Mexico. To hell with them!

Immigration and Citizenship 

Truth is, most illegal border cross-
ers are not “immigrants.” They do not 
come to stay, much less for American 

citizenship. They are overwhelmingly young 
men who have left their women behind, and 
who yearn to get back to them. They have no 
intention of living the rest of their lives with-
out their families. Most do not come with any 
desire to take part in American life. Mexico 
has given them little if any understanding of 

“citizenship,” and they do not have the time or 
energy to start thinking about it here. 

Having run a farm in California for some 
years, I have come to know countless ille-
gal Mexican workers. They scarcely imagine 
themselves citizens of Mexico, much less of 
the United States. Many from places like 
Oaxaca barely speak Spanish and have very 
little interest in anything beyond making 
some money for their families for a few years. 
The U.S. towns and cities where they live are 
dotted with shops that wire cash to Mexico. 
Other workers, who managed to come with 
their families before the border turned dan-
gerous in the mid-1990s, have wider horizons 
and less pressure to return. Time and integra-
tion into non-seasonal trades have made some 
into de facto permanent residents. But even 
among these, few want to think of themselves 
as Americans. Unlike the schools that taught 
earlier generations of immigrants, their chil-
dren’s kindergartens, primary schools, and 
high schools don’t try to assimilate them into 
an attractive culture. Some Mexicans so dis-
like the dissolute attitudes their children bring 
home from school (“they just learn to be crim-
inals”) that they send the kids (natural born 
U.S. citizens who travel legally back and forth) 
to school in Mexico. Although the American 
welfare state’s agencies seek out Mexicans as 

clients, most—especially those just arrived—
tend to rely on their own community.

In the past, generations of foreigners be-
came Americans because they wanted to, and 
because American society demanded nothing 
less. True citizenship in America can only be 
based, as Abraham Lincoln put it, on becom-
ing “flesh of the flesh and blood of the blood” 
with the American Founders by agreeing with 

“that old Declaration,” which says “all men are 
created equal.” Millions of immigrants—my-
self gratefully included in 1962—expressed 
the desire to be part of the founders’ America, 
and passed an oral and written test, in English, 
on its history before we took the oath of alle-
giance to the Constitution. Today, America’s 
ruling class wants to cheapen citizenship. It 
seeks not citizens but clients to whom it can 
grant voting rights in exchange for political 
support. For this elite, “that old Declaration” 
just gets in everybody’s way. But most Mexican 
illegals aren’t interested in citizenship, wheth-
er cheap or expensive.

Fencing In and Out

Yet increased border control is turn-
ing some of these labor-seekers into de 
facto maladjusted immigrants. The 

United States Border Patrol was created in 
1924 to enforce Prohibition. In the decades 
following World War II, border enforcement 
was basically symbolic: limited to major cross-
ing points and based on labor union pressures 
to limit competition from Mexicans. Effec-
tively, the border was open. Until the 1970s 
labor-seekers came north for seasonal work, 
went home with their earnings, and came 
back next season. As recently as 1992 there 
were only about 2,500 border agents. Today, 
some 18,000 of our 20,000 Border Patrol 
agents are stretched between San Diego and 
Brownsville. If all were there at the same time 
and spread evenly, they would be only 200 
yards apart. Only in that sense is the border 
more secure than ever.

The current mess came about gradually 
beginning in the 1960s. In previous decades 
young Americans of nearly all social classes 
had done hard physical labor prior to entering 
their trades or careers. The fourfold increase 
in the rate of college attendance between 1965 
and 1990 went hand-in-hand with a radical 
devaluing of manual work in middle-class 
America. Getting your hands dirty became 
uncool. Meanwhile, at the bottom of society, 
thousands of people adopted attitudes and 
lifestyles that made them unemployable. All 
this happened while the pool of working-age 
Americans relative to retirees was shrinking. 

Quickly, Mexicans and other Latin Americans 
were in demand not just in agriculture but in 
construction, landscaping, the food industry, 
hotels, and hospitals. Although many of these 
jobs were not permanent, they were not sea-
sonal, either. Those who filled them had some 
incentive to bring their families, even as the 
border tightened. Meanwhile, America was 
building a welfare state to which these work-
ers and their families could turn between jobs. 
All along, increased pressure from American 
labor unions meant more border enforcement. 
Because crossing the border was becoming 
more difficult, there was greater incentive to 
bring families and stay.

The U.S. government’s 1986 grant of am-
nesty to illegal aliens did not produce many 
new citizens in the proper sense of the word 
so much as it produced “chain migration”—
nominal citizens sponsoring the immigra-
tion of as many family members as possible, 
who crossed the border legally and became 
nominal citizens themselves. As the surging 
American economy’s demand for manual la-
bor continued to increase, the domestic sup-
ply continued to decrease. By the mid-1990s, 
border controls increased to the point that 
perhaps the majority of illegal crossings re-
quired the help of professional smugglers or 

“coyotes,” and became too arduous to include 
women and children. 

The post-9/11 border security measures 
tightened the border to the point of effective-
ly putting the small-time coyotes out of busi-
ness. More and more, illegal crossers had to 
rely on the people most expert in breaching 
the border—the drug runners, who have the 
very latest information on routes, the organi-
zation to move people and goods efficiently, 
and above all, the money to bribe the U.S. 
Border Patrol. Would-be laborers pay up to 
$2,500 in advance for a trip across, stand 
about a one-in-eight risk of being caught, and 
an unknown chance of being abandoned in 
the desert or of being held for ransom—all 
for the chance to work for $8 an hour while 
living on nothing so they can send money 
home for perhaps five years.

If two rows of what Senator John McCain 
called “the dang fence” were built all the way 
from San Diego, California, to Brownsville, 
Texas, across some of the world’s most rug-
ged terrain and were surveilled round the 
clock and “linebacked” with helicopter-borne 
teams that could concentrate on breaches 
within minutes, the effect would be to in-
crease radically the cost of moving large num-
bers of people across the border. The human 
smugglers would have to charge amounts that 
mere workers couldn’t justify paying for the 
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chance to work for minimum wage. Because 
the smugglers are in it for money, a fence and 
its massive infrastructure would merely pro-
tect us against people who just want to work 
here—and against nothing else. 

Drugs, Terrorism, and Crime

The reason why the “dang fence” and 
its infrastructure would do nothing to 
stem the flow of drugs into the United 

States is that America’s millions of drug con-
sumers have deep pockets. About half of the 
roughly $60 billion they pay for illegal drugs 
every year crosses the border into Mexico. A 
few thousand tons of cargo worth billions of 
dollars are easy to move, and the drug cartels 
can easily pass on the cost of moving them to 
their rich American customers.

The very same changes that decreased the 
supply of domestic labor in American society at 
the same time increased its appetite for mind-
bending drugs. Drug use was rare among the 
roughly 4 million Americans who attended 
college in the early 1960s, and truly excep-
tional in the high schools. Today, well over 
half of the roughly 18 million who attend col-
lege admit to having used illegal drugs in high 
school, and perhaps half of these continue to 
use after college. According to World Health 
Organization statistics, 16.2% of Americans 
admit to having used cocaine, and 42% mari-
juana. The world’s second highest rate of co-
caine use was New Zealand’s, at 4.3%. Since 
the early 1960s American society has moved 
from harshly punishing users to considering 
drug use a treatable disease or a youthful in-
discretion (we elected a president who admit-
ted using cocaine). Few if any parents, upon 
discovering that their precious ones are using, 
call in the police, or even cut off their kids’ 
funds. Congress crafted the Social Security 
Supplemental Income program, in effect, to 
relieve drug addicts of the burden of earn-
ing a living. Whereas songster Tom Lehrer’s 

“old dope peddler” sufficed in 1960 to supply 
America’s few, marginalized drug users, by 
1980 multi-billion dollar cartels were needed 
to supply what had become a mainstream 
habit. The drug supply industry is clandestine 
and foreign-based strictly, exclusively, only be-
cause American society continues to pretend 
it is making “war” on drugs when in fact it is 
doing nothing of the sort. 

Breathless commentaries by politicians 
and the media about the danger of Mexican 

“drug violence” spilling over the border ignore 
the fact that drug violence exists in Mexico 
strictly, exclusively, only because some Mexi-
cans fight others for the privilege of supplying 

America’s appetite for drugs, in exchange for 
which their American customers give them 
enough dollars to pay for thugs and officials 
on both sides of the border. These dollars, and 
nothing else, are responsible for the near col-
lapse of law and order south of the border and 
for the insufficiently publicized corruption on 
the northern side. (The Border Patrol and the 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement bu-
reau’s internal investigations for corruption 
have risen threefold in the last three years.)

The Mexican people are confronting the 
unpleasant alternatives that these dollars 
force on them. They can—as they have done 
with increasing vigor since the election of 
the country’s first conservative president in 
2000—pursue drug traffickers on their side 
of the border almost as if Mexican policemen 
were adjuncts to the U.S. Drug Enforcement 
Agency. But this has proved both costly and 
futile. The drug cartels have reacted to the 

win the 2012 presidential election. Its old-style 
politicians argue that relieving pressure on the 
cartels will reduce the violence on the south-
ern side by freeing the drug runners to con-
centrate their violence and corruption within 
the U.S. Why not let the gringos deal with the 
consequences of their own habits? Why suffer 
for them? Mexicans know that such a modus 
vivendi with the drug lords would lead the 
Americans to tighten the border some more. 
But the Americans are doing that anyway. 

Heads nod whenever politicians and the 
news media point to pictures of Mexicans 
scaling the border fence or scurrying through 
the desert as evidence of how easily terrorists 
could enter the United States. Of course the 
9/11 terrorists entered legally. So do thou-
sands of students every year from Muslim 
countries. It takes little sophistication for any 
terrorist organization to put together iden-
tity packages that ensure legal entry. Going 
through the deserts of the American South-
west is the hard way. But even the Berlin 
Wall’s visual surveillance, constant illumina-
tion, and death strips—measures far more 
stringent than any security conceivable at 
the Mexican border—didn’t prevent about a 
thousand people from getting through. The 

“dang fence” will be irrelevant to terrorism.
For the same reason, it must also be irrel-

evant to serious crime. Criminals, like animal 
predators, are few in number and go where 
the pickings are easiest. Although an honest 
Mexican laborer who can look forward only 
to minimum wage will balk at paying the hu-
man smugglers’ high rates, a criminal will not 
hesitate to pay the price of admission so long 
as he sees far richer victims and a far more 
permissive environment north of the border. 
What Mexican criminal would not prefer to 
prey on rich Americans, or risk apprehension, 
trial, and imprisonment among them rather 
than in Mexico? More border security is likely 
to increase the proportion (if not the number) 
of criminals coming across even as it reduces 
the number of honest laborers.

False Security

Why do so many americans de-
mand further militarization of the 
Mexican border when such mili-

tarization cannot protect us from terrorism 
or criminals, does nothing to stop the flow 
of drugs, turns good labor-seekers into bad 
imitations of immigrants, and turns a friendly 
neighboring state into an unfriendly one? So-
called border security is attractive because it 
lets Americans imagine that someone other 
than ourselves is responsible for several of the 

pressure by fighting each other and the govern-
ment for operating space, and have increased 
the money they spend corrupting officials. 
Tales of mayhem in Mexico are not overblown. 
The drug war has cost some 30,000 lives since 
2006 and has made Mexico’s northern states 
into a war zone, in which noncompliance with 
the drug cartels ensures a grisly death. The war 
has even disrupted and dispirited the Monter-
rey area, Mexico’s economic engine and social 
model. And as transporting drugs across the 
border has become marginally more difficult, 
the traffickers have reacted by beginning to 
develop a domestic Mexican market.

Years of bloody effort have made no dent 
in the cartels’ power because there is no sign 
that Americans will stop financing the cartels. 
Given the growing sense that Mexico is bleed-
ing for the sake of an American problem while 
the Americans sit back and blame Mexico, 
the country’s traditional leftist establishment, 
the Revolutionary Institutional Party (PRI), 
is quietly but surely putting forward another 
alternative, namely, withdrawing from the 
U.S. “war on drugs” and choosing mutual non-
aggression with the cartels. As the PRI has 
absented itself from the “war” and expressed 
ever-harsher attitudes toward the U.S., it has 
risen in the polls. The party now holds a plu-
rality in the Mexican congress and is poised to 

The “dang fence” will be 
irrelevant to terrorism

and serious crime.
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country’s biggest problems, and that the U.S. 
government can deal with them in a value-free, 
politically neutral manner.

Yet even if our southern border were com-
pletely closed off and there were no Latin 
America on the other side, it would do noth-
ing to change the fact that mind-altering 
drugs have become morally and politically ac-
ceptable to mainstream American society. As 
a society, we have recoiled from the only al-
ternatives for sorting out drug users from the 
rest of us: either total legalization, meaning an 
unfettered cheap supply of the deadliest, most 
debilitating stuff, which would sort out in a 
Darwinian manner those who gorge on it; or 
serious criminalization of possession, Singa-
pore-style, which would send users to prison 
for years of hard labor and corporal punish-
ment, or to the gallows. America’s assumption 
that restricting supply can somehow make it 
safe for us to tolerate widespread drug use has 
itself proved to be a habit-forming narcotic 
that has reduced our sensitivity to moral rot. 

Nor would somehow magically eliminating 
Mexico renew American society’s apprecia-
tion for manual labor and those who perform 
it. After all, the presence of Mexicans among 
us eased but did not cause our national revul-
sion to getting our hands dirty. Something 
deeper had to be at work to reverse the rever-
ence for labor that used to be the hallmark of 
American life. Benjamin Franklin described 
America as “the land of labor,” and even John 
C. Calhoun, in the course of an apologia for 
slavery, reminded his listeners (including John 
Quincy Adams) that he, like his father, had 
put his hand to the plow. Almost certainly the 
change in our habits of the heart has less to 
do with any racist feeling toward Mexicans 
than with the spreading myth that Americans 
are special, privileged persons, entitled to the 
good things of life without much sweat. We 
don’t have to make things or fix them or clean 
them. More and more of today’s Americans 
feel entitled, period, and when they don’t get 
what they want, demand it of someone else.

Republicans and Democrats vie to give the 
impression that, if America’s schools, hospitals, 
and social services were available only to legal 
residents, our welfare state would be solvent, 
or at least closer to solvency. The evidence? “Il-
legals don’t pay taxes.” In fact, although illegal 
laborers seldom pay federal or state income 
taxes they inevitably pay sales taxes, social 
security, and Medicare taxes—for which they 
receive zero benefits—on all but occasional 
labor. Even if low-income illegal laborers were 
to file returns, few if any would be liable to 
income taxes, just as half the legal population 
is no longer liable to them. They would be 

eligible for our tax system’s various income re-
distribution programs. No, the welfare state 
is another problem made in America, by and 
for Americans. 

Controlling the border is also an illusory 
surrogate for upholding the rule of law and 
good citizenship. In the modern administra-
tive state, the rule of law is an increasingly 
hazy memory, and citizenship is confined 
to obeying rules that come down from un-
accountable bureaucrats. The Congress and 
state legislatures, alongside such private 

“stakeholders” as they choose, pass so-called 
laws that are hundreds, even thousands, of 
pages long, which authorize administrative 
agencies to make such detailed rules as they 
like. Judges make up and strike down these 
rules as pleases them and their friends. Our 
schools teach increasingly that the American 
people have always been a blight on the planet 
because they have distinguished themselves 
from other nations. It is nonsense to think 
that cracking down on “illegal immigration” 
will renew the respect for law that mainstram 
American society has cast aside.

Not so long ago, our unguarded Mexican 
border was a sign of security and friendship. 
Not so long ago, the United States did not 
have a drug problem. Because we did not, 

Mexican drug cartels did not exist. Americans 
by and large did our own work. That may be 
why we did not feel threatened by Mexicans 
who came and went as seasonal work forces. 
Americans didn’t start to worry about for-
eigners exploiting our welfare state until citi-
zens had already done so. Nor did Americans 
worry much about foreigners flouting the rule 
of law here until our officials, high and low, 
had shown the rest of us how to do it for fun, 
profit, and prestige. Within living memory, 
true citizenship, complete with flag-waving 
patriotism, was something that Americans 
expected of each other and of anyone who 
came to live here.

Were Americans once again to take citi-
zenship seriously, to dismantle the welfare 
state’s bureaucratic and psychological culture 
of entitlement, to dismiss the image of them-
selves as white-gloved administrators, and to 
banish America’s drug culture, then Ameri-
cans could safely stop worrying about our 
southern border.

Angelo M. Codevilla is a senior fellow of the 
Claremont Institute and the author, most re-
cently, of The Ruling Class: How They Cor-
rupted America and What We Can Do 
About It (Beaufort Books).
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Book Review by Michael Knox Beran

Ein Volk, Ein Reich, Ein Problem
The German Genius: Europe’s Third Renaissance, the Second Scientific Revolution, 

and the Twentieth Century, by Peter Watson. Harper, 992 pages, $35

Peter watson’s the german genius 
may be for our day what Madame de 
Staël’s De l’Allemagne was for hers: a 

searching inquiry into the nature of the Ger-
man mind. A survey of Germany’s intellec-
tual and spiritual culture during the last three 
centuries, the book is an attempt to come to 
terms with an extraordinary phenomenon. 

“Kant, Humboldt, Marx, Clausius, Mendel, 
Nietzsche, Planck, Freud, Einstein, Weber, 
Hitler,” Watson writes, “for good or ill, can 
any other nation boast a collection of eleven 
(or even more) individuals who compare 
with these figures in regard to the enduring 
influence they have had on modern ways of 
thought? I suggest not.”

One might question whether “boast” is the 
right word to use in connection with a catalog 
that culminates in Hitler. But the larger prob-
lem with the book is that, grateful though 
one is to Watson—a former senior editor 
of the London Sunday Times—for execut-
ing a vast commission in a masterly fashion, 
one is perplexed by his failure to address, in 
anything more than a cursory way, the most 
obvious question his subject raises: What be-
got the genius he describes? Was it the result 

of cultural circumstances? If so, why did the 
Germans develop a culture richer in genius 
(as Watson would have it) than the English 
or the French? Or is genius merely a question 
of numbers? There are more Germans than 
Frenchmen or Englishmen; and in genius no 
less than in industrial capacity the Germans 
might be supposed to have a per capita advan-
tage. Watson, however, rejects such an expla-
nation: “German genius is not just a matter 
of numbers.” 

What, then? Watson toys with the pos-
sibility that nature, not nurture, is the heart 
of the matter, and for “what it is worth” he 
points to a biological or genetic cause. “In a 
survey reported in 2006,” he writes,

it was found that the average brain size 
of northern and central Europeans was 
larger than that of southern Europeans 
(1320 cc compared with 1312 cc). This 
translated into higher intelligence, with 
Germany and the Netherlands coming 
in on top (107 IQ points), Austria and 
Switzerland at 101, while Britain (where 
the research was done) scored 100, and 
France 94.

That way danger lies, and Watson does not 
press the point. Indeed his list of high genius-
es (quoted above) directly contradicts it: more 
than a quarter of the figures cited are German 
Jews, whose genetic makeup would presum-
ably have differed from that which produced 
the (supposedly) larger craniums of the Teu-
tons. Yet if Watson cannot tell us why Ger-
mans are more ingenious than other people (if 
indeed they are), he persuasively describes the 
circumstances that favored the kind of genius 
they did develop.

Watson finds one source of this genius in 
fallen Protestantism. The Pietism that grew 
up in the north of Germany in the 17th cen-
tury taught the individual to follow his own 

“inner light”: in doing so he could achieve an 
inward freedom impervious to the vicissitudes 
of worldly fortune. The Pietist vision found a 
sanctuary in the universities which trained 
the German pastorate, and over time the reli-
gious notion of interior light evolved into the 
secular ideal of Innerlichkeit—inwardness. In-
wardness, in turn, became a distinctive note of 
Bildung, “a belief that spiritual emancipation 
through education in the humanities” is the 

“path to (inner) freedom.”
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museums, even the art created, like Schinkel’s 
Konzerthaus in Berlin and Goethe’s Iphigenia 
in Tauris, in enthusiastic homage to the an-
cient models were rather a feasting on carrion 
than a reanimation of culture. The advent of 
the mausoleum impulse is a symptom not of 
regeneration but of petrification; Nietzsche’s 

“Culture-Philistine” is not far off. Upon be-
ing told by a German that there was “no word 
in English equivalent to ‘gelehrt’ (cultivated),” 
utilitarian philosopher Henry Sidgwick re-
plied, “Oh yes there is, we call it a prig.”

The German humanists sought to revivify 
German culture, which had lost its primal 
force, but in identifying the new order so 
closely with the Kulturstaat they unwittingly 
sterilized it. The living German culture that 
found expression in the mysticism of Meis-
ter Eckhart, in the poetry of the Minnesänger, 
and in the art of Nürnberg (the Athens of old 
Germany) developed in spheres smaller, less 
regimented, and more intimate than that of 
the modern state. This Germanic Ur-culture 
grew up in the market squares of the free cities, 
in aristocratic courts, and among the monas-
tic brotherhoods. As late as the 18th century 
it survived in the market towns, though the 
frost was already upon it: its artistry forms an 
important part of the education of the hero 
in Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, and it 
flowers, an autumn rose, in the St. Matthew 
Passion of Bach. Had the avatars of Watson’s 
third renaissance built on these quaint but 
sturdy foundations, they might have wrought 
a revival; as it was, their labors culminated in 
the sapless culture and Reichsdeutsch chauvin-
ism of the Bismarckian superstate, the epitaph 
of German humanism.

Watson thinks that a good deal 
of the German genius he describes 
was provoked by the ambiguities of 

a world caught “between the advent of [theo-
logical] doubt and the arrival of Darwin’s 
theory of natural selection.” Not a few of his 
sages are perplexed by the “sheer intellectual 
difficulty” of discovering “what man is and 
should become in the absence of a traditional 
creator or a clear biological understanding” of 
existence.

The trouble with Watson’s eschatology is 
that it turns the achievements he describes 
into way stations on the temporal road to 
Darwin. What he calls Beethoven’s faith 
that music can “be a bridge between the 
earthly and the divine” becomes simply an-
other curiosity on the path to natural selec-
tion; we who have reached the certitude of 
On the Origin of Species may enjoy the song 
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In England the radical Protestant “inner 
light” nourished, not only an inward culture 
of the soul, but a practical political sensibil-
ity as well, one that played a part in the cre-
ation of the modern constitutional state. In 
Germany, however, Protestantism never de-
veloped political nerve and sinew; in a frag-
mented land surrounded by larger kingdoms 
and empires, standing armies and rigid re-
gimes kept the peace, and were a stumbling 
block to any who sought to emulate the re-
publican saints of England. Inwardness be-
came an adjunct of authoritarian rule, and 
professors and bureaucrats made Bildung 
a cornerstone of the state. The Kulturstaat 
(culture state) and Erziehungsstaat (tutelary 
state) the clerisy sought to build, historian 
Thomas Albert Howard has written, “num-
bered among its paternalistic duties the goal 
of inspiring and educating” Germans to “be-
come ‘appropriate citizens’…who understood 
that their aspirations should coincide with 
the high and morally serious purposes of the 
emergent nation-state.”

For the garden-variety german ge-
nius it was almost an article of faith 
that the politically passive attributes 

of inwardness were an antidote to the “soul-
less” modernity that was disfiguring the cul-
ture of the West. The energy that in England, 
France, and the United States was consumed 
in politics was in Germany devoted to the 
maintenance of an ancient spiritual heritage 
and to the recovery of the cultural ideals of 
Greece. Watson shows that one of the fruits 
of the union of inwardness and education was 
the modern university. New educational tech-
niques—among them the seminar and the re-
search dissertation—opened a fresh perspec-
tive on ancient civilization. The revelation of 
Greece did much to inspire what Watson calls 
the German renaissance—Europe’s third, he 
says, the earlier ones being Jacob Burckhardt’s 
Italian renaissance and Charles Homer 
Haskins’s 12th-century one.

It is open to question whether Watson’s 
notion of rebirth is faithful to the spirit of the 
cultural achievement he describes. The Ger-
man humanists were pierced by the beauty 
of the Hellenic city, a wholeness they found 
quite unlike the fragmented humanity of 
the modern world. But it may be doubted 
whether they discovered a satisfactory means 
of giving the older vision new life in Germany. 
A large part of the genius Watson describes 
was devoted to embalming the relics. The 
scrupulously edited texts of the philologists, 
the cherished fragments on display in the 
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but can only smile at the naïveté of the singer. 
Yet if Watson’s embrace of natural selection 
as an historical bookend—a kind of Hege-
lian ultimate destination—divides us from 
Bach and Beethoven, it illuminates the test 
of genius he proposes in The German Ge-
nius. Can “any other nation boast a collec-
tion of eleven (or even more) individuals who 
compare with these figures in regard to the 
enduring influence they have had on modern 
ways of thought?” The test of genius is finally 
influence—that is, power over others. 

Watson has in a curious way succumbed to 
the German problem he would solve. His ge-
niuses break free from “the 2,000-year domina-
tion of the theory of natural law.” “There is no 
higher purpose,” Wilhelm von Humboldt ex-
claimed, “no super-pattern.” Nor are there self-
evident truths: “man’s values are not discovered 
but created.” There is no law but power and the 
state: and the state, Leopold von Ranke averred, 

“cannot sin when it follows its own higher inter-
ests.” The tragedy of German genius lies in the 
temptation to which it succumbed; in going be-
yond good and evil, it became untethered from 
truth, and came to adore mere power. Goethe, 
tellingly, gave his Faust a happy ending: but it 
was otherwise in Germany.

This is the essence of germany’s ger-
man problem—and our own. Echo-
ing Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the 

American Mind (1987), Watson argues that 
“the climate of opinion under which we live 
our differing lives is, much more than we like 
to think, German.” It is true that, outside of 
the academy, Nietzsche’s exaltation of amoral 
power is suspect. But the tenets of Darwin, 
translated from the biological to the moral 
sphere, have given the Nietzschean Macht-
kampf (power struggle) new authority. “Thou, 
Nature, art my goddess,” Edmund says in 
King Lear. Darwinian nature, English critic 
Sir Leslie Stephen observed, has “but one pre-
cept, ‘Be Strong,’” and “but one punishment, 
decay, culminating in death and extirpation.” 
By making power rather than truth the test 
of genius, Watson perpetuates the fallacy he 
would expose.

It is a blindness that leads him to misread 
the significance of “the social revolution of 
1968,” which he regards as a turning point in 
Germany’s effort to solve the German prob-
lem and create a humane free state. Watson 
endorses sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf ’s thesis 
that not until 1968 did Germans begin to “in-
ternalize democratic values.” Yet if, as Princ-

eton political scientist Jan-Werner Müller 
has argued, the student rebels fed largely on 

“Marxism and psychoanalysis,” the democracy 
their revolt inspired can be little more than a 
revised version of the relativist carnival. Far 
from solving the German problem, the up-
heavals of 1968 seem to have given the Federal 
Republic the kind of delusory romance Lio-
nel Trilling found the marriage of Marx and 
Freud in Herbert Marcuse’s Eros and Civiliza-
tion (1955) to be—a fairy tale in which a “gen-
eral relaxation of moral restriction” and the 
obsolescence of “repression” lead to the “end 
of ‘alienation’” and to the “realization of the 
young Marx’s envisioned state of freedom in 
which all human activity is gratuitous.”

Germany has not yet solved the German 
problem—and neither, to judge from The Ger-
man Genius, have we. That Watson seems to 
have lost his way in the labyrinth he sought to 
elucidate does not, however, detract from the 
excellence of his book, which is an extraordi-
narily illuminating one; possibly the error has 
made it more poignant.

Michael Knox Beran is the author, most recently, 
of Pathology of the Elites: How the Arrogant 
Classes Plan to Run Your Life (Ivan R. Dee).
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Book Review by Jean M. Yarbrough

Birth of a Nation
Theodore Roosevelt’s History of the United States, His Own Words Selected and Arranged,

by Daniel Ruddy. Smithsonian Books, 418 pages, $27.99

Theodore roosevelt belonged to 
that dying breed of amateur historians, 
such as George Bancroft and Francis 

Parkman, who had no professional training in 
historical research but nevertheless composed 
sweeping historical narratives, told with great 
dramatic flair. Daniel Ruddy, a marketing 
consultant to Fortune 500 companies with a 
lifelong interest in T.R., has stitched togeth-
er selections from several of these histories 
along with excerpts from Roosevelt’s letters 
and reminiscences of T.R. by associates and 
friends, to produce Theodore Roosevelt’s His-
tory of the United States. More than just an-
other anthology of the wit-and-wisdom vari-
ety, Ruddy has made an ingenious attempt to 
weave together Roosevelt’s own words into a 
coherent whole. 

Roosevelt’s career as an amateur historian 
is all the more remarkable because he took 
only one history course while at Harvard, 
the required sophomore survey of Anglo-
American constitutional history. One of the 
assigned texts was Edward Augustus Free-
man’s Outlines of General History, a tome that 
located Anglo-American constitutionalism 

within the larger “Aryan” tradition. At Co-
lumbia Law School, T.R. studied with John 
Burgess, who similarly traced the “germ” of 
free institutions back to the Teutonic past. 
During this time, Roosevelt wrote his first 
work of history, The Naval War of 1812, criti-
cally acclaimed on both sides of the Atlantic 
for its accuracy, thoroughness, and impartial-
ity. What reviewers failed to mention, how-
ever, was how central the notions of “race” 
and “stock” were to his analysis—factors that 
would become a constant theme in his his-
torical writings.

On the strength of The Naval War of 1812, 
Roosevelt was commissioned to prepare a 
biography of Senator Thomas Hart Ben-
ton of Missouri. In contrast to the two years 
spent laboriously researching The Naval War, 
Roosevelt dashed off the biography in five 
action-packed months while cow-punching 
in the Dakota Badlands in the spring of 1886. 
In a letter to Henry Cabot Lodge, who had 
helped get him the commission, Roosevelt 
confided that he did not know much about 
Benton’s life after he left the Senate, not even 
the date of his death, and had been forced to 

“evolve” his subject largely from his own “in-
ner consciousness.” Being “a truthful man,” 
T.R. preferred “to have some foundation of 
fact, no matter how slender on which to build 
the airy and arabesque superstructure of my 
fancy,” and asked Lodge to hire an assistant 
(at Roosevelt’s expense) who could research 
some of the facts of Benton’s life. From such 
modest beginnings was this “major historian,” 
in Ruddy’s words, born.

In all, Roosevelt published eight historical 
studies, which included Gouverneur Morris 
and Oliver Cromwell (the latter written while 
he was Governor of New York), his recollec-
tions of the Spanish American War in The 
Rough Riders, biographical essays of Ameri-
can Men of Action and Hero Tales of American 
History (the latter written with Henry Cabot 
Lodge), New York, and his six-volume mag-
num opus, The Winning of the West. 

Published between 1889 and 1896, the 
Winning of the West traces the explora-
tion and settlement of America from 

the Alleghenies to the Mississippi and beyond. 
In a sweeping first chapter, Roosevelt took note 
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of the great period of “race expansion” by the 
English-speaking peoples over the past 300 
years as they spread out into Australia, New 
Zealand, India, South Africa, Canada, and 
the United States. This race-expansion was 
itself the result of earlier historical develop-
ments that could be traced back to the “half-
mythical” exploits of the Germanic tribes. Of 
all the European peoples, only the Germans 
were able to resist being absorbed into the 

“all-conquering” Roman Empire, and to retain 
their distinctive laws, language, and habits of 
thought. In time, these tribes conquered most 
of Europe, though they failed to impose their 
culture on the vanquished people of the south 
and were eventually absorbed by them. Only 
in England did the Teutonic “sea rovers” suc-
ceed in slaying, driving off, or assimilating 
the native population and imposing new cus-
toms, creeds, and laws. As a result, England 

“was destined to be of more importance in the 
future of the Germanic peoples than all their 
continental possessions, original and acquired, 
put together.”

In time, the Germanic people of England 
mixed their blood with that of the Celts and 
Scandinavians, producing a distinct English 
nationality that had spread around the globe, 
spawning further variations and adaptations. 
Roosevelt hastened to assure the reader that 
this proud racial inheritance was

not foreign to American history. The 
vast movement by which this continent 
was conquered and peopled cannot be 
rightly understood if considered solely 
by itself. It was the crowning and great-
est achievement in a series of mighty 
movements, and it must be taken in 
connection with them. Its true signifi-
cance will be lost unless we grasp, how-
ever roughly, the past race-history of the 
nations that took part therein.

The “Winning of the West” was simply the 
latest, most glorious chapter in this drama, 
pitting two great branches of the English-
speaking peoples against each other and then 
following the victorious Americans as they 
battled the native Indian tribes for control of 
the continent.

Seen from this perspective, it is not 
easy to recount Roosevelt’s history of 
the United States in a way that will ap-

peal to today’s readers and still do justice to 
his principal themes. Ruddy reserves his own 
comments to the roughly 30 pages of “Explan-
atory Notes” at the back of his book, followed 
by another 50 or so pages of “Source Notes” 
that identify where every passage comes from. 
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Readers interested not only in the narra-
tive but also the sources need to check both 
sets of notes. Even more irritating is that the 
narrative often draws in a single sentence or 
paragraph on multiple sources, creating a 
patchwork of thoughts, and the sources can 
come from texts separated by years or even 
decades—a method that sees and raises his-
torian John Morton Blum’s assertion that 
Roosevelt never had a new thought after the 
age of 40.

Ruddy makes no effort to rank these sourc-
es—each is treated equally—and excerpts 
from the histories are interspersed with se-
lections from private correspondence. Nor 
does he distinguish between the views that 
Roosevelt shared with close friends such as 
Henry Cabot Lodge and those expressed to 
more casual acquaintances. Ruddy veers away 
from direct sources even further when he re-
lies upon reminiscences. And for some reason, 
never explained, he seems to privilege the ac-
counts of certain historians, such as William 
Harbaugh’s Power and Responsibility: The Life 
and Times of Theodore Roosevelt (1961). When 
citing Roosevelt’s works, Ruddy gives only the 
volume and page of the 20 volume National 
Edition, compiled by Herman Hagedorn in 
1926. Most readers will not have that set at 
their fingertips, and so will have no idea to 
what particular work the “Source Notes” is 
referring. But it matters if Roosevelt is mak-
ing a statement in 1896, when he was warn-
ing of the menace of the demagogue, or in 
1912, when he was practicing those political 
arts himself. 

Ruddy manages to impose his own struc-
ture on Roosevelt’s writings by opening with 
a chapter “On Writing History,” followed by 
five chapters organized by eras, beginning with 
the Revolutionary period and ending with 
the 20th century. Unlike the grand narrative 
sweep found in Roosevelt’s actual histories, 
these “eras” consist largely of opinions about 
key political actors, as if Roosevelt’s actual 
histories were compressed into his Hero Tales. 
Here and there, Ruddy does throw in a few 

passages from The Winning of the West that 
give the flavor of T.R.’s assertive nationalism, 
but the race-expansion of the first chapter has 
been airbrushed out of the picture. To make 
matters even more frustrating, the table of 
contents lists only the “eras,” and none of the 
personages, making it almost useless (though 
there is an index that lists key players).

It is in these portraits of american 
political figures that the book is most suc-
cessful. Roosevelt was a man of strong 

views, with a talent for lapidary phrases. He 
“cordially despised” Thomas Jefferson for tak-
ing on the British with his Embargo Act and 
then failing to prepare the country for the war 
his policies incited. Alexander Hamilton he 
judged “the most brilliant American states-
man who ever lived,” largely because, in T.R.’s 
view, the author of The Federalist anticipated 
Roosevelt’s “stewardship” theory of the presi-
dency and his “New Nationalism.” John Mar-
shall ranked among “the greatest of the great” 
because he, too, seems to have divined the liv-
ing Constitution. George Washington was no 
genius, but genius counted less than charac-
ter, and on this score our first president pos-
sessed the greatest virtues. On rare occasions, 
Roosevelt revised his views: Thomas Paine 
was not, as he once famously declared, “a filthy 
little atheist,” but a filthy little deist. At times, 
Ruddy offers genuine finds. Tucked into the 
section on Paine one discovers Roosevelt’s 
own distillation of the “essence of religion,” 
neatly summed up in the words of Micah 6:8, 

“He hath showed thee, O man, what is good; 
and what doth the LORD require of thee, but 
to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk 
humbly with thy God?”

Surprisingly, given Roosevelt’s admiration 
for Abraham Lincoln—“perhaps the only 
genius in our political history”—the entry 
for the 16th president is disappointing. We 
learn that T.R. considered him the “most real 
of the dead presidents,” but hear nothing of 
his misguided efforts to conscript Lincoln to 
the Progressive cause. Ruddy does offer up a 

few of the most famous gustatory put downs: 
William McKinley, T.R. thought, had “no 
more backbone than a chocolate éclair,” and 
concerning Oliver Wendall Holmes, he ob-
served, “I could carve out of a banana a judge 
with more backbone.” The portly William 
Howard Taft escaped any reference to food, 
but fares no better: “a flubdub, with a streak 
of the second-rate and the common in him.” 
Still, for all these quarrels, we get very little 
sense of what it is that Roosevelt himself 
stood for when he launched his Bull Moose 
campaign in 1912. Where are T.R.’s scalding 
critiques of the courts, the corporations, and 
the malefactors of great wealth? And what 
about his own progressive platform? As for 
his greatest political foe, Woodrow Wilson, 
T.R.’s bitter feud with him gets little atten-
tion, even though he wrote several volumes 
castigating the Democratic president for his 
policies, especially his refusal to take Amer-
ica to war.

Ruddy has performed an enormous 
labor of love in compiling Theodore 
Roosevelt’s History of the United States, 

but he might have profited from following 
T.R.’s own advice to historians. Addressing 
the American Historical Association in 1912, 
T.R. observed that the best historical stud-
ies, though based on painstaking, laborious 
research, should also be animated by a vision 
that is “wide and lofty.” Theodore Roosevelt’s 
histories focused on American greatness as it 
manifested itself in the struggles of a brave and 
hardy people to expand their rule across the 
continent. What Ruddy has given us is part 
of the story, and by no means the whole of it. 
Nevertheless, for the average American, this 
is not a bad place to start, not least because 
T.R. speaks here in his own words, skewering 
his enemies, admiring his friends, and withal, 
celebrating the “boundless possibilities” of 
America.

Jean M. Yarbrough is the Gary M. Pendy, Sr., 
Professor of Social Science at Bowdoin College.
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Book Review by Jack Rakove

The Original Revolutionary
Thomas Paine: A Collection of Unknown Writings, edited by Hazel Burgess.

Palgrave Macmillan, 352 pages, $95

The Political Philosophy of Thomas Paine, by Jack Fruchtman, Jr.
Johns Hopkins University Press, 224 pages, $45

Scholars of early america now in-
habit an Atlantic age. Atlantic history, 
as it is called, dominates contemporary 

studies of the American colonies before inde-
pendence, and its influence is extending into 
the realm of imperial government and politics 
as well. Imperial studies are hot again, and 
some efforts are again being made to situate 
that uniquely American event, our Revolution 
and founding, in a comparative perspective, as 
the late Robert Palmer suggested in his two 
volumes on The Age of Democratic Revolution 
(1959, 1964). Just how far these political com-
parisons may be pushed remains a puzzle. The 
differences between the American and French 
revolutions remain more striking than the 
similarities, and efforts to compare our break 
with Britain with the revolt of Spain’s Ameri-
can possessions have their limits, too. Still the 
desire to think in terms of hemispheres, oceans, 
and even the globe remains one of the strongest 
currents of contemporary scholarship.

The most Atlantic of our own revolutionar-
ies is the one literary firebrand whose Ameri-
can identity is most open to question. That, of 
course, would be Thomas Paine, who erupted 
on the scene with the publication in January 

1776 of Common Sense, the pamphlet title 
he shrewdly converted into his pen-name in 
years to come. Hazel Burgess opens her edi-
tion of unknown Paine writings with the cu-
rious statement that, “Until one day in 1778 
when he stepped away from his pseudonym 
of ‘Common Sense’…and revealed his true 
identity as author of all writings under that 
signature, Thomas Paine was a literary non-
entity.” It is hard to take this claim too seri-
ously when Benjamin Franklin and John Ad-
ams quickly reported that Paine was almost 
certainly the author of the great pamphlet for 
independence. Paine was his own cause, and 
keenly attentive to the ring of his voice, which 
remains as compelling today as it was to his 
original readers.

But was that voice American, or was it a 
unique expression of the multiple allegiances 
Paine owned over his lifetime? The Library 
of America treats Paine as an American 
writer, with a handsome volume of his writ-
ings edited by Eric Foner, and perhaps that is 
proof enough. But anyone who considers the 
complexity of his life should be open to argu-
ment on this point. Paine was a British sub-
ject, aged 37, when he came to Pennsylvania 

in 1774 with a sponsoring note from Franklin. 
He had recently lost his post as a collector of 
the excise, effectively fired (rendered redun-
dant, the British would now say, in a word we 
would rarely apply to Paine’s prose) after lead-
ing a protest against excise officers’ inadequate 
salaries. His pamphlet on their plight was his 
first literary production, but a weak prelude to 
Common Sense. 

Like alexander hamilton, paine did 
not have to be naturalized to become 
an American citizen. He was firmly and 

powerfully attached to the American cause, 
and remained an active journalist, with some 
political involvements, over the next eleven 
years. In 1781 he made his first return to Eu-
rope, accompanying Jack Laurens on a quick 
if pointless mission seeking additional funds 
from France. The two soon sailed back to 
America, and Paine did not return to Europe 
until 1787, when he was intent on securing 
European support for his scheme for building 
wrought-iron bridges. Over the next four years, 
he went back and forth between England and 
France, seeking support as he proceeded with 
the production of a bridge, but also entering 
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into his famous quarrel with Edmund Burke 
over the French Revolution. Like Common 
Sense, his Rights of Man was a smash hit from 
which Paine profited little, though it made 
him a hero in France. In 1792 no fewer than 
four of the new French départements which 
Burke denounced as artificial political entities 
elected Paine to the National Assembly. Rath-
er than accept the risk of seditious prosecu-
tion in Britain, Paine went to France, took his 
seat, and soon fell into trouble for his defense 
of Louis XVI—whom Paine always viewed 
far more favorably (as America’s wartime ally) 
than he did his native king, George III, piti-
lessly skewered in Common Sense. Paine soon 
found himself on the losing side of the Ter-
ror. Imprisoned, lucky to escape the guillotine 
but not lucky enough to escape the illnesses 
of confinement, he pled his American citizen-
ship as a ground for release from prosecution, 
but received little support until James Monroe 
replaced Gouverneur Morris as the American 
minister. Not until 1802 did he finally re-
turn to America, lapsing toward poverty and 
drunkenness before his death in 1809.

In the quarter-century or so of his literary-
political fame, then, Paine was an activist in 
three countries, and came to think of himself, 
as he sometimes claimed, as a citizen of the 
world. Jack Fruchtman, Jr., closes his study of 
Paine’s political philosophy with an appendix 
devoted to “Paine’s American National Con-
sciousness,” finally concluding that Paine’s 
simultaneous claims to be both “a universal 
citizen” intent on preserving the rights of 
mankind and an American patriot were “not 
incompatible.” In the end, Paine’s American 
loyalties ran deepest, even after he denounced 
President Washington for failing to rally to 
his defense. But perhaps it was his disillusion-
ment with France, rather than a conquering 
American sympathy, that best explains the 
course of his life.

What a life! to turn away from it 
and focus instead on the man’s phi-
losophy, as Fruchtman now does, 

might seem at first glance a strange diversion. 
But Fruchtman, a professor of political sci-
ence at Towson University, has already writ-
ten a long and deeply engaged biography of 
Paine, subtitled Apostle of Freedom (1994), and 
the challenge he takes on here is to avoid the 
seductive dangers of Paine’s mad-cap career 
and attempt instead to provide a concise sum-
mary of his dominant ideas. There is a modest 
biographical arc to his arrangement of chapters, 
beginning with an introductory chapter on 
Paine’s political thought and ending with his 
late-life—or more to the point, post-impris-
onment—movement away from revolutionary 

zealotry into a somewhat more tempered if still 
enthusiastic notion of how change might occur. 
But for the most part, Fruchtman favors a topi-
cal rather than chronological approach to his 
assessment of Paine’s ideas. As the title itself 
and the series of which this book is a part sug-
gest, great political activists must have a “phi-
losophy,” some coherent body of ideas that may 
change and evolve over time, but which can still 
be given enough integrity to deserve broad ana-
lytical treatment. Within most of Fruchtman’s 
chapters, then, there is a veering back and forth 
across time and events that historians find a 
tad unsettling. Chronologically, we are never 
wholly sure where we are anchored.

The great advantage of this approach is that 
it illustrates the remarkable ways in which 
Paine combined ideas in configurations that 
modern readers might find not only surpris-
ing but downright exotic. This in turn may 
help to explain why Paine’s appeal is not lim-
ited to one segment of the political spectrum. 
Paine was a great advocate of equality, and is 
often portrayed (like Benjamin Franklin) as a 
voice and symbol of artisanal radicalism, that 
is, of that class of self-improving workers who 
wanted to achieve lives of republican indepen-
dence, in which free urban labor would enjoy 
the same stature as the independent yeomanry 
of Jefferson’s imagination. That is a dominant 
theme in Eric Foner’s sympathetic biography, 
Tom Paine and Revolutionary America (1976). 
A sharper version of this appears in an essay 
by Bernard Bailyn, “The Most Uncommon 
Pamphlet of the Revolution” (1973), which 
suggests that Paine’s brilliant inflammatory 
prose represented a raw Old World resent-
ment of the extravagant power of monarchy 
and aristocracy. There was in Paine’s language, 
Bailyn noted, a “violent, slashing, angry, indig-
nant” quality that has no direct counterpart in 
American writing. This was “the indignation 
and rage of the semi-dispossessed,” hovering 
on the brink of debtors’ prison, resentful of all 
the marks of privilege before which they were 
expected to grovel.

Fruchtman’s account of Paine’s egalitarian 
ideas shows how this attitude affected his nu-
merous proposals for egalitarian reform. But 
Fruchtman also shows that there was a mark-
edly Hamiltonian side to Paine’s thinking, a 
willingness to accept much if not quite all of 
the apparatus of Hamilton’s policy, includ-
ing its reliance on a public debt as an essen-
tial element of national state-building. Paine 
became a journalistic ally of Philadelphia’s 
merchant prince, Robert Morris, who was 
Hamilton’s mentor in the early 1780s and the 
proto-architect of Hamilton’s later policies as 
secretary of the treasury. Paine’s alliance with 
Philadelphia wealth, however, did not nullify 
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A few of Burgess’s points caught me short, 
however. Her account of how she transcribed 
and edited the new documents suggests a 
wandering subjectivity on her part about how 
to modernize an 18th-century text. I was also 
unsettled when she observed that “war be-
tween Britain and the colonies followed within 
months” of the publication of Common Sense 
in January 1776, when most of us assume it 
had already begun in April 1775. Finally, if 
these documents are “a collection of unknown 
writings” of Paine, why do we encounter a 
personal letter to Jefferson that was printed in 
volume 27 of The Papers of Thomas Jefferson? I 
wish Dr. Burgess well in her continuing work 
on Paine, but some greater clarity would be 
in order. But then again, Paine was a brilliant 
wild man of the 18th-century Atlantic, so con-
tinuing disorder might be helpful, too. There 
is much in Paine that still inspires Americans 
across the political spectrum; his was an origi-
nal voice without any direct equal in our own 
provincial firmaments, and Hazel Burgess is 
clearly devoted to its message.

Jack Rakove is William Robertson Coe Profes-
sor of History and American Studies at Stanford 
University and author, most recently, of Revolu-
tionaries: A New History of the Invention of 
America (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt).

his deeper sympathies. It is with some respect 
that a modern reader can relish Paine’s convic-
tion in The Rights of Man “that the government 
[should] eliminate all taxes on poor people and 
increase them on the wealthy,” and then double 
the amount collected and distribute it among 
families with children and the elderly.

Fruchtman is a Paine enthusiast, and if this 
succinct account does not provide the same 
biographical stir one gets from other works 
(his earlier book included), it is nonetheless 
a great way for the newcomer to appreciate 
the range, diversity, and raw power and bril-
liance of Paine’s ideas. A few minor errors did 
distract me (calling Spinoza “Dutch” seems a 
strange way to characterize the great excom-
municated philosophical radical of the 17th 
century, who descended from the Portugese-
Jewish “nation” in diaspora; and Hobbes pub-
lished Leviathan in 1651, not 1751), but these 
do not touch the book’s substance.

Hazel burgess shares fruchtman’s 
enthusiasm for Paine, but I am less 
certain how to assess the nature and 

course of her project. An Australian scholar, 
she seems to have a special interest in the fate 
of Paine’s physical remains, and it appears that 
she may have a biography in the works. She 
opens her introduction with a number of chal-

lenges to what have been taken to be staple facts 
of Paine’s early life, down to his parentage and 
schooling, so perhaps she has in mind a differ-
ent kind of revisionist account. On balance, her 
new collection is something of a Paine miscel-
lany for his truest fans. There are short letters 
relating to particular biographical facts, includ-
ing his role in the much misunderstood contre-
temps involving the American diplomats Silas 
Deane and Arthur Lee. Most of the materials 
Burgess reprints date after Paine’s departure 
for Europe in April 1787, the month before 
the Federal Convention assembled at Philadel-
phia—which means that Paine effectively sat 
out the great American constitutional debate. 
The most important of these documents may 
be the tract entitled Thoughts on the Present 
State of the British Nation (1791), which Burgess 
presents as a transition between the two parts 
of The Rights of Man. American readers will 
also take interest in a short piece Paine pub-
lished back in America a decade later, when he 
criticized the Americans’ new ritual of annu-
ally rereading the Declaration of Independence 
as an unwise measure which may “dishonour 
their character, or injure their interest” by pro-
longing animosities against Great Britain, a na-
tion that now merited more confidence from its 
former subjects than did the post-revolutionary 
descendants of its wartime ally, France.
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Essay by Richard Samuelson

Jefferson, Adams, and the American Future

Thomas jefferson and john adams 
were an unlikely pair. Few hosts would 
seat them next to each other at a din-

ner party, particularly if there was going to be 
wine. Who would think that the tall, lanky, 
courteous, and reserved Virginian and the 
short, pudgy, irascible, and pugnacious son of 
Massachusetts would be such great friends? 
Adams was an earthy character, with a bit-
ing, sarcastic wit. He was fond of the saying, 

“What forbids me to speak the truth by jok-
ing?” Having grown up on a farm, he had the 
habit of comparing manure piles wherever he 
traveled around the world. 

Jefferson was more refined. Born to the 
frontier gentry of Virginia, he spent much of 
his youth in the great houses of that state—
particularly the plantation of his mother’s 
family, the Randolphs. Shy in crowds—
he gave his inaugural address in a voice so 
low that only the people very close by could 
hear—he could be incandescently charming 
in small groups. The author Margaret Bayard 
Smith found “something in his manner, his 
countenance and voice that at once unlocked 
my heart.” Jefferson studied farming academi-
cally, kept rigorous records of his plantation, 
and made careful experiments in agronomy. 
Although he could tell an amusing tale, he did 
not think the human condition fundamen-
tally humorous.

Despite their differences, the two men 
were great and abiding friends. Although, 
they were bitter rivals and enemies during the 
political fights of the 1790s and early 1800s, 
those years were the exception. Forged in 

the crucible of Revolution and in diplomatic 
service in the 1780s, their friendship was 
steadied by a political partnership that made 
it possible for them to reconcile in 1812 and 
spend their last years corresponding with ex-
ceptional thoughtfulness about the American 
experiment.

Men of 1776

Jefferson and adams were both men of 
1776, both founders. They agreed that all 
men are endowed by their Creator with 

certain inalienable rights, and that govern-
ments are instituted to secure those rights. 
We hardly need to quote the Declaration to 
establish Jefferson’s credentials on this score, 
but we should remember that Adams was, by 
Jefferson’s own account, “our Colossus on the 
floor” defending the Declaration to Congress. 
Perhaps the best place to see Adams’s com-
mitment to the principles of ’76 is the consti-
tution of Massachusetts, which he drafted in 
1779. That constitution, the first to be writ-
ten and adopted by a special convention, and 
ratified by the people, put the principles of ’76 
into action. The Preamble explained: 

The end of the institution, maintenance 
and administration of government is to 
secure the existence of the body politic; 
to protect it, and to furnish the individ-
uals who compose it with the power of 
enjoying, in safety and tranquility, their 
natural rights and the blessings of life; 
and whenever these great objects are 

not obtained, the people have a right to 
alter the government, and to take mea-
sures necessary for their safety, prosper-
ity, and happiness.

The body politic is formed by a vol-
untary association of individuals: it is 
a social compact, by which the whole 
people covenants with each citizen, and 
each citizen with the whole people, that 
all shall be governed by certain laws for 
the common good.

For both Adams and Jefferson indepen-
dence was an opportunity to help the Ameri-
can people create a new, better republic than 
any that had existed before, and to secure glory 
for doing so. Just as Moses had forged the Jew-
ish people, and Romulus the Roman people, 
so too would they form an American people. 
And just as Lycurgus and Solon had formed 
the constitutions of Sparta and Athens, so 
too did they wish to forge the American con-
stitution. In the conclusion to “Thoughts on 
Government,” Adams’s influential pamphlet 
of 1776, he charged his fellow legislators: 

You and I, my dear friend, have been 
sent into life, at a time when the great-
est law-givers of antiquity would have 
wished to have lived. How few of the 
human race have ever enjoyed an oppor-
tunity of making an election of govern-
ment more than of air, soil, or climate, 
for themselves or their children. When! 
Before the present epocha, had three 
millions of people full power and a fair 
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starting to put more and more power in the 
hands of men. If modern science did not cor-
respond with a more peaceful world, Jefferson 
was not sure it was worth it. 

John’s great-grandson Henry Adams ex-
pressed a similar fear during the Civil War:

Man has mounted science, and is now 
run away with. I firmly believe that be-
fore many centuries more, science will 
be the master of man. The engines he 
will have invented will be beyond his 
strength to control. Some day science 
may have the existence of mankind in 
its power, and the human race commit 
suicide, by blowing up the world.

Jefferson never went quite so far, ultimately 
retaining his faith that history was a story of 
progress, from lower to higher levels of civili-
zation. Thanks to science and free trade, the 
world was becoming safer and more peaceful. 
Before the modern age, war was common. Ab-
sent modern science, there would be scarcity, 
and scarcity led to war. Given the choice of 
starving or taking someone else’s food most 
men would choose theft. Similarly, given a 
choice between taking water rights from the 
neighboring land, by force, or having no wa-
ter to drink, most nations would choose war. 
Thanks to modern science, however, Europe 
has not suffered from a debilitating famine 
since the early 18th century. 

Furthering that progress was, Jefferson 
thought, part of the American project. Amer-
ica would show the world that peace was a 
better policy than war. While observing the 
Napoleonic wars in Europe, he wrote Adams 
that “I hope we shall prove how much happier 
for man the Quaker policy is, and that the life 
of the feeder is better than that of the fighter; 
and it is some consolation that the desolation 
by these maniacs of one part of the earth is 
the means of improving it in other parts. Let 
the latter be our office.” Similarly, during his 
presidency he wrote, “Peace is our passion, 
and the wrongs might drive us from it. We 
prefer trying ever other just principles, right 
and safety, before we would recur to war.” 

Adams agreed with Jefferson that America 
had something important to teach Europe: “I 
should like to see an election for a President 
in the British empire or in France or in Spain 
or in Prussia or Russia by way of experiment. 
We go on pretty well, for we use no other ar-
tillery than goose quills, and our ink is not so 
deleterious as language and grape[shot],” he 
wrote Jefferson.

Even so, he thought Jefferson’s fondest 
hopes for science were mistaken. The Napo-

trast to the Eighteenth? Is it to extinguish 
all the Lights of its Predecessor?” In reply, 
Jefferson agreed, wondering, “how then has 
it happened that these nations, France espe-
cially, and England, so great, so dignified, so 
distinguished by science and the arts, plunged 
at once into all the depths of human enor-
mity, threw off suddenly and openly all the 
restraints of morality, all sensation to charac-
ter, and unblushingly avowed and acted on the 
principle that power was right?”

Here we begin to see the nub of the dis-
agreement between the two patriots. Adams 
simply asked whether Western civilization 
would be inferior in the 19th century, com-
pared to the 18th. Jefferson expressed pro-
found surprise that France and England, the 
nations most “distinguished by arts and sci-
ence” in the 18th century, had made a turn 
back toward barbarism. Did improvement in 

opportunity to form and establish the 
wisest and happiest government that 
human wisdom can contrive? 

Jefferson saw it the same way. Immediately 
after Congress approved the Declaration, he 
returned to Virginia and began revising the 
entire legal code for the state, and drafting 
a new state constitution. (Virginia accepted 
many of his legal revisions, but not his pro-
posed constitution.) 

By the time of their deaths, Adams and 
Jefferson had seen America grow from colo-
nies into a nation. It was the signal accom-
plishment of their lives, and they took under-
standable pride in it. In the spring of 1826 
Jefferson’s grandson, Thomas Jefferson Ran-
dolph, was traveling to Boston and wished to 
meet one of the last surviving “Argonauts” of 
America’s heroic age. Jefferson penned a let-
ter of introduction, which served to close his 
side of the correspondence on a fitting note: 

“It was the lot of our early years,” he reflected, 
“to witness nothing but the dull monotony of 
colonial subservience, and of our riper ones to 
breast the labors and perils of working out of 
it. Theirs [his grandson’s generation] are the 
Halcyon calms succeeding the storm which 
our Argosy has so stoutly weathered.” 

After Enlightenment

In 1815, adams wrote jefferson, “we may 
say that the eighteenth century, notwith-
standing all its errors and vices has been, 

of all that are past, the most honourable to 
human nature. Knowledge and virtues were 
increased and diffused, arts, sciences useful 
to men, ameliorating their condition, were 
improved, more than in any former equal pe-
riod.” Jefferson responded in kind. “I agree 
with you[r letter] in all its eulogies on the 
18th. century. It certainly witnessed the sci-
ences and arts, manners and morals, advanced 
to a higher degree than the world had ever be-
fore seen.” Jefferson saw it as part of a larger 
story of progress. One can, he said, “observe 
that the arts and sciences…advanced gradu-
ally thro all the 16th. 17th. 18th. centuries, 
softening and correcting the manners and 
morals of man.” 

This exchange reminds us that Jefferson 
and Adams were men of the Enlightenment, 
believers in better living through reason. As 
such, they hoped that modern science would 
make the world easier for humanity to live in. 

Writing at the tail end of the long Napo-
leonic wars, the friends were worried fathers. 
Adams continued, “but what are We to say 
now? Is the Nineteenth Century to be a Con-

science necessarily bring a more general prog-
ress? Did modern science invariably soften and 
correct “the manners and morals of man”? 

Jefferson raised the question of progress in 
the first letter he wrote Adams after their rec-
onciliation in 1812. If “science produces no bet-
ter fruits than tyranny, murder, rapine and des-
titution of national morality,” Jefferson stated, 

“I would rather wish our country to be ignorant, 
honest and estimable as our neighboring sav-
ages are.” By mentioning “science” in that fash-
ion, unadorned with an adjective, Jefferson was 
pointing to modern natural science in general. 
Prior to the 17th century or so, “science” re-
ferred to all fields of study. In the medieval uni-
versity, theology was the “queen of the sciences.” 
Aristotle spoke of “political science”—the rea-
soned study of politics. In the early 17th centu-
ry, Francis Bacon had refined and popularized 
the modern scientific method of experimenta-
tion, observation, and calculation. So powerful 
was that method that by the early 19th century, 
it was growing increasingly rare to speak of 

“science” in the old, comprehensive sense. From 
Jefferson’s perspective, much of what Aristotle 
and Aquinas called science hardly qualified. By 
his day modern natural science was already 

At the root of the 
disagreement was a

classic philosophical or 
even theological question: 

what is the cause of
evil in the world?
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leonic wars were no anomaly. “Science, lit-
erature, mechanic arts and those fine arts…
which you love so well and taste so exquisitely,” 
Adams wrote Jefferson, “have been subservi-
ent to priests and kings nobles and commons 
monarchies and republicks. For they have all 
used them when they could, but as the rich 
had them oftener than the poor, in their 
power, the latter have always gone to the wall.” 
Governments, even when armed with modern 
science, could not regulate the actions of men 
nearly so effectively as scientists regulated the 
actions of matter. That being the case, war 
would continue to be necessary in the future. 
That was part of the human condition. 

Wars are the natural and unavoidable 
effects of the constitution of human 
nature and the fabric of the globe it is 
destined to inhabit and rule. I believe 
further that wars, at times are as neces-
sary for the preservation and perfection, 
the prosperity, liberty, happiness, virtue 
and independence of nations as gales of 
wind to the salubrity of the atmosphere, 
or the agitations of the ocean to prevent 
its stagnation and putrefaction. As I be-
lieve this to be the constitution of God 
Almighty and the constant order of his 
Providence, I must esteem all the spec-
ulations of divines and philosophers 
about universal and perpetual peace as 
shortsighted, frivolous romances.

War was, and would remain, part of man’s 
terrestrial history, Adams thought. For him, 
there were no unalloyed goods in the world. 
Modern science was yet another example of 
that reality. Not hoping that the world could 
be changed fundamentally, he took such im-
provements in technology as he could get, even 
if they came with risks and dangers. Besides, 
it was too late to un-invent them. 

Reading History

Adams and jefferson both employed 
the modern scientific method, but not 
in the same way. Jefferson selected 

facts from history to describe change over 
time, from a lower to a higher plane of exis-
tence. Adams, by contrast, was inclined to 
study the behavior of human beings in the 
same way modern scientists study the behav-
ior of, say, ants. Rather than doing controlled 
experiments, however, his data set was his-
torical. Drawing upon that data he discovered 
patterns. Wherever one found humans, one 
found certain things—governments, religion, 
families, private property, etc. From that data, 

one discovered general rules. These described 
human nature. 

Readers of Adams’s treatise on republican 
government, A Defence of the Constitutions of 
Government of the United States of America, are 
often put off by the cumbersome, repetitive 
detail. He goes through the history of repub-
lic after republic to draw general conclusions. 
One major conclusion was that all societies 
present one principal personage, beneath him 
a group of the second order, and, finally, the 
mass of men. Summarizing his conclusions 
about the ancient republics, Adams wrote, 

“the orders we defend were common to all.” He 
repeated this conclusion years later in a letter 
to Jefferson: “Pick up, the first 100 men you 
meet, and make a republick. Every man will 
have an equal vote. But when deliberations 
and discussions are opened it will be found 
that 25, by their talents, virtues being equal, 
will be able to carry 50 votes.” Such sorting 
was natural and, therefore, the general rule 
in human society. Adams reasoned similarly 
about religion: “I have endeavored to obtain 
as much information as I could of all the re-
ligions which have ever existed in the world. 
Mankind are by nature religious creatures. I 
have found no nation without a religion.” Ad-
ams complained that “Rousseau says the first 
man who fenced a cabbage yard ought to have 
been put to death. Diderot says the first man 
who suggested the idea of a god ought to have 
been treated as an enemy of the human race.” 
Adams thought both men were fanatics.

He allowed that great changes happened, 
but he also held that a wise reader of history 
found significant patterns. Hence he had every 
expectation that the future would be substan-
tially similar to the past. When reading ancient 
historians, Adams wrote Jefferson, “I seem to 
be only reading the history of my own times and 
my own life.” In the early 1800s, he penned a 

“History of the French Revolution, by a Society 
of Latin Writers,” in which he pulled passages 
from the classical Roman authors and spliced 
them together to describe the narrative of the 
French Revolution. The implication? The same 
as Robert Conquest’s suggestion that the new 
edition of his The Great Terror (1968) bear the 
title, “I told you so you f---ing fools!”

To be sure, Adams realized that there was 
considerable dispute about what, exactly, were 
the constants in human life. Ultimately, how-
ever, Horace was right: “you can drive nature 
out with a pitchfork, but she always returns.” 
To believe that we, unlike all previous genera-
tions, can change the world fundamentally is 
the height of hubris. 

Jefferson drew different conclusions from 
history. For starters, he argued that Adams’s 
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sample was too small and too narrow. In one 
letter he wrote: “we should further consider 
that, before the establishment of the Ameri-
can states, nothing was known to history but 
the man of the old world.” The American fu-
ture, Jefferson held, would reveal a different 
side of human nature than Adams had ob-
served in the European past.

More generally, Jefferson did not see his-
tory as a reliable record of the human animal 
in action. Like Henry Ford, Jefferson thought 
that history is bunk. “History,” he wrote in 
1807, “in general, only informs us what bad 
government is.” (He went on to say that an 

“American politician” ought to know some-
thing of British history, “as we have employed 
some of the best materials of the British con-
stitution” in our own. Jefferson allowed that a 
particular history could be useful to explain a 
particular political system.) Unlike his friend 
Adams, however, he did not think that his-
tory was a major field of study for statesmen. 
Jefferson, in short, believed that change over 
time was the story of history. Natural aristoc-
racy is a case in point. Jefferson wrote Adams 
that, “I agree with you that there is a natural 
aristocracy among men. The grounds of this 
are virtue and talents.” To Jefferson, however, 
the qualities that elevated some men above 
others varied with historical circumstances. 

“Formerly bodily powers gave place among the 
aristocracy. But since the invention of gun-
powder has armed the weak as well as the 
strong with missile death, bodily strength, 
like beauty, good humor, politeness and other 
accomplishments, has become but an auxil-
iary ground of distinction.” In the past, brute 
strength gave a man status, for it made him 
more valuable to society than others. By Jef-
ferson’s lights, such a man was a natural aris-
tocrat. Thanks to science, that was no longer 
the case. 

Over time, he thought, the character of the 
natural aristocracy improved. According to 
Jefferson, in addition to the natural aristocracy, 

“there is also an artificial aristocracy founded 
on wealth and birth, without either virtue or 
talents; for with these it would belong to the 
first class.” Progress would entail doing a bet-
ter job of putting the former, rather than the 
latter in office. 

Adams thought his friend misunderstood 
nature and history. “Tho’ we have agreed in 
one point, in words, it is not yet certain that 
we are perfectly agreed in sense,” he wrote 
Jefferson. “Fashion has introduced an inde-
terminate use of the word ‘talents.’ Education, 
wealth, strength, beauty, stature, birth, mar-
riage, graceful attitudes and motions, gait, air, 
complexion, physiognomy, are talents, as well 
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as genius and science and learning.” For Ad-
ams, a “talent” was a quality that gave some-
one power or influence in society. “Any one of 
these talents, that in fact commands or influ-
ences true votes in society, gives to the man 
who possesses it, the character of an aristocrat, 
in my sense of the word.” Certain features 
that bore no necessary relation to true wis-
dom and virtue always helped some men get 
ahead. Throughout history, name recognition 
and physical beauty gave one man or woman 
an edge over another. That was natural, ac-
cording to his definition. 

Adams hardly understood how Jefferson 
could hold so many historical phenomena to 
have been contrary to nature. “Your distinc-
tion between natural and artificial aristocracy 
does not appear to me well founded. Birth 
and wealth are conferred on some men as 
imperiously by nature, as genius, strength, or 
beauty…. When aristocracies, are established 
by human laws and honour, wealth, and pow-
er are made hereditary by municipal laws and 
political institutions, then I acknowledge arti-
ficial aristocracy to commence.” 

Like modern behavioral economists, Ad-
ams thought that human beings, scientists 
no less than common men, were irrational in 
predictable ways. (And Adams was careful to 
apply the lesson to himself. “I may be deceived 
as any of them, when I say, that power must 
never be trusted without a check,” he wrote). 
To Adams, therefore, aristocracy was only 
artificial when the laws protected particular 
families. Why had such laws so often gotten 
onto the books? Because they built upon a 
natural human phenomenon. 

Jefferson saw it differently. He suggested 
that “the terms Whig and Tory belong to nat-
ural, as well as to civil history.” Adams quoted 
those words back to Jefferson, and added, “pre-
cisely.” Adams was being ironic, for Jefferson 
went on to suggest that revolution in Europe 
would change things: “in this tremendous 
tempest, the distinctions between whig and 
tory will disappear like chaff on a troubled 
ocean.” What Adams thought was natural 
and permanent among men, Jefferson thought 
would change over time. 

Back to the Future

Ultimately, we might say that 
Thomas Jefferson and John Adams 
saw the future differently because 

they read the past differently. At the root of 
the disagreement was a classic philosophical 
or even theological question: what is the cause 
of evil in the world? The great author of the 
Philosophy of the Enlightenment (1932), Ernst 
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Cassirer, noted that theodicy (justifying the 
ways of God to man) was a political problem 
for the men of the Enlightenment. For people 
who believed in better living through reason 
the challenge was political: if human beings 
were capable of living in peace and harmony 
in the future, and if wisdom and virtue had 
could rule in the future, why had they so of-
ten failed to do so in the past? What, if not 
human nature, had made the past such a 
bloody mess? 

Jefferson blamed the ills of the past on prim-
itive science, combined with bad men, bad laws, 
and bad governments. His views of religious 
history make that point quite clearly. In the fa-
mous Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom, 
Jefferson argued that priests had “established 
and maintained false religions over the greatest 
part of the world and through all time.” Coer-
cion had sustained bad religions, and wars had 
resulted when one false religion fought another 
for territory and converts. If establishment was 
the cause of religious excess and conflict, Jef-
ferson reasoned, disestablishment was the solu-
tion. After the state of Connecticut got rid of 
its establishment in the early 1820s, Jefferson 
celebrated: “The genuine doctrine of one only 
God is reviving, and I trust that there is not 
a young man now living in the United States 
who will not die a Unitarian.” Absent religious 
establishment, “genuine doctrine” would carry 
the field, and religious wars would cease. Sci-
ence would also help. Jefferson claimed that 

“it is too late in the day for men of sincerity to 
pretend they believe in the Platonic mysticisms 
that three are one.” Take away religious estab-
lishments, add modern science, and religious 
wars would end. 

Jefferson thought similarly about politics. 
To put the right men in power, he thought, 
all one had to do was “to leave to the citizens 
the free election and separation of the aristoi 
from the pseudo-aristoi, of the wheat from 
the chaff.” (Jefferson, of course, also believed 
in educating the people to perform that proj-
ect. That presumed that such education was 
possible on a mass scale.) It was, in short, 
not inevitable that name recognition, wealth, 
or beauty would turn people’s heads. There 
needn’t be political dynasties in America. That 
was only true in primitive societies, managed 
by tyrants or oligarchs for their own benefit. 

In America, Jefferson held, such irrelevancies 
would no longer be politically significant. 

Why had the French Revolution gone 
wrong? Ultimately, Jefferson blamed Napo-
leon for “the demolition of the fairest hopes 
of mankind for the recovery of their rights, 
and amelioration of their condition, and all 
the numberless train of his other enormities; 
the man, I say, who could consider all these as 
no crimes must have been a moral monster.” 
Tyranny, blood and rapine besotted the pages 
of history not, as Solomon believed, because 

“there’s nothing new under the sun,” and, 
therefore, “a time to love and a time to hate. 
/ A time for war and a time for peace.” Solo-
mon didn’t have modern science to help him. 
Shortly after he became president, Jefferson 
wrote Joseph Priestley, “We can no longer say 
there is nothing new under the sun. For this 
whole chapter in the history of man is new.” 

By contrast, Adams thought that evil, or 
what seemed to be such to mankind, was 
sewn into the universe by the Creator. “The 
fundamental principle of all philosophy and 
Christianity,” Adams told Jefferson, “is ‘re-
joice always in all things.’ Be thankful at 
all times for all good and for all that we call 
evil.” Adams presumed that God made the 
world a certain way for good reason. From 
there, he read history as the record of human 
action. Responding to Jefferson’s argument 
with Solomon, Adams noted that much had 
changed, “I can yet say there is nothing new 
under the sun, in my sense.” 

The myth of progress had blinded man to 
certain human truths, as did the desire to be 
original. The belief that the world could be 
changed fundamentally struck Adams as lit-
tle more than the latest religion. “Whenever 
an order of men can persuade the people by 
flattery or terror that they have salvation at 
their disposal, there can be no end to fraud, 
violence, or usurpation.” In the modern age, 
it was “reason” that claimed to have salvation 
from the evils of this world at its fingertips.

To make that case, however, modern men 
had to presume that science could eliminate 
war, as it could eliminate many diseases. Sim-
ilarly, they had to presume that their point 
of view was simply true, and not based upon 
certain arguable assumptions. Moreover, Ad-
ams realized that the hope for Progress justi-

fied crimes similar to those justified by other 
hopes for salvation. 

Despite reports of the Terror in France, 
Jefferson continued to support the Revolu-
tion, for “the liberty of the whole earth was 
depending on the whole issue of the contest…. 
[R]ather than it should have failed, I would 
have seen half the earth desolated. Were 
there but an Adam & Eve left in every country, 
& left free, it would be better than it is now.” 
By then, Adams was already on record against 
the French Revolution. In 1790, he warned his 
countrymen of its excessive hopes: “Cold will 
still freeze, and fire will never cease to burn; 
disease and vice will continue to disorder, and 
death to terrify mankind.” 

That some denied and even denounced Ad-
ams for writing such things was no surprise. 
History had seen their type before. “Power 
always sincerely, conscientiously, de très bon 
foi [in very good faith], believes itself right. 
Power always thinks it has a great soul, and 
vast views, beyond the comprehension of the 
weak; and that it is doing God’s service, when 
it is violating all his laws.” 

Note Adams’s language. “Power always” 
believes x and thinks y. Such delusions were, 
as a rule, inevitable among men of science no 
less than common men. The only thing that 
set the modern delusion apart was that it 
called itself “reason.” 

Adams’s last letter to Jefferson was no 
less fitting than Jefferson’s last letter to him. 

“Public affairs go on pretty much as usual,” 
he reflected, “perpetual chicanery and rather 
more personal abuse than there used to be.” 
That meant that each successive generation 
would be equally free to succeed or fail. Jef-
ferson hoped for a more general improve-
ment. “I like the dreams of the future better 
than the history of the past,” he wrote Ad-
ams. Progress was and remains difficult, but, 
thanks to Jefferson, it is enshrined as a goal 
of the American regime, even if, thanks to 
Adams, it is a chastened, and one hopes chas-
tening, goal. 

Richard Samuelson is assistant professor of his-
tory at California State University, San Bernar-
dino. This essay is adapted from the 2010 Jeffer-
son Lecture at the University of Tennessee Space 
Institute.
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Book Review by Wilfred M. McClay

Exceptionally American
Made in America: A Social History of American Culture and Character, by Claude S. Fischer. 

University of Chicago Press, 511 pages, $35

With his new book, made in amer-
ica, Claude Fischer is quietly but 
unmistakably walking away from 

one of the contemporary American historical 
profession’s most ingrained assumptions—a 
belief in the inadequacy and perniciousness 
of the concept of “national character.” This 
assumption is drilled into the head of every 
graduate student in history at every respect-
able university, and violated only under pain 
of derision and loss of professional standing 
and intellectual reputation. Fischer, a soci-
ology professor at the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, disavows this assumption so 
smoothly and intelligently that one could al-
most miss the significance of what he is doing. 
In order to fully appreciate Made in America, 
then, one has to consider the larger context of 
recent American historical writing. 

As with so many dogmas, the regnant or-
thodoxy Fischer is dismissing needs to be un-
derstood as itself a form of reaction, a sweep-
ing rejection of what had been put forward by 
a previous generation of scholars. That ear-
lier generation, arising in the wake of World 
War II, was preoccupied with the ascent of 
the United States to unquestioned leader-
ship of the Western world, and felt compelled 
to ask large questions about the meaning of 
America, including whether there was such a 
thing as a distinctive American culture, and if 

so, what its defining characteristics might be, 
and how these might be expressed and em-
bodied in individual character. Stimulated 
partly by the work of cultural anthropolo-
gists such as Ruth Benedict and Margaret 
Mead and other social scientists with an in-
terest in culture and personality, and partly 
by a burst of postwar scholarly interest in 
Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, an in-
fluential group of writers including Richard 
Hofstadter, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., David 
Riesman, David Potter, Perry Miller, Daniel 
Boorstin, and Louis Hartz argued for a fresh 
view of American history and society, one in 
which a unifying framework of ideas, myths, 
symbols, and values was thought to have cre-
ated and sustained a distinctively American 
people and culture. 

Contrary to the claims of their successors, 
these mid-century writers didn’t always ap-
prove of the American “consensus” they de-
scribed; indeed, Hartz’s The Liberal Tradition 
in America (1955) was more a sustained dirge 
than a celebration, and the principal thrust of 
many of the “consensus” writers was deeply 
critical. But their work did have the intellec-
tual self-confidence and energy—or if you like, 
audacity—to entertain such large generaliza-
tions as “the American mind” or such unify-
ing national “symbols” as the idea of the virgin 
land or the persona of Andrew Jackson. They 

believed, as the historian John Lukacs once 
put it, that a generalization is like a broom: it 
is made to sweep. 

This vogue did not last long, how-
ever. With the political and cultural 
conflicts of the 1960s came an unrav-

eling of the whole idea that Americans were 
in agreement about much of anything, least of 
all their shared ideas and values, or that the 

“nation” could ever be able to express any such 
agreements. The concept of “national charac-
ter” found itself rejected and rudely cast aside, 
a casualty of waning confidence in the nation 
itself. In a time of such visible national dissen-
sus, it no longer seemed tenable to claim that 
nation-states were genuinely unified commu-
nities, grounded in freely granted political 
consent and a broadly shared culture, capable 
of shaping individual personalities in a par-
ticular mold.

Instead, the unity of nation-states was in-
creasingly regarded as something entirely in-
vented or imagined or imposed by force, and 
such elements of national culture as there were, 
when not fiction altogether, were likely to be 
manufactured products of hegemonic elites, 
even instruments of social control. Hence the 
national population was less worthy of atten-
tion than its ethnic or racial or sexual sub-
groups, established political institutions were 
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less important than amorphous social move-
ments, leaders were less important than reb-
els, high culture less interesting than popular 
culture, and intellectual or constitutional or 
political history less worthwhile than social 
history, particularly the social history of op-
pressed and marginalized subgroups. 

Clearly whatever sins the consen-
sus writers committed, they have been 
more than surpassed by those of the 

opposition, which is still going strong some 
half-century after the academic rout of what 
the late historian John Higham derided, in a 
1959 Commentary article, as “The Cult of the 
‘American Consensus.’” That’s 50 years and 
hundreds of monographs for the “cult of the 
anti-consensus,” compared with 15 years and 
a handful of books for the original “cult”—a 
startling disproportionality that somehow es-
capes mention.

And in the American academy, such dis-
proportionality generally translates into in-
tolerance, because several generations of ca-
reers are now invested in the deconstruction 
of American history. This means that the soil 
has been salted with prohibitions against cer-
tain kinds of generalizations, and all too many 
subjects, even screamingly pertinent ones, are 
simply off limits. In the telling words of his-
torian Joseph Ellis, who is certainly no con-
servative, “the currently hegemonic narrative 
within the groves of academe [makes George] 
Washington complicitous in creating a nation 
that was imperialistic, racist, elitist, and pa-
triarchal,” and “the reigning orthodoxy in the 
academy regards Washington as either a taboo 
or an inappropriate subject, and any aspiring 
doctoral candidate who declares an interest 
in, say, Washington’s career as commander-
in-chief, or president, has inadvertently con-
fessed intellectual bankruptcy.” Needless to 
say, a similar cashiering also awaits the young 
scholar who proposes to undertake a serious 
examination of the question of American “na-
tional character.” 

It is a shame. John Higham himself was a 
wise and exemplary man and a distinguished 
historian, a gentleman liberal of an older type 
who wanted to point his profession toward a 
more generous, inclusive view of American life. 
And in fact he was quite right to criticize the 
consensus historians for their flattening and 
homogenizing of the American social land-
scape, and for saying so little about the aston-
ishing ethnic, religious, and racial diversity of 
a nation that had been made and remade by 
successive waves of immigration. But the cri-
tique’s influence ended up extending vastly be-
yond his intentions, losing all sense of propor-
tion, and finally becoming institutionalized in 
the structure of the contemporary academy, 

leaving us with a busy historiographical in-
dustry that produces many interesting and of-
ten subtle things, but is flatly unable to render 
a compelling story of the American nation. 

The obstacle to this is not merely the com-
plexity of the task, but the fact that the task 
itself has been largely proscribed. Instead, the 
nation has become, in Higham’s own later, 
rueful phrase, “the villain in other people’s sto-
ries,” the indispensable negative precondition 
for the only heroic tales that are still legiti-
mate to tell: those of marginalized individuals 
and certifiably victimized groups. That this 
presents a particularly acute problem for the 
American Left is only one of the many inter-
esting outgrowths of Barack Obama’s rise to 
power. The disavowal of American exception-
alism is always warmly appreciated inside the 
seminar room, and is a plausible position to 
take when one is far away from political pow-
er. But it ends up being rather unhelpful as a 
basis for coherent, effective action in the real 
world, just as a president who is accustomed 
to apologizing for his nation’s past villainies 
finds it very difficult to know how to act plau-
sibly and effectively in that nation’s name and 
on its behalf in the wider world. 

But there has always been something pa-
tently absurd and campus-provincial about 
the prohibition against all discussion of “na-
tional character.” Anyone who has spent time 
outside the United States knows perfectly well 
that there is such a thing as national character, 
however difficult it may be to define or demar-
cate with exacting precision, particularly in an 
age of migration and porous boundaries. Who 
would be so absurd as to deny that Italians are 
Italians, and are possessed of many common 
characteristics of speech, gesture, personality, 
taste, and custom, even along with their still 
fiercely contested regional differences? And 
who could deny that Italians are remarkably 
good at identifying Americans as Americans, 
black or white, Northern or Southern, even 
before we open our mouths, just by the way 
we move, the way we hold ourselves? Who 
could deny that the conduct of our respective 
nations’ politics and diplomacy owes much 
to our distinctive and identifiable character-
istics? All that the prohibition against speak-
ing of national character has accomplished is 
to diminish the number of things we can talk 
about, and the meaningfulness with which we 
can talk about them. 

All of which background is neces-
sary, I believe, in order to understand 
what is going on in Claude Fischer’s 

fascinating book. In it, Fischer makes the as-
tonishing but entirely plausible argument that 
there is an essential continuity between the 
American national character of two centuries 

ago—let us say, of Tocqueville’s day—and that 
of America today. And the way he goes about 
sustaining the claim is even more astonish-
ing. Rather than simply ignoring the vast ac-
cumulation of specialized work in American 
social history as a hopeless muddle, a pudding 
without a theme, a pile of rocks in search of a 
cathedral, Fischer has plunged into it all with 
admirable energy, seeking to discover the con-
gruencies and thematic resonances that the 
individual scholars themselves have been un-
able, and sometimes unwilling, to tease out. 

Fischer has, one might say, undertaken to 
do the work that American historians have 
declined to do. Perhaps best known for his 
work on the social history of the telephone 
(America Calling, 1992), he has until now not 
been particularly well-known among Ameri-
can historians, who have in any event found 
other social sciences, such as anthropology, 
of greater interest in recent years. But they 
will have to contend with him now. The sheer 
volume of Fischer’s reading, indicated by the 
book’s more than 200 pages of Notes and Bib-
liography, is staggering, as is the discernment 
with which he sifts through the various works 
from which he draws material. But most ad-
mirable of all is the book’s sharp clarity of 
organization and the jargon-free unpreten-
tiousness with which the author puts forward 
his findings. Out of the massive volume of 
recent American social-history scholarship, 
Fischer finds clear, consistent themes emerg-
ing, pointing toward a clear and reasonably 
consistent “American character” that has en-
dured over centuries, and has even, he argues, 
made Americans “more American” over the 
years. His is a story of a nation that has been 
steadily becoming more fully what it was from 
the beginning. 

In the process, Fischer dispels a number of 
myths and misconceptions about American 
social history. Americans are not becoming 
more mobile; on the contrary, the trend has 
been moving in the opposite direction. Amer-
icans are not becoming less religious; on the 
contrary, religious affiliation stands at higher 
levels than in most past periods of American 
history. Nor are Americans becoming more 
violent, or more alienated from their work, or 
less concerned about the needy. The contrary 
proposition is true in each case. 

But far more important than these 
debunkings are the striking continu-
ities over the centuries that Fischer 

finds in the American national character. 
Needless to say, these continuities won’t be 
startling to anyone acquainted with the pre-
1960s scholarship; but even so, he makes 
them freshly plausible by grounding them 
in the newer scholarship. To begin with, he 
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finds Americans from the beginning to have 
been largely a “people of plenty,” in David 
Potter’s famous term, which means that the 

“consumerism” so lamented in the present day 
is nothing new. Steady improvements in ma-
terial security and economic prosperity have 
always been eagerly and confidently expected 
by Americans, serving to underwrite the ex-
pansion of a distinctive middle-class Ameri-
can culture, which has become over time more 
and more inclusive.

He also finds America to have been, from 
the start, a highly voluntaristic society—a bet-
ter word than individualistic—meaning that 
Americans’ relationships, organizational af-
filiations, and living circumstances were, to a 
great and steadily increasing extent, a product 
of their own choices rather than of necessity or 
external compulsion. Americans have always 
had an extraordinarily powerful belief in the 
possibilities of self-improvement or self-cul-
ture, and an unwillingness to accept the hand 
they were dealt in life as the hand they would 
be constrained to play. Similarly, they have 
tended to regard participation in public life as 
optional, and tended (with some exceptions) to 
favor cultivation of the private sphere of life.

Fischer is of course fully aware of the mul-
titudinous prohibitions against speaking of 

“national character,” but he brushes them aside. 
“While many scholars emphasize the survival 

veloped in a sense of fragility and danger that 
we would find almost inconceivable today. 
And yet, Fischer acknowledges, our much 
greater security today has not translated into 
an equivalent loss of anxiety. As he observes, 
it may be that “reducing the mundane risks 
of life made the remaining risks or emerging 
ones more fearsome.” 

Similarly, “the volume and magnificence 
of goods” produced by the modern American 
economy and made available to even the most 
common person surpass the wildest dreams 
of the wealthiest Americans of a century ago; 
and this plenty served to “expand the culture 
of American voluntarism,” creating a national 
economy in which everyone could participate. 
Yet this same lavish productivity has led at 
times to a condition in which Americans are 

“possessed by their possessions,” caught up not 
only in a spiral of acquisitive or emulative de-
sire, but in the role played by such possessions 
in common social practices. Think of how the 
refusal of a middle-class person to own a cell 
phone is likely to bring down upon him the 
wrath of his friends, who regard such refusal 
as an act of self-indulgence.

What’s more, the voluntarism that Fischer 
regards as the most important defining fea-
ture of American life had to be braced and 
moderated by other essential commitments 
whose source was less well defined. Hence a 
too-relentless expansion of voluntarism, he 
admits, could have “problematic consequenc-
es.” How for example could families succeed in 
their principal tasks if marriages are regarded 
as provisional in character, a matter of “until 
inconvenience do us part” rather than “until 
death do us part”?

The same concerns apply to the mak-
ing voluntary of all other social asso-
ciations: congregations, neighborhoods, 

and friendships alike. A world of the most rich, 
enduring relationships may also be a world 
with limited choices, while a world of unlim-
ited choices may leave all human associations 
impoverished. Fischer allows for that possibil-
ity. “The expansion of choices, from the mun-
dane like foods to the profound like spouses, 
both enriched and taxed modern Americans.” 
Indeed, it is possible that Americans “paid a 
psychic or emotional price” for the freedom to 
be more or less “entirely responsible” for their 
lives and associations. Yet Fischer is cautiously 
inclined to see “growing joy” in the long run. 

Claude Fischer has a social-historian’s 
skepticism about the role of ideas as agents 
in history, and insists that the sheer iner-
tia generated by culture and character is far 
more powerful than the putative effects of any 
manifesto or theory. This, he argues, is why 
the American character of today is essentially 

of ethnic diversity into the twenty-first cen-
tury,” he acknowledges, “what is sociologically 
striking is the extent to which the American 
mainstream has overflowed and washed away 
that diversity, leaving behind little but food 
variety and self-conscious celebrations of 
multiculturalism.” The concept of a distinc-
tive national character “does make sense,” he 
states, with the impatience of one who knows 
he is stating the obvious. Even though early 
America, like most societies, was “complex, 
pluralistic, and often conflicting,” it is never-
theless clear that “out of this variety emerged 
a dominant social character” which “spread 
and gained power over time.”

Fischer is even entirely comfortable using 
the “e” word—exceptionalism—to describe 
American culture, although he prefers to 
confine the word’s meaning to “uniqueness” 
rather than superiority. Nevertheless, he as-
serts confidently that “there is an American 
cultural center; its assimilative pull is pow-
erful; and it is distinctive—or ‘exceptional’. 
The historical record speaks.” Lest the signifi-
cance of this be lost, let me underscore it: he 
is saying that American culture is exception-
al, and not merely (as President Obama tried 
to finesse the point) that we believe it to be. 
And that historical record, as Fischer hears it, 
speaks far more of a vast, enduring continu-
ity in the American character than of change 
and fragmentation. 

As this summary implies, fischer has 
very little use for narratives of de-
cline or nostalgia about the past. He 

frequently enjoins the reader to be careful in 
distinguishing actual cultural change from 
changes in the ways intellectuals talk about 
culture, a skepticism that seems to me entirely 
prudent and well-justified. But neither is he a 
Pollyanna for whom everything is steadily get-
ting better in every way, and the only ones do-
ing the complaining are the toad-like “enemies 
of the future.” He acknowledges the possibili-
ty of profoundly ironic results arising even out 
of the most straightforward and incontestable 
of improvements, such as the progress made 
in rendering our lives more predictable and 
less precarious. 

To make this last point vivid, he cites 
the example of Abraham Lincoln, “the most 
powerful man in the Western Hemisphere” 
in early 1865—and yet a man who had lost 
his grandfather (killed by Indians), lost his 
mother when he was ten, lost his older sister 
when 19, lost his special friend Ann Rutledge 
to typhoid, buried two of his four sons before 
they were 12, and a third at 18—not to men-
tion having an emotionally unstable wife, suf-
fering from depression himself, and coming 
to a violent end. Lincoln’s entire life was en-
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the same as that of Tocqueville’s time. There 
is something to be said for this view; just think 
of Fischer’s refreshingly skeptical take on the 
importance of intellectuals’ “talk.” (How, he 
asks at one point, can we “take seriously the 
claim made by one author that quantum 
theory unsettled Americans’ sense of security, 
given that most Americans do not believe in 
evolution, much less invisible quanta?”) And 
his caution stands as a useful antidote to the 
increasingly influential view that America is 
only an idea, a country yet to be achieved, as 
the late Richard Rorty famously put it, an 
entity whose only claims on our loyalties are 
ideal ones, rather than the real claims of a real 
nation, existing in time, with its own history, 
and its own binding memories of shared sac-
rifice. 

Fischer seems confident—far more con-
fident than Tocqueville was—that social 
atomization, the breaking down of all those 
involuntary or semi-involuntary bonds (mar-
riage, family, neighborhood, and other forms 
of intermediate private and civil association) 
that serve to support the voluntary ones, will 
never occur. I think he is far too casual about 
that, particularly given the powerful role that 
the state itself can play (and has played) in 
hastening that breakdown. “The more [the 
state] stands in the place of associations,” Toc-
queville wrote, “the more will individuals, los-
ing the notion of combining together, require 
its assistance: these are causes and effects that 
unceasingly create each other.” Think of the 
unintended (if entirely predictable) corrupt-
ing effects of the post-1960s social-welfare 
system on individual character; and the dra-
matic restorative effects since the welfare re-
forms of the 1990s dismantled much of that 
system. As that example suggests, the state’s 
actions are likely to be driven, as we have seen 
so vividly in recent months, not by the pro-
cesses of popular consent but by the bright 
ideas of an intellectual-political class that is 
supremely confident of its rectitude and its 
specialized knowledge. One has no choice but 
to take their ideas seriously, if only for one’s 
own protection. 

But ideas are not merely the clumsy or 
menacing tools of the powerful. They also can 
be the animating fire in the minds of a free 
people—and the basis by which those people 
can learn how it is possible to reconcile the 
yearning for liberty with the equally profound 
need for order.  A system of ordered liberty 
doesn’t just happen, though, and can’t be sus-
tained without explicit and focused attention, 
or without reference to a sturdy structure of 
ideas and institutions that support it. The 
belief that there is a healthy inertia in the 
American character that renders it relatively 
immune to bad ideas, a notion that one asso-

ciates with Daniel Boorstin’s classic book, The 
Genius of American Politics (1953), seems far 
less plausible today than it might have then. 
What we’ve learned in the interim is that bad 
ideas need to be replaced, not by commonsen-
sical muddling through, but by good ones.

 

In that sense, fischer comes very close 
to hitting the right note in his concluding 
words. He cites the raging controversies in 

our own time over “originalism” in the inter-
pretation of the Constitution, and takes the 
very existence of that controversy as evidence 
of his central thesis: that there is “sufficient 
continuity in American culture and character 
to argue about how best to apply today either 
the explicit words or the implicit principles 
of men now two centuries dead.” This conti-
nuity is, he emphasizes, “a striking feature of 
American culture.” This is true enough, and 
yet not quite adequate as a description of the 
nature of the controversies. For the two sides 
(if one may speak roughly) in these debates 
aren’t really quarreling over “how best to ap-
ply” those centuries-old words and principles. 
Instead, they are quarreling over whether the 
words and principles are still applicable at all. 
The partisans of a living Constitution have, 
for more than a century now, been firmly con-
vinced that the written Constitution is irrele-
vant to the structure of modern American life 
and the ever-expanding list of problems that 
our national government is expected to solve. 

This is not a question about which Fis-
cher can remain neutral. It is a change that 
can have profound consequences for the ele-
ments of American continuity that the author 
rightly identifies and prizes. Let me put it in 
a very direct and concrete way. Surely one of 
the elements at the core of American volunta-
rism—the central American characterologi-
cal trait, according to Fischer—is a constitu-
tional structure in which every man can say 
with confidence to those in authority, “I know 
my rights.”

Voluntarism requires a structure of laws 
and mores and institutions in which the in-
dividual is accorded a high degree of negative 
liberty, a liberty that he knows he has, and 
that the government knows he has, and that 
he knows the government knows he has. It 
requires the highest possible degree of direct-
ness, simplicity, accountability, and transpar-
ency. And it requires the right kind of ideas 
about human agency and human responsi-
bility, in order to support those laws. Take 
those away, and put in their place a regime of 
arbitrary laws administered by large, unac-
countable bureaucracies, undergirded by mo-
res stating that the individual is powerless to 
know his rights and responsibilities, and you 
soon have a very different American social 

character, and certainly one in which volun-
tarism becomes either irresponsible or extinct. 
Ideas do have social consequences. 

So claude fischer’s fine and salutary 
book could be even better. But these 
reservations shouldn’t take anything 

away from what is thoroughly refreshing and 
stimulating about Made in America. If Fisch-
er has made it permissible once again to speak 
of national character without the use of scare 
quotes, then his book will be a very signifi-
cant achievement in its own right. And this 
brief review hardly begins to do justice to his 
thoughtful and imaginative use of American 
social historians’ “trove of detailed yet evoca-
tive studies of ordinary people’s everyday lives 
in times long ago,” particularly as those stud-
ies bear on the meaning of modern Ameri-
can life. This is a scholar who is interested 
in broad generalizations but who also has a 
genuine, affectionate interest in understand-
ing the particularities and oddities of the lives 
he examines, and who renders it all with an 
engaging sense of modesty and humor. The 
book is a pleasure to read, and I hope it will 
have a wide influence. It deserves it. 
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Essay by Harvey C. Mansfield

Providence and Democracy

I stop the first American whom I meet…and I 
ask him if he believes religion to be useful to the 
stability of laws and to the good order of society; 
he answers me without hesitation that a civilized 
society, but above all a free society, cannot subsist 
without religion…. Those least versed in the sci-
ence of government know that at least.

—Alexis de Tocqueville 
The Old Regime and the Revolution

Alexis de tocqueville was a liberal, 
but, as he once wrote, a “new kind of 
liberal.” For us, no feature of his new 

liberalism is more remarkable than the al-
liance between religion and liberty that he 
saw in America and proposed to be imitated, 
wherever it can, in every free society. 

In liberalism today, there is a debate over 
whether liberal theory needs—or should 
avoid—a “foundation.” Tocqueville seems 
to take the anti-foundational side: he never 
mentions the “state of nature,” which was the 
standard foundation of 17th-century liberal-
ism, and in Democracy in America he omits 
any reference to the Declaration of Indepen-
dence with its ringing foundational asser-
tion that “all men are created equal.” Yet, if 
he avoids laying a foundation in reason, he 
also thinks that religion is essential to po-
litical liberty because of the “certain fixed 

ideas” that it offers to ground the practice 
of self-government. These are doctrines of 
faith, since for Tocqueville “religion” means 
revealed religion, not a rational or natural 
religion. 

These doctrines, however, include articles 
of reason encompassed in faith. Tocqueville 
was a strong opponent of divine right in poli-
tics and a strong proponent of the separation 
of church and state. Although he praised the 
Puritans highly as being the “point of depar-
ture” for democracy in America, he criticized 
their theocratic character. Personally, he 
seems to have suffered a crisis early in life 
when, as he recounts it, he came upon the 
books of 18th-century materialists in his fa-
ther’s library and promptly and permanently 
(so far as we know) lost his faith, not only in 
religion but in “all the truths” that supported 
his beliefs and his actions. 

Questions arise that are still with us: What 
does Tocqueville hold against the introduction 
of foundational principles in democratic poli-
tics, and how can they be kept out? What is the 
relationship between philosophy and religion, 
given the hostility of modern philosophers 
(particularly the French philosophes) to religion 
and his desire to make an alliance between the 
two? Just what essential support does religion 
supply to political liberty—the essential lib-
erty according to Tocqueville—so that despite 

the separation of church and state necessary 
to political liberty, he can say, strikingly, that 
religion “should be considered the first of [the 
Americans’] political institutions”? 

Mores 

To see how tocqueville understands 
religion one must look to his view of 
mores, for in Democracy in America 

(where his main discussion of religion can 
be found), he first treats religion as the most 
important of mores. Mores (moeurs), defined 
as “the whole moral and intellectual state of 
a people,” comprise both morals and customs. 
His definition comes from the ancients, and is 
related to their emphasis on virtue in human 
affairs, but it is virtue understood as typical, 
ordinary, or average, so that modern thinkers 
who seek laws or rules of social behavior, such 
as Montesquieu and Rousseau, could find the 
concept useful and congenial, too. Mores are 
connected in Tocqueville to another, newer 
concept of the social state (état social), the 
product (or union) of fact and laws, which 
then in turn becomes the “first cause” of most 
of a society’s laws, customs, and ideas. Mo-
res and the social state are partly chosen by 
a society and partly not chosen—the two ele-
ments confused together. The consequence is 
the blurring of the early social-contract liber-
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als’ clear view that politics is best understood 
as primarily a human choice made to escape 
the state of nature, which is not chosen by us.

Tocqueville declares in the Introduction 
to Democracy in America that democracy is a 

“providential fact.” It is a trend that began 700 
years ago and only in his time has come to light 
as providential in the one country—Ameri-
ca—that has adopted it and applied it fully and 
successfully. To call it providential means to 
deny that it is a human choice or discovery, for 
example the choice or discovery of John Locke, 
the philosopher who inspired the Declaration 
of Independence. Instead of Locke and the 
Declaration, Tocqueville begins with the Puri-
tans. To be sure, the Puritans came to America 
with an idea: “They wanted to make an idea 
triumph.” But it was a religious and Christian 
idea, which led them to call themselves pil-
grims. Yet the religious doctrine was blended 
with “the most absolute democratic and repub-
lican theories”—not merely of equality but also 
of self-government and public education, all of 
which were put into practice by the Puritans. 
In place of liberalism and its deistic or atheistic 
foundation in the state of nature, Tocqueville 
sets the Puritans—their religious idea togeth-
er with their practices. It was they who first 
brought democracy into “broad daylight,” not 
as a foundation but active and complete as a 
way of life. They not merely offered an idea but 
also were able to live by it, transforming it into 
the mores of a social state that could be consid-
ered the “first cause” of American democracy. 

Nonetheless, Tocqueville goes on to criti-
cize them gently—without Puritan severity—
but profoundly. They were after all puritani-
cal in their “ardor for regulation” and their 

“narrow spirit of sect” and legislated against 
sin with abundant resort to penalties of death. 
Their excesses had to be and were corrected at 
the time of the American Revolution in what 
James Ceaser has called “Tocqueville’s second 
founding,” when many states abandoned the 
establishment of religion in favor of the sepa-
ration of church and state. 

Indirectly Under God

The puritan point of departure need-
ed to be departed from, and replaced by 
the principle, or dogma, of “the sover-

eignty of the people.” Not wishing to offend 
religion or praise its enemies, Tocqueville 
doesn’t mention its disestablishment. He only 
says strangely that according to this new sover-
eignty, “the people reign over the American po-
litical world as God does over the universe”—
as if somehow the people who are like God 

manly reason and a wholly virile energy” yet 
“always remain women in their manners.” 

Here, as with the clergy, one may suspect 
that Tocqueville’s description is idealized, 
masking a recommendation he would prefer 
not to give outright. He is as modest and as 
manly as the American women he pictures. It 
would not have surprised him, however, that 
in our time women have chosen to be manly 
and have abandoned the defense, if not the 
practice, of modesty.

Mediocrity and Materialism

In the second volume of democracy in 
America, Tocqueville turns to the question 
of the truth of religion as opposed to, or 

in addition to, its usefulness. His approach to 
the question is still through the usefulness of 
religion, but now we get a better view of just 
how it is useful and why American democracy 
has a stake in its truth. We also see better why 
he distrusts ideas and why philosophy needs 
to be concealed under religion. 

Religion is useful mainly because it hin-
ders the taste for material enjoyments that 
is endemic to American democracy, indeed 
to modern democracy as such. Religion is of 
course a brake on licentious liberty and on the 
sovereignty of the democratic majority. It op-
poses the “maxim that everything is permitted 
in the interest of society,” an impious maxim, 
Tocqueville says, “that seems to have been in-
vented in the century of freedom to legitimate 
all the tyrants to come.” Yet the true danger 
is not in the occasional viciousness of democ-
racy, but in the mediocrity of soul it produces 
in law-abiding citizens through the taste for 
material pleasures. This taste is surely bour-
geois, but it comes from democracy, not from 
what we call capitalism. 

When all are equal, no one has natural au-
thority over anyone else, and when a demo-
cratic citizen looks for a guide to life, he finds 
no superior in whom to trust—and ends his 
search by looking to himself. To him there is 
no distant goal in life to which he can devote 
himself, for everything beyond the immediate 
is vague and beyond his ken. The only evident 
goods to him are palpable and available—ma-
terial goods—and he devotes himself to goods 
that he and everyone like him (his semblables) 
can appreciate.

Religion, however, is a “form of hope” in 
human nature. Its most important practical 
teaching is that man has an immortal soul, 
which is therefore divine, and man’s natural 
hope is that he will live forever. To have an 
immortal soul is a possession of inestimable 

had replaced God. The people, strictly speak-
ing, have no authority above themselves. They 
set an authority above themselves when they 
establish the Constitution, yet do not retain 
the power to unseat God as they do the Con-
stitution. Indeed, “what makes a people mas-
ter of itself if it has not submitted to God?” A 
people, like an individual person, makes itself 
more powerful, not less, with self-restraint. As 
political scientist Bryan Garsten has written, 
the American people turn religion from an ex-
ternal to an internal restraint.

Since religion has its influence in America 
through mores, it works more indirectly than 
directly. Even when considering religion “from 
a purely human point of view,” Tocqueville ob-
serves, it has an unfailing source of strength in 
human nature: “the desire for immortality that 
torments the hearts of all men equally.” When 
founded on this desire, religions can aim at 
universality, but when they become united 
with government, they apply only to certain 
peoples. Religion should avoid attaching itself 
to earthly authority and forswear all reliance 
on divine right, using mores to regulate de-
mocracy rather than relying on laws as much 
as the Puritans did. Religion is more power-
ful if it is pure, and it is pure only if it avoids 
earthly attachments. Paradoxically, religion is 
more powerful politically if it stays out of poli-
tics, if it does not appear as an authority in its 
own regard but under cover of the mores that 
the people practice and hold to. 

These are Tocqueville’s formulations, yet 
ever careful as he is to deprecate the role of 
philosophy and of the philosopher, he pres-
ents them as opinions of Americans; the para-
dox that the less religion is involved with poli-
tics the greater is its sway over politics is the 
perception, he reports, of American priests. 
Not that they have much choice: they perceive 
that the majority wants them to stay out of 
politics. There is another power with whom 
American clergy share their indirect influ-
ence, and that is American women. Religion, 
he says, does little to restrain the American 
man from his ardor for self-enrichment, but it 

“reigns as a sovereign over the soul of woman, 
and it is woman who makes mores.” It was a 
commonplace of the philosophes that supersti-
tious women were willing victims of the ma-
nipulation of superstition by the clergy, but 
when we consult Tocqueville, we find a con-
trary statement. He says that Americans give 
girls an education in reason as well as religion, 
and that they resort to religion for defense of 
their virtue only when “they have reached the 
last limits of human force.” American women 
are not weak and credulous; they “display a 
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their behalf with their passive consent because 
it knows better and offers to take over respon-
sibility for the “trouble of thinking and the pain 
of living,” Tocqueville says sarcastically. 

Doubt and Materialism

Thus the only true liberty is politi-
cal liberty, in which the goal and the 
result may sometimes be greatness 

but the practice of which exercises the soul, 
regardless. He remarks on Americans’ ven-
eration for Plymouth Rock, a piece of matter 
that matters to them: “Does this not show 
very clearly that the power and greatness of 
man are wholly in his soul?” Religion provides 
a confirmation that men are not mere pawns 
of fate or of chance forces hostile or indiffer-
ent to them; it is a guarantee of greatness in 
human spirituality as it connects men to God. 
Religion combats the short-sightedness and 
fecklessness of democracy, and gives it some-
thing to be proud of, above the mediocrity of 
material enjoyments.

When this mediocrity reveals itself as the 
main enemy of democracy through the ero-
sion of political liberty, we come upon the 
baleful influence of democratic ideas. We 
begin to appreciate why Tocqueville is so sus-
picious of philosophy. What he often simply 
calls “doubt,” so characteristic of democratic 
ages, is philosophic doubt of religion that is-
sues in the suspense of belief—or in practice, 
when suspense is no longer possible, in denial 
of belief, and in materialism. The doubt in 
question amounts to a denial of the human 
soul and in consequence, of human agency (as 
we say today). The spiritual, not the material, 
is what is doubted—though in modern math-
ematical physics it turns out not to be so easy 
to define or grasp what matter is. 

In the early liberalism Tocqueville rejects, 
men are liberated from prejudice and super-
stition only to be enthralled to the worldly 
passions of fear and gain; they are conquered 
or bullied into promising obedience (in Hob-
bes’s theory) or “quickly driven into society” 
(in Locke’s words) rather than freely choos-
ing to give their allegiance. The model for 
liberty is the abstract, pre-political state of 
nature, which is only posited and may or 
may not exist, rather than the actual model 
of political liberty that Tocqueville finds in 
the township of New England. Early liber-
alism is apolitical; it supports politics with 
non-political motives and it betrays the goal 
of liberty with the passive and slavish means 
it specifies for achieving liberty. This is not 
liberalism with a soul, like Tocqueville’s lib-

eralism, because it degrades souls by over-
whelming them with fear and seducing them 
with incentives for material gain. It is not a 
liberalism that can sustain liberty.

Materialism teaches democratic peoples 
that they have nothing special in them to be 
proud of, and in the form of the scientific 
determinism powerful in Tocqueville’s time, 
that they are incapable of avoiding the fate 
that chance decrees and science uncovers 
and displays for all to see. But since pride is 
in human nature, materialists are unable to 
avoid taking pride in themselves. Their sys-
tem might be useful if it gave them and taught 
others to take a modest idea of oneself—all of 
us, including Nobel prize winners, being mat-
ter of little account—but materialists do not 
in fact draw or expound this lesson. When 
they believe they have proved that men are 
no better than brutes, Tocqueville says, they 
are “as proud as if they had demonstrated they 
were gods.” The scientific materialism that de-
prives citizens of their belief in the possibility 
of self-government is used to justify, instead, 
the rational control of citizens by experts with 
knowledge of such science.

The danger of materialist ideas in our dem-
ocratic age is responsible for Tocqueville’s leery 
distrust of philosophical ideas, and for his se-
lective trust in religious ideas. As we shall see, 
the religious ideas he presents have more to 
do with philosophy than with revelation. He 
approves of certain philosophical ideas, such 
as those advancing spiritualism, but without 
much discrimination. He would rather you 
believe your soul can migrate to the body of 
a pig than that you have no soul. He reserves 
his approval for whatever spiritual doctrine 
emerges from philosophy, and criticizes the 
usual effects of philosophical inquiry in de-
mocracy. Philosophical inquiry begins with 
doubt, but instead of truly doubting, people 
taught to doubt merely doubt the authority of 
others and then turn to themselves and their 
own authority. That is why he treats Des-
cartes, the philosopher of doubt, as a teacher 
of democracy—a perceptive estimation one 
will not find in textbooks. 

When Cartesian doubt is generalized and 
transferred from philosopher to citizen, the 
result is the democratic dogma that each in-
dividual has reason sufficient to run his own 
life. So Descartes’s thought is most perfectly 
realized in America where nobody has read 
Descartes because nobody needs to read 
him, where doubt of dogmatic authority has 
become the dogmatic authority of doubt. In 
the modern age the democratic propensity for 
material well-being, with its mediocrity, its in-

value to the perfection of which one can 
devote one’s life, yet it is also universal and 
equal, hence democratic, its perfection not a 
goal of aristocratic honor that sets one above 
others. As a form of hope, religion is not pri-
marily a form of fear (except insofar as one 
fears one’s hope for salvation may be dashed), 
as the early liberal theorists, particularly 
Thomas Hobbes, supposed. The fear of invis-
ible spirits (said Hobbes) and the uneasiness 
of the self (Locke) turn one’s attention to the 
present; hope appeals to the future. In the 
future lies accomplishment in which one can 
take pride. 

The early liberals believed human pride to 
be the source of trouble, especially the pride-
ful notion that human beings are special in 
the universe because of their immortal souls. 
This claim, which is so easy to make in general 
and so hard to specify in particular, leads eas-
ily to the tyranny of religion or to the miser-
ies of religious civil war. But for Tocqueville, 
the reliance on worldly passions such as fear 
and material gain produces abject souls more 
fit for despotism than liberty, and the weak-
nesses of democracy are rather stability and 
stagnation than anarchy and rebelliousness. 
So for him religion promotes liberty by teach-
ing men that they are special and that they de-
serve to take pride in their accomplishments. 
His most significant apparent departure from 
Christianity is from Christian humility. It is 
in regard to pride that he says, with apparent-
ly conflicting import, that religion is “the most 
precious inheritance from aristocratic centu-
ries,” and yet that religion warms the hearth 
of patriotism in America. 

The pride constituting the specialness of 
man emerges in Tocqueville’s insistence on the 
greatness of man. He seeks to rally the “true 
friends of liberty and human greatness,” and 
he puts the two together because liberty mired 
in mediocrity brings on the new sort of des-
potism he identifies at the end of Democracy 
in America, mild (doux) despotism. Mediocre 
souls trapped in material enjoyments will read-
ily trade their political liberty for peace and 
security in those enjoyments. Such people suf-
fer from the new democratic ill he identifies 
as “individualism,” which occurs when demo-
cratic citizens believe and feel themselves to be 
passive victims of large, impersonal, historical 
forces they cannot control or influence. In reac-
tion, they withdraw from the public, forgetting 
they are citizens, and concentrate their lives on 
family, friends, and themselves. Losing sight of 
the public, they become oblivious to any dis-
tant goal and welcome the benevolent aid of big 
government, “the immense being” that acts on 
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bookish influence of philosophers in favor of 
actual practice, by which citizens manage to 
make their way forward without the guide of 
a foundation prescribed by philosophy. In the 
second quotation, however, we see the need 
stated for “very fixed ideas” that do not arise 
from practice but precede and guide practice. 
These ideas must come from religion rather 
than philosophy. Any society, and especially 
a democratic one, must take account of what 
most people think, and most people have re-
course to the dogmas of religion for guidance 
because they have neither the time nor the 
capacity for philosophizing. Even if they did 
or could philosophize, they would find that 
through the ages, philosophers “despite all 
their efforts…have been able to discover only 
a few contradictory notions.” 

Those who try to rely on philosophy for the 
fixed ideas they need in their ordinary lives, 
Tocqueville says, do not find them but come to 
grief in doubt. “Doubt takes hold of the highest 
portions of the intellect and half paralyses all 
the others.” Each person becomes accustomed 
to hearing confused and changing opinions on 
matters of most interest to himself and people 
like him—vaguely troubling issues of the day, 
in which it is hard to follow the arguments. We 
throw up our hands, feeling defeated, and in 

cowardly fashion refuse to think. If people will 
not think, doubt “cannot fail to enervate souls,” 
thereby threatening the maintenance of liberty 
because enervated souls will not take the trou-
ble to exercise liberty or defend it. Thus one of 
his memorable phrases: “I am brought to think 
that if [a man] has no faith, he must serve, and 
if he is free, he must believe.”

Here is a liberal who rejects liberal founda-
tions in philosophy yet requires them in reli-
gion. But his statement against doubt blames 
it for preventing people from thinking, that is, 
from thinking practically and usefully. Philo-
sophical thinking leads to paralysis of practi-
cal thinking, in which overmatched would-
be philosophers are led ultimately to passive 
acceptance of things as they are. Philosophy 
may begin from the questioning of authority, 
but when it appears that all the questioning 
leads to no answers, it stops and finds rest in 
the conclusion that nothing can be done. Faith, 
then, is not a substitute for reasoning simply, 
but only for philosophical reasoning; it clears 
the way, and is actually the basis, for reason-
ing about one’s closest interests. 

Tocqueville says that religion imposes a “sal-
utary yoke” on the intellect by preventing the 
use of individual reason to raise doubt and by 
establishing “general ideas” about God and hu-

dividualism, and its mild despotism, renders 
philosophical materialism dangerous, and all 
philosophy dubious because in that age phi-
losophy is likely to be materialist.

Faith and Philosophy

The debate over foundations in lib-
eralism today is between those who 
insist on philosophical foundations of 

liberty, so as to exclude illiberal notions of 
virtue or salvation that are harmful and hos-
tile to liberty, and those who argue that such 
foundations are an infringement of liberty 
and in any case difficult to prove and to gain 
consent for. Tocqueville stands on neither side 
of this debate but in a middle position of his 
own. Though opposed to philosophical foun-
dations, he holds that America has and needs 
foundations in religious faith in order to keep 
its democratic liberty. 

As to philosophy, Tocqueville writes: 
“Americans have not needed to draw their 
philosophic method from books; they have 
found it in themselves.” And as to religion: 

“Men…have an immense interest in making 
very fixed ideas for themselves about God, 
their souls, their general duties.” In the first 
quotation we see Tocqueville rejecting the 
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man nature that permit men to recognize “an 
authority.” Reason as philosophy gets in the way 
of reason as practice because the one attacks 
authority and the other requires it. Now what 
is the solution? Is it merely to declare that the 
two aspects of reason are antithetical, and that 
practice being more important than philosophy, 
the need for active practice must dominate the 
pleasure, if it is a pleasure, of speculating—that 
dogma must silence philosophy?

Tocqueville does not adopt that solu-
tion, though he may appear to do so because 
sometimes he seems to criticize all philoso-
phy, philosophy itself. But he also shows ap-
preciation for the contemplative life of the 
philosopher, praising the “ardent, haughty, 
and disinterested love of the true” one finds 
in Pascal and Archimedes’ lofty contempt 
for practice as “vile, low, and mercenary.” He 
distinguishes the science of the “most theo-
retical principles,” which may flourish in ar-
istocracy, from science devoted to practical 
applications, which is characteristic of sci-
ence in democracy. It is a weakness of de-
mocracy that it does not encourage “the con-
templation of first causes.” Tocqueville him-
self warns his readers that he feels “obliged 
to push each of his ideas to all its theoretical 
consequences,” and he does not hesitate to 
speak of “first causes.”

Reasonable Religion

Religion, then, does not replace phi-
losophy or science, but it serves as their 
public face and supplies the fixed ideas 

that men need to live in freedom. Servility of 
soul is not the consequence of religion, as the 
philosophes asserted, but of anti-religious ma-
terialism, which denies the soul by demeaning 
man into matter, or abases the soul by endors-
ing the democratic propensity to a life of ma-
terial well-being. At the end of Democracy in 
America, Tocqueville discloses something of 
the character of the religion he recommends. 

It is not just any religion, as he seemed to im-
ply earlier when speaking of religion as part 
of democratic mores, but a reasonable religion 
that confirms the intelligibility of nature and 
of the world. 

In his own name he strives, like a philoso-
pher, like the youthful Pascal but with a view 
to the intelligible, to enter into the compre-
hensive “point of view of God” in regard to 
democracy and aristocracy. God is approach-
able to man through His mind. Although 
Tocqueville speaks here of, “as it were, two 
humanities,” thus apparently distinguishing 
them profoundly, he also justifies the compar-
isons he has made continuously throughout 
the book by referring them to one superhu-
man whole in which they are joined. “God” is 
apparently a person, and clearly distinct from 

of God’s hidden character in Scripture with-
out contradicting them.

Religion understood as the order of God’s 
mind repels “two false and cowardly doc-
trines.” What are they? We see them in what 
he writes of Providence: “Providence has not 
created the human race either entirely inde-
pendent or perfectly slave.” The first is the 
aristocratic criticism of democracy that it is 
anarchic; the second is the democratic idea 
that peoples “necessarily obey I do not know 
which insurmountable and unintelligent force 
born of previous events, the race, the soil, or 
the climate.” Strangely, both of these may be 
found in liberal social-contract theories—the 
first in the state of nature in which men are 
anarchic and at war; the second in the means 
for escaping the state of nature, which play 
on fear and subject men to “insurmountable 
and unintelligent force,” consisting variously 
of the laws or rules of sub-rational motivation 
discovered by history and social science. As 
opposed to these, religion can cement its al-
liances with liberty and with reason, all three 
together in the politics of democracy. 

The two contraries of being entirely inde-
pendent and perfectly enslaved stand for the 
two aspects of chance, unpredictability and 
subjection—“chance fate”—to which religion 
is opposed. Religion as Tocqueville portrays it 
tries to make our life predictable, but not so 
predictable that we can succeed without try-
ing. And it sets limits to our intellect, our free-
dom, and our choice—but not such narrow 
limits that we can never succeed no matter 
how hard we try. The task of politics, which 
Tocqueville sometimes calls, in the manner of 
Plato and Aristotle, the task of the legislator, 
is to cooperate with religion and to guide our 
lives so that our virtue is rewarded and our 
freedom preserved. 

Harvey C. Mansfield is professor of government 
at Harvard University and a senior fellow at 
Stanford University’s Hoover Institution.

Religion does not
replace philosophy or 

science, but supplies the 
fixed ideas that men need 

to live in freedom.

His Creation. Tocqueville does not insist on 
the difference between revealed and natural 
or rational religion, and he had declared that 

“it was necessary that Jesus Christ come to 
earth to make it understood that all members 
of the human species are naturally alike and 
equal.” Revealed truth is distinct from the 
truth of nature, but revelation makes nature 
apparent to us in a way unassisted human rea-
son cannot. Philosophy is then under a duty 
not to overlook the difference between itself 
and revelation but also not to present that 
difference in a way hostile to the latter. The 
order that Tocqueville sees in or imputes to 
God’s mind leaves untouched the statements 
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Ian buruma, a professor at bard college 
and regular contributor to the New York 
Review of Books, has written a provocative, 

exasperating new book on making religion 
safe for democracy. “When reflecting on the 
problems of religion and democracy,” Buruma 
writes, “the main issue is how to stop irrational 
passions from turning violent.” For Buruma 
religion is an inherently irrational passion. As 
a result, defending the tolerance and plural-
ism of modern secular democracies requires 
finding ways to pacify religion and keep it po-
litically benign.

In search of guidance, Buruma examines 
centuries of religious-secular conflict in Japan, 
China, Europe, and America. Rather than 
showing the best ways of “taming the gods,” 
however, the wide scope of Buruma’s inquiry 
makes clear only that reconciling religious ar-
dor and political order is extremely difficult. 
Worse, it suggests that his project is funda-
mentally misbegotten. 

Buruma’s discussion of Asian history, for 
example, is reliably equivocal on the desirabili-
ty and feasibility of religious tolerance. Among 
the first acts of the allied authorities reordering 
Japan after World War II was to make Em-
peror Hirohito renounce his claim to divinity. 
This stipulation was so successful that Shinto 
and Buddhist sects spread as religious life 
flourished in post-war Japan, a time known as 
the “Rush Hour of the Gods.” Happily, these 
new gods stood in no need of taming.

When Buruma turns his attention to Chi-
na, however, he is far more fearful of an unfet-

tered religious marketplace. After surveying 
the nation’s dark, bloody history of millenar-
ian cults, he suggests that the Chinese gov-
ernment’s ban of the Falun Gong was neces-
sary to tame the gods. “Even if one does not 
condone the government ban,” he argues, “it 
is doubtful that political movements emanat-
ing from charismatic groups would offer the 
quickest route to a democratic transforma-
tion.” To the contrary, he writes, such groups 

“are more likely to result in yet another cycle 
of Chinese history, of millenarian hope, fol-
lowed by oppression.” 

And yet Buruma concludes his analysis 
of Chinese history with an unexpected plea: 
the “political masters of the Chinese republic 
must renounce their authoritarian claims on 
the moral and spiritual lives of its citizens.” 
Inexplicably, he calls for the Chinese govern-
ment to set aside its fears of disorder, despite 
his belief that liberalization might well set in 
motion another cycle of murderous religious 
fanaticism. We are left wondering whether 
the author is a reluctant Hobbesian or a 
committed Lockean liberal. Which takes 
precedence, the imperative of order or the 
respect for inalienable rights? 

The suspicion that buruma can’t or 
won’t grapple seriously with the ten-
sions between the preconditions that 

make liberal society possible, and the impera-
tives for governmental restraint that make it 
liberal, deepens when he turns his attention 
to Europe. One might suppose that he would 

favor a relatively heavy-handed approach to 
Muslims, given his thoughts on the efficacy of 
coercion in Asia. Buruma, however, opposes 
the French ban on headscarves, which he re-
gards as hysterical and illiberal. Unlike many 
French citizens, he is even untroubled by the 
illiberal values such headscarves represent. 

“As long as [Muslims] play by the rules of free 
speech, free expression, independent judicia-
ries, and free elections,” he explains, “they are 
democratic citizens.” Although he would be 
troubled by citizens who manage to pass illib-
eral laws through normal democratic means, 
he regards this danger as merely hypothetical, 
assuming plausibly that orthodox Muslims 
will remain a minority in Europe for the fore-
seeable future, thereby assuring religious and 
personal freedoms.

Buruma’s tolerance of illiberal beliefs, how-
ever, still leaves the problem of violent Mus-
lim radicals, who do not play by democratic 
rules. These radical revolutionaries must be 
marginalized and rendered less attractive to 
disaffected Muslims. As he puts it, “contain-
ment of revolutionary violence will only be 
successful if the revolutionaries are isolated 
and deprived of sympathy from the nonvio-
lent believers.” 

To achieve this sensible end he argues for a 
better understanding of radical Islam’s appeal, 
making the provocative point that the lure of 
radical Islam is not always religious or theo-
logical. Political rage and a longing for iden-
tity, he argues, are the forces driving many 
would-be radicals. In the controversy over 



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2010-Spring 2011 
Page 80

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

Salmon Rushdie’s Satanic Verses, for instance, 
Buruma contends that many of those “who 
called for [Rushdie’s] head” were not all that 
devout. Instead, they were angry and disaf-
fected from the socialist Left. Their rejection 
of socialism left these militants searching 
for a new universalistic creed and a sense of 
self. In this respect, Buruma thinks that the 
growth of Islamic militancy in Europe, like 
the rise of Black Power and the Nation of Is-
lam in America, has more to do with identity 
politics than ideology. 

But if this is right, how do we west-
erners stop giving offense to angry 
Muslims, and stop driving them into 

the arms of violent revolutionaries? For Bu-
ruma, a big part of the answer seems to be 
a paradoxical sort of self-restraint: the best 
course for those concerned about the incom-
patibility of Islam and liberal democracy is to 
stop expressing those concerns. It’s the kind 
of talk that makes trouble, provoking devout 
Muslims and giving them a reason to listen to 
violent radicals. A “certain discretion about 
the religious beliefs of others is in order,” he 
suggests, if Europeans are to “isolate the revo-
lutionaries from the believers.”

In other words, Europeans should stop 
blaming violent extremism on “the ‘back-
wardness’ of Islam or the intolerance of the 
devout.” We must condemn violence without 
criticizing Islam. Buruma is effectively tell-
ing the likes of Salmon Rushdie and Ayaan 
Hirsi Ali to shut up—not because they’re 
wrong, necessarily, when they argue that Is-
lam and Western democracy are essentially 
incompatible. 

Refusing to make a direct causal link be-
tween Islam and violence, Buruma emphasizes 
again and again that revolutionary violence is 
driven by political rage rather than theology. 

“The challenge posed by Muslims in Europe,” 
he concludes, “is not cultural, civilizational, or 
even, in the end, religious. It is social and politi-
cal.” The most he will grant to the position that 
Muslim terrorism is at root a theological and 
religious problem is that there “is something to 
be said” for it. 

But what is there to be said for—and 
against—it? Does he sincerely believe that Is-
lamic radicalism is not fundamentally a reli-
gious problem, or is he merely exercising “dis-
cretion” to avoid making a bad situation worse 
by driving more angry Muslims into the arms 
of extremists? If the latter is true, he emerges 
as a surprisingly illiberal thinker, an “intellec-
tual” who would rather keep the peace than 
tell the truth. The gods must be tamed either 

by coercion (in Japan and China) or by self-
censorship (in Europe). 

Why does he place so little trust in the 
possibilities that liberal democrats can de-
fend their regime forcefully and legitimately, 
or that the experience of life in a plural de-
mocracy will moderate the views and actions 
of religious zealots, rendering liberal democ-
racy more feasible? The answer seems con-
nected to his belief that all religious move-
ments are deeply irrational and ultimately 
hostile to secular society. The single excep-
tion he allows is the American civil rights 
movement, since it “turned…religious faith 
to secular ends.” This “exception” winds up 
proving the rule, however, because he doesn’t 
think the civil rights movement was all that 
religious. He grants that Martin Luther King 
was someone of deep faith, whose “rhetoric…
owed a great deal to religious traditions,” but 
that’s as far as he’ll go. Buruma even claims 
that “organized religion” was not a “major 
political force” in the United States between 
1920 and 1970. 

But, of course, the civil rights movement 
grew out of well-organized Baptist churches. 
Black activists, moreover, were inspired by 
something more than soaring rhetoric. They 
believed that God was truly on their side and 
intervening in history. As historian David 
Chappell argued in A Stone of Hope: Prophetic 
Religion and the Death of Jim Crow (2004), it 
was this “irrational,” fundamentalist faith that 
held them together in the face of attack dogs 
and fire hoses. Chappell even contends that 
the civil rights movement is best understood 
as a religious revival with political overtones, 
not unlike earlier great awakenings.

In addition to downplaying the role of 
orthodox Christian belief in the civil rights 
movement, Buruma makes no mention of 
organized religion’s central role in America’s 
abolitionist movement. He does emphasize, 
however, that Christianity was used to jus-
tify slavery. For Buruma, religious extremism 
is simply something that must be tamed. He 
does not realize that the advancement of hu-
man rights and democracy has often depend-
ed on religious zealots.

As these examples suggest, his 
discussion of America is especially 
disappointing. Buruma begins his 

indictment of religion in America by draw-
ing heavily on Elmer Gantry, Sinclair Lew-
is’s famous novel that recounts the life of a 
hypocritical, huckstering preacher. It occurs 
briefly to Buruma that Lewis’s novel might 
paint a less than accurate portrait of Ameri-
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can evangelicalism. He allows, for instance, 
that Lewis was not a “subtle novelist,” which 
is true in the sense that Bill Clinton was not 
shy around girls. But then Buruma quickly 
reassures readers: “Elmer Gantry…seems 
like a crude caricature until one has seen his 
real-life colleagues on television.” And there 
you have it. Buruma’s perspective on Ameri-
can evangelicalism has been shaped largely 
by a bigoted novelist and television. He fails 
to consult any serious scholarly treatments 
of American evangelicalism, except for a few 
passing references to Frank Lambert’s Reli-
gion in American Politics (2008). 

Buruma’s paltry knowledge of American 
evangelicalism makes it easy for him to imag-
ine that his own prejudices about its role in en-
couraging intolerance are factually sound. He 
approvingly notes that the Scopes Trial made 

“holy-rolling fundamentalists look foolish,” 
apparently unaware that William Jennings 
Bryan opposed the textbook under dispute in 
the trial partly because it promoted scientific 
racism. Buruma casually accuses Southern 
Baptists of leaving the Democratic Party be-
cause they were “shocked by the emancipation 
of blacks.” Yet the Southern Baptist Conven-
tion overwhelmingly passed a resolution in 
support of desegregation in 1954, with little 
opposition from its laity. Many Baptists, of 

course, did eventually embrace the Republi-
can Party during the 1980s, but for reasons 
that were about the “culture wars” rather than 
the settled questions of segregation and vot-
ing rights.

Finally, Buruma blames America’s mis-
guided war in Iraq on “evangelical enthusiasm,” 
a sure indication of religion’s ability to “dis-
turb human society.” Yet Michael Lindsay’s 
excellent book, Faith in the Halls of Powers 
(2008), finds that evangelicals inside the Bush 
White House primarily pushed humanitar-
ian causes abroad, while ordinary evangelicals 
lobbied for more foreign aid to Africa rather 
than war in Iraq. Nicholas Kristoff, the liber-
al New York Times columnist, has even called 
American evangelicals the “new international-
ists” because of their remarkable charity and 
political activism abroad. 

Buruma’s determination to have it 
both ways on the right relation of re-
ligion and democracy leaves him un-

able, finally, to have it any coherent way. De-
spite his contempt for American evangelicals 
he recognizes they “still profess to believe in 
democracy,” something manifestly not true 
about much of the Muslim world. On the fun-
damental question of preserving tolerant, plu-
ral democracies, then, American evangelicals 

agree with Buruma in a way devout Muslims 
do not. Yet he subjects the former to shrill, 
poorly informed denunciations while contort-
ing himself and the facts to practice “discre-
tion” when discussing the latter. 

Part of the explanation for this asymmetry 
comes from his journalism, where he has com-
mented on “bien-pensant liberals, who were 
quick to denounce any criticism of minorities 
as racism.” This sounds like a description of 
others, but is a good summary of Buruma’s 
own bien-pensant liberalism. It requires him 
to: applaud the civil rights movement, which 
forces him to pretend it was only faintly re-
ligious; condemn America’s Christian Right, 
which forces him to pretend it poses a threat 
to democracy; and insist that European multi-
culturalism must be infinitely accommodating, 
which forces him to blame Islamic radicalism 
on everything but Islam. Given his overrid-
ing concern with stopping irrational passions 
from turning violent, the book Ian Buruma 
should have written was Taming Allah, if only 
his analysis did not condemn such a project as 
one long provocation. 

Jon A. Shields is assistant professor of govern-
ment at Claremont McKenna College and au-
thor of The Democratic Virtues of the Chris-
tian Right (Princeton University Press).
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Book Review by Hillel Fradkin

God of War and Will
Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam, by Fred M. Donner. 
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The Closing of the Muslim Mind: How Intellectual Suicide Created the Modern Islamist Crisis, 
by Robert R. Reilly. ISI Books, 244 pages, $26.95

What was the origin and char-
acter of the religion called Islam 
and of the early polity, and ulti-

mately the empire, to which it gave rise? Did 
it undergo some development in its essential 
characteristics and if so how, why, and with 
what effect? These questions are typically re-
garded as belonging to history, even somewhat 
ancient history. After all, Islam was founded, 
by its own understanding, in 622 A.D. on the 
occasion of its founder Muhammad’s hijra or 
emigration from Mecca to Medina and the es-
tablishment there of a new political commu-
nity under his rule. But in recent years—and 
for Americans especially since September 11, 
2001—these are questions that have come to 
seem, correctly, to have an important bearing 
on contemporary events. 

Two recent books address these histori-
cal questions, providing very interesting and 
partly new interpretations of the founding of 
Islam and its early development. Although 
grounded in considerable scholarship they 
are meant for the general reader; both have 
a bearing on contemporary circumstances, 
though only for one is this a primary focus.

Muhammad and the Believers: At the Ori-
gins of Islam is devoted to explicating the char-

acter and meaning of the earliest years of Is-
lam down through the 7th century, though it 
touches on developments as late as the middle 
of the 8th century. Its author, Fred Donner, 
is a distinguished academic historian of the 
founding period of Islam; he is well-known 
for his study of the first Muslim polity’s early 
and spectacularly successful conquests. 

Robert Reilly, author of The Closing of the 
Muslim Mind: How Intellectual Suicide Cre-
ated the Modern Islamist Crisis, is a student of 
both the Western philosophical tradition and 
Christian, especially Catholic, theology who 
has also had a career of distinguished govern-
ment service. His primary historical focus is 
roughly the late 8th through 11th centuries, a 
period during which, as he correctly observes, 
Islam was still finalizing its self-understand-
ing. His concern is both narrower and broad-
er than Donner’s: His narrower focus is what 
he regards as Muslim “theology”—principally 
though not exclusively its doctrine regarding 
God—what it is, how it came to be formulat-
ed, and its impact on Muslim thought and life. 
His broader focus is more explicitly contem-
porary and includes an extensive discussion 
and interpretation of the last two centuries 
of Islam. The link between these concerns is 

Reilly’s view that the classic formulation of 
Muslim theology had a decisive impact—via a 

“closing of the Muslim mind”—on subsequent 
Muslim history and that it is especially im-
portant for the Muslim world’s and our own 
current predicament.

Of the two interpretive tasks, 
Donner’s is for chronological reasons 
more fundamental. It is also more 

difficult, because for the period of Muham-
mad’s life and the following century and a half 
we lack much in the way of reliable contempo-
raneous Muslim documentation. 

Donner’s response to this difficulty is 
three-fold. First, like some predecessors he 
tries to present and examine for clues the 
religious conditions of late antiquity within 
which Muhammad’s mission arose. This as 
he knows carries the risk of understanding 
Muhammad’s mission as too continuous with 
other religious movements of late antiquity, 
so that one misses Islam’s distinctive charac-
ter. Second, and most fundamentally, he relies 
on a careful explication of the Koran to help 
define the precise character of Islam as Mu-
hammad himself understood and presented it. 
Donner is aware that doubts have been raised 
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about the contemporaneity of the Koran. Nor 
is he unaware of the Koran’s ambiguity in cer-
tain respects. But he does not regard them as 
decisive for his purposes. Third, he has refer-
ence to non-Muslim—especially Christian—
accounts of the rise of Islam which were unde-
niably contemporary with it.

What is the result? One that will appear 
rather curious to the general reader. According 
to Donner, Muhammad was not the founder 
of Islam in the strict sense we mean today of a 
completely separate “religious confession.” Is-
lam in that sense emerged only somewhat lat-
er, beginning in the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik ibn 
Marwan (685–705), the Fifth Caliph or ruler 
of the Ummayad Dynasty (and the Ninth Ca-
liph overall). 

What then did Muhammad found? Ac-
cording to Donner, he established the Com-
munity or Movement of Believers whose 
original character “can best be described as a 
monotheistic reform movement rather than as 
a new and distinct religious confession” (my 
emphasis). It arose in circumstances in which 

“many if not most of the people of the Near 
East were already ostensibly monotheists.” 
Its purpose was to reform existing monothe-
ism—regarded as corrupt, by Muhammad 
or the Koran—by a purist reaffirmation of 
monotheism’s fundamental principles. These 
were understood to be two-fold: the absolute 
oneness and uniqueness of God and the pros-
pect of a Last Day of Judgment, with prom-
ised rewards and punishments, a prospect 
that certain Koranic passages suggest might 
be realized in the very near future. In accord 
with these fundamental principles and neces-
sarily joined to them was a certain “pietism” 
reflecting a demand for virtuous behavior—
both moral and ritual—as the ever appropri-
ate response to human sinfulness but espe-
cially needful in light of the possible approach 
of the Day of Judgment. Both the monotheis-
tic principles and the pietism—in the form of 
prescriptions for prayer, charity, and religious 
pilgrimage among other things—constitute 
the core of Muhammad’s original teaching as 
one may see from the fact that they are repeat-
ed many, many times in the Koran. 

Muhammad may have reflected an existing 
impetus for reform that already had consider-
able force among the monotheistic inhabitants 
of the Near East and expressed itself through 
the power of various earlier and contemporary 

“pietistic” movements. Nevertheless, the early 
Community of Believers did—according to 
Donner—seem to have a sense of themselves 
as a “unique community” guided by the pur-
pose of renewal. An important characteristic 
of this uniqueness was the notion of hijra or 
emigration. Muhammad had founded this 

community through his own hijra from Mecca 
to Medina, which enabled the spread of this 
reform within his lifetime to all of Arabia and 
even somewhat beyond. The communitarian 
basis was essential if the reform was to be ef-
fective for all in light of the approach of the 
Last Day, and Donner stresses, more than 
some, the apocalyptic element in Muham-
mad’s preaching. This too resembled preced-
ing Near Eastern apocalypticism. After Mu-
hammad’s death, the community he founded 
continued to pursue this mission through fur-
ther hijra—namely the spread of its rule be-
yond Arabia, most immediately through war-
fare with the neighboring Byzantine and Sas-
sanian Empires, the massive defeats of their 
armies, and the extension of Muslim rule to 
their territory. 

One very important corollary of Donner’s 
interpretation is what he calls Muhammad’s 

“ecumenism.” By this he means that during Mu-
hammad’s lifetime and for some period there-
after the Community of Believers could and 
did embrace other monotheistic “believers”—
chiefly Jews and Christians—on a more or 
less equal footing. Only somewhat later in the 
7th century did “Muslims” emerge as a group 
of believers distinct from Jews and Christians. 
Donner attributes this development partially 
to the consequences of the two early, and very 
traumatic, civil wars that tore apart the Mus-
lim polity from 656 to 692 and ultimately gave 
rise to the great division of Islam into Sunnism 
and Shiism. The differentiation of Islam into 
a “new and distinct religious confession” was 
a result of the attempt of the Ummayad ruler 
Abd al-Malik to establish the legitimacy of 
his rule and that of the dynasty to which he 
belonged, and thus end the civil wars. This re-
quired at least two things: a definition of Islam 
that would permit a rejection of Shiite claims 
to rulership; and a renewal of Muslim hijra or 
expansion and therewith a sharp distinction 
between Islam and Christianity (in the form of 
the Byzantine Empire, Christianity was a most 
obvious field for such expansion). Of the two, 
Donner places the greatest emphasis on the re-
newed struggle with Christian Byzantium. 

His argument has considerable 
force, but it is also exposed to seri-
ous difficulties. His most generally 

helpful emphasis is the claim that Muham-
mad originally conceived his venture as a 
movement of monotheistic reform. Muham-
mad’s earliest and most fundamental teach-
ings are in their very simplicity supportive 
of that conception and might offer a certain 

“ecumenical” embrace of Jews and Christians 
who saw the need for reform. Moreover, the 
Koran is explicit that earlier monotheists—

i.e., Jews and Christians—had distorted the 
true revelations that were bequeathed them, 
and so needed reform. Although Donner 
does not note this, the conception of “reform” 
is also helpful for understanding Islam’s sub-
sequent history. Down to the present day im-
portant Muslim movements have presented 
themselves as movements of “reform,” evoking 
Muhammad’s original reform and even imi-
tating it through the practice of “emigration.” 

Still, Donner’s account neglects at least two 
questions: whether the majority of the Jews 
and Christians saw or could ever see the need 
for reform in the same way and still remain in 
any meaningful sense Christians or Jews, and 
whether in the event of Jewish and Christian 
rejection of “reform” a certain logic would 
necessarily lead to a new religious confession 
claiming to be both distinct from and supe-
rior to the previous forms of monotheism. 

Islam certainly did become such a religious 
confession and certainly does continue to 
make such a claim. But as it happens the logic 
that might lead to this is already evident in 
the Koran in both general and specific terms. 
Donner partially, but only partially, indicates 
this, observing, for example, that the Koran 
is replete with rejections of Christian teach-
ings, both the divinity of Jesus and Trinitarian 
understandings. But even if, as Donner argues, 
much of eastern Christianity in the form of the 
Monophysite churches was less committed to 
Trinitarian teachings and thus less hostile to 
Muhammad’s purer monotheism, there was a 
residual difference regarding the status of Jesus 
which could only keep the two faiths distinct.

But there is another, more general way, ig-
nored by Donner, in which the Koran argues 
a need for monotheistic reform, one which 
might very well be taken as its fundamental 
justification for Islam as a reform movement 
of a distinctive and even final character. This 
is embodied in important passages in which 
Jews and Christians are characterized and 
criticized as “dividers,” referring partly to spe-
cific corruptions of the purity of monotheism 
by, for example, the Christian teachings cited 
above, but apparently referring also to the 
notion that by the very fact of their separate 
existence Judaism and Christianity violate 
the intellectual and practical requirements 
of pure monotheism. For the Koran seems to 
ask: does not the belief in the one and only 
true God imply a community of believers all 
affirming an identical faith, and even practice? 
Perhaps Muhammad’s founding of a political 
community—described in the Koran as the 

“best of communities designed for man”—was 
meant to establish that very commonality. 

Such “ecumenism” as the Koran presents 
would seem then not much more than an ini-
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tial and perhaps merely prudential ambiguity, 
which in the end could only be resolved by the 
strict differentiation of Islam as a superior re-
ligion and the subordination of other forms of 
monotheism to it. Of course had the Last Day 
of Judgment occurred either in Muhammad’s 
lifetime or shortly thereafter, such a develop-
ment might not have occurred as it did. But in 
lieu of the Last Judgment, what remained was 
the political community Muhammad had es-
tablished and the mission he had bequeathed 
to it. The character of that mission as a politi-
cal enterprise is further suggested by Koranic 
passages describing Muhammad as the last or 

“seal” of the prophets.

This is not to deny that this polity’s 
subsequent history, especially the civil 
wars and the renewal of major armed 

conflict with non-Muslim neighbors, was cru-
cial to the development of more precise defini-
tions of Islam—and Donner ably shows this. 
He also shows that the definition of Islam 
had very much to do with political legitimacy. 
Inasmuch as the distinctive mission of Islam 
was bound up with being the “best of com-
munities,” disputes about political legitimacy 
and rule were not only practical but religious 
issues. This was reflected at the time in the 
dispute between the Ummayads and their 
Shiite opponents, and in the emergence of 
non-Shiite pious circles that entertained their 
own doubts about the piety and hence strict 
legitimacy of the Ummayyads. It is reflected 
down to the present day in the abiding division 
of Muslims into Shiites and Sunnis. Indeed a 
certain weakness of Donner’s book is that he 
makes too little of the role of the political in 
the definition of Islam, and has relatively little 
to say about the impact of the Shiite claims.

Although this is beyond the purview of 
Donner’s book, as it happened the problem 
of political legitimacy was not resolved by the 
restoration of order by Abd al-Malik and his 
Ummayad successors. They were relatively 
quickly swept away in a revolution in 749, 
known as the Abbasid Revolution after the 
dynasty that succeeded them. This revolu-
tion arose out of pious discontent, both Shiite 
and non-Shiite, with the Ummayyads. It in-
augurated the era of the great debate that is 
the focus of Robert Reilly’s book: the debate 
concerning the theological issues common to 
all forms of monotheism—God’s being and 
power, justice, reason, and human freedom—
as well as some issues uniquely Islamic, such 
as the eternity or createdness of the Koran. 

This debate came to the fore during the 
9th century under Abbasid political auspices. 
It played itself out until approximately the 
end of the 11th century when a more or less 

were understood to be entirely derivative from 
His will. Moreover, this general theological 
understanding embraced as its “physics” a 
form of ancient atomism that denied any in-
trinsic causality to the world other than the 
continual but unknowable and unpredictable 
exercises of God’s will. 

As Reilly points out, this theology was im-
plicitly hostile to that pursuit of philosophy or 
science that had begun to flourish under the 
early Abbasid rulers, nurtured by their great 
project of translating ancient Greek but also 
Indian and Persian texts. Though this project 
continued for some years through the efforts 
of men like al-Farabi and Ibn Sina, it was ex-
pressly attacked by Islam’s greatest theologian, 
al-Ghazzali, in the 11th century. As a result 
it died out in western and especially Arabic-
speaking Muslim realms only surviving in 
the Muslim East, especially under Shiite aus-
pices. To the extent that anything replaced 
philosophy in Sunni Islam it was Sufism or 
Islamic mysticism, which had the imprimatur 
of Ghazzali.

Taken together these theological 
developments have made it very dif-
ficult for Islam to assimilate mod-

ern thought and life. As argued by Pervez 
Houdbhoy, a Pakistani physicist quoted sev-
eral times by Reilly, the effects of theological 

“atomism” constrain if they have not totally 
rendered impossible the pursuit of modern 
science in Muslim countries. And the effec-
tive denial of human freedom renders Mus-
lims resistant to modern forms of political 
life, all of which, notwithstanding their dif-
ferences, rest on modern doctrines of human 
liberty. Historically, it has also produced a 
certain political passivity somewhat leavened 
by violent revolutions.

In reaching these conclusions, Reilly relies 
heavily on a contrast between Islamic theology 
on the one hand and the Western tradition of 
philosophy and theology on the other. Crucial 
to this contrast is the Western appreciation of 
the role of reason. This derives not only from 
the Greeks some 2,500 years ago but from 
the founding documents of Christianity col-
lected in the Greek Bible. Particularly impor-
tant is the Gospel of John, which lays stress on 

“logos”—that is speech or reason—as an essen-
tial feature of divinity and one especially associ-
ated with the mission of Jesus. Reilly could per-
haps emphasize even more than he does that 
this difference has a still earlier foundation in 
the Hebrew Bible, beginning with its first two 
chapters. There it is first asserted that God 
made man in His image and suggested that the 
likeness consists primarily in man’s possession 
of speech or logos. 

authoritative and final perspective was for-
mulated for Sunni Islam by the most famous 
Sunni Muslim thinker, al-Ghazzali. As Reilly 
observes, this was a period when certain im-
portant features of Sunni Islam received their 
more or less final formulation. Thus his ac-
count continues in a way the interpretative 
history provided by Donner.

Reilly devotes a large part of his 
book to a description of this debate 
and the parties engaged in it—espe-

cially the two theological schools known as 
Mutazilism and Asharism. With regard to 
this era we are reasonably well supplied with 
contemporary accounts and documents and 
there are fewer interpretative disputes. But 
Reilly provides an exceptionally clear, acces-
sible account of this debate, well supported by 
generous quotations from the most relevant 
figures. 

He is not concerned, however, primarily 
with the 11th century outcome of this debate 
but with its impact on Muslim circumstances 
in our time, and in particular with the “closing 
of the Muslim mind.” By this Reilly means the 
rejection of the authority and use of reason as 
such. To this he ascribes the Muslim world’s 
failure to embrace various aspects of modern 
progress—especially democratic politics, mar-
ket economics, and science. He further reason-
ably argues that this failure is responsible for 
the Muslim world’s malaise, including its envy 
and resentment of non-Muslims and the an-
ger that expresses itself in the violent, radical 
Muslim movements now attacking the United 
States and other nations. Reilly traces both the 
failure and the radicalism to the theological de-
bate of the 9th century. 

Reilly brings to bear not only the record of 
the early debates but the comments of recent 
Muslim scholars, especially the late Pakistani 
theologian and scholar Fazlur Rahman who 
is a great and reliable authority on these sub-
jects. But he also brings to bear his very con-
siderable knowledge of Christian theology and 
Western philosophy. This is a great strength 
of the book, inasmuch as it helps clarify the 
distinctive character of Islamic belief and the-
ology. But it also introduces some risks not all 
of which he successfully avoids.

Reilly’s very powerful, crucial point is that 
the theological debate of the 9th century is-
sued, through the victory of the Asharite view, 
in an understanding of God and man which 
banished reason not only from man but from 
God Himself. God’s essential characteristics 
were understood to consist entirely of His will 
and power—or almost entirely because as the 
Koran frequently asserts, God is also just and 
merciful. But both His mercy and His justice 
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The koran does not assert this rela-
tionship between God and man, and it 
might appear from this that Islam fun-

damentally and irrevocably proscribes reason. 
Perhaps the strict closing of the Muslim mind 
in the 9th to 11th centuries was unavoidable. 
If so, this would bear very important practi-
cal consequences both for the present and for 
any conceivable future. But as Reilly’s account 
of the 9th-century Muslim debate makes clear, 
Islam at the outset was not simply closed to 
the claims of reason, at least in the form of 
the theological school known as Mutazilism. 
Indeed, his solution to current travails (if one 
might hope for such a thing) would seem to be 
to revive this school or something like it, in-
formed perhaps in some ways by the Christian 
monotheistic tradition and its mode of dealing 
with reason. This bespeaks a generous spirit 
for which Reilly is to be commended. But his 
account of the original debate does not show 
sufficient regard for the historical and political 
context and the origins of that debate. This is a 
considerable weakness of his treatment.

The weakness stems from two related fea-
tures of his analysis. The first is his more or 
less exclusively “theological” framework, i.e., 
his focus on theology as a formal discipline 
and as the distinctive key for understanding 
Islam. This makes eminent sense for under-
standing Christianity, but it is problematic 

when approaching Islam, whose essential 
framework is not simply theological but “polit-
ico-theological,” as we have seen. Thus Islam’s 
essential “theological” framework is deeply in-
tertwined with its political history. Reilly’s ap-
proach leads him largely to abstract from this 
political history and when he touches upon it 
to sometimes misinterpret it and its impact 
on Islamic “theology.” This is the second prob-
lematic feature of his approach.

For example, though Reilly touches upon 
the very first theological schools in Islam 
which emerged prior to Mutazilism and 
Asharism, he neglects the fact that they did 
not arise from a direct interest in clarifying 
the Islamic conception of God, but rather 
within the context of and in response to the 
great political struggles of early Islam, and 
were most immediately inspired by debates 
about the issues of human freedom, justice, 
and punishment. The discussions worked so 
to speak backwards from political and moral 
issues raised by intra-Muslim wars. 

More importantly, as Reilly remarks, the 
great theological debate of the 9th century 
was set in motion and even presided over by 
the Abbasid ruling dynasty. Why? Reilly does 
not say or even ask. But it is tolerably clear that 
from the outset the Abbasid dynasty aimed 
at a definition of Islam that would somehow 
reconcile and transcend the political-religious 

factions that had emerged earlier, especially 
Shiite sectarians, and thus provide the Ab-
basids with a solid basis of legitimacy. One 
might also say that less selfishly they aimed 
at the restoration of the unity of the “best of 
communities”—a unity intrinsic to Muham-
mad’s original mission of monotheistic reform 
in light of the “corruption of division.” This 
one might say was the original and abiding 

“theological” imperative of Islam.

But reilly is especially concerned 
with the meaning of Islamic history for 
present day problems. To use his for-

mula: Could the Muslim mind reopen? If so, 
how and what would it look like? Would this 
contribute to a healthier Muslim world and 
greater comity with non-Muslims?

Near the beginning of his book, he asserts 
that “abstruse theological points can have the 
most practical and devastating consequences.” 
He is certainly correct, and his book demon-
strates it. He proposes that “the key contempo-
rary question may be this: if one’s theological 
assumptions about reality are incorrect, can 
one recover from them if these assumptions 
have been dogmatized and made pillars of one’s 
faith?” His implied answer: a “reformed Mus-
lim theology” might be helpful to Muslims, if 
available. Efforts at such reform have not been 
altogether lacking. For example, Fazlur Rah-
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This has yet to take place. For the moment 
what passes for such reflection is political Is-
lam’s abstract evocation of the 7th century and 
abstract reflections on contemporary politics. 

But the kind of reflection that is required 
remains possible, for at least two reasons: First, 
it is clear that the movement for Muslim re-
form—including radical reform—of the past 
two centuries was originally inspired by the fact 
of Muslim political decline as compared with its 
earlier success. This decline is frequently cited 
by radical and other Muslims as the framework 
of their preoccupations. Second, such reflec-
tions have available an important entry point 
in the form of the dispute between Shiites and 
Sunnis, which was the original theme of Mus-
lim political-theological debate and remains 
not only alive but very potent. This makes the 
issue of “the best of communities designed for 
man” an abiding question.

In light of this the present condition of 
Shiites may prove to be consequential. For the 

rise to the modern world. Perhaps because of 
the necessary constraints of his book, Reilly 
tends to treat modernity as a more or less 
straight line extension of the Western mar-
riage of classical philosophy and Christian 
thought, especially the synthesis effected by 
Thomas Aquinas. But in fact the path from 
Thomas to today was very tumultuous and re-
mains unclear, and was so even in the Middle 
Ages. In strictly theological terms, Thomism 
was assaulted almost immediately and even 
supplanted by the nominalism of William of 
Occam. But perhaps even more importantly 
for subsequent modern developments, the 
Middle Ages launched an enormous, fero-
cious, and very rich debate—both practical 
and intellectual—about theological-politi-
cal questions beginning already in the 11th 
century with the investiture crisis, a dispute 
between the Holy Roman Emperor and the 
pope over who would appoint church officials. 
There are today many competing historical 
interpretations of the path between this de-
bate and our present understandings. Among 
other things and curiously, the contemporary 
natural sciences would seem to have more in 
common formally with Asharite atomism 
than Thomistic Aristotelianism. But one 
thing is clear: the path toward modernity 
depended upon the vitality of the medieval 
debate, including a debate about the relative 
authority of religious faith and philosophi-
cal reason, which to this date has never been 
fully resolved in the West.

As it happened, the medieval Christian de-
bate did not go completely unnoticed in the 
Muslim world. It was remarked upon in the 
14th century by Ibn Khaldun, the last great 
Muslim student of the philosophical tradi-
tion in the western, Arabic-speaking Muslim 
domains. Ibn Khaldun is most famous for 
his comprehensive analysis of politics, espe-
cially Muslim politics. He is often cited as a 
model by Muslim reformers eager to present 
an alternative to radical Islam. Nevertheless, 
Ibn Khaldun did not express envy of the 
Christian debate and certainly did not at-
tempt simply to imitate it in his own works. 
He had his reasons, but at this juncture his 
decision would seem to have been unfortu-
nate. At all events such a debate is what the 
Muslim world and mind most needs now. Of 
course this is a task for Muslims themselves. 
But they may find much to help them in these 
two books, and especially Robert Reilly’s.

Hillel Fradkin is director of the Hudson Insti-
tute’s Center on Islam, Democracy, and the Fu-
ture of the Muslim World and co-editor (with 
Husain Haqqani and Eric Brown) of Current 
Trends in Islamist Ideology.

man attempted to reopen the question of the 
Koran, arguing for its createdness. He did so 
both because he believed it to be true on the ba-
sis of the Koran itself, and because he regarded 
it as the ground for fruitful new interpretations 
that might deal with the problem of modernity. 
Today other Muslim thinkers have taken up 
this cause and perhaps it may succeed. As the 
rising young scholar Ahmed al Rahim has ob-
served about the 9th century debate, Ibn Han-
bal, who remains an important authority for 
contemporary Muslims, did not initially affirm 
the doctrine of the uncreated Koran; rather, he 
refused to take a position.

Still, given the essentially political-theo-
logical character of Islam, it is far more likely 
that a reopening of the Muslim mind would 
occur through political reflections rather than 
strictly or narrowly theological ones. Among 
other things a strictly “theological” approach 
would for reasons Reilly ably elaborates resem-
ble too closely a Christian way of doing things, 
which would be difficult for Muslim tradi-
tion and pride to embrace. Nor is the Muslim 
world lacking for people who are inclined to 
characterize modern or Western ways of do-
ing things as essentially “Christian”—for ex-
ample Abu Musab al Zarqawi, the late head 
of al-Qaeda in Iraq.

In a way the importance of the politi-
cal is borne out by the experience of Islam 
in the last century, in particular the rise 

of what is called political Islam—or Isla-
mism, militant Islam, or radical Islam—and 
especially the fact that it is the only Islamic 
movement with great vitality. This movement 
understands itself to be one of “reform” and 
as such the heir to earlier reforms, especially 
Muhammad’s. It attempts to imitate Islam’s 
founding, and in seeking to operate on a po-
litical plane indicates how fundamental poli-
tics is to Islam. Of course, the results to date 
have been unhappy in the extreme—certainly 
for non-Muslims but also for Muslims them-
selves. Moreover, the thought that has in-
formed this movement has been immensely 
crude in comparison with earlier Muslim 
thought. Reilly’s book may be understood as a 
generous attempt to solicit and revive greater 
Muslim thoughtfulness, for the sake of the 
fruit it might bear. 

Nonetheless, it remains likely that the sub-
ject matter of such thought would have to be 
heavily weighted to the political. For this to 
have any depth and consequence it would re-
quire a thoroughgoing reflection upon Mus-
lim politics—and especially political history, 
including the founding generations that are 
the subject of Donner’s book and the early 
Abbasid period that is the context for Reilly’s. 

It is far more likely that a 
reopening of the Muslim 

mind would occur through 
political reflections rather 
than strictly or narrowly 

theological ones.

Shiite world is engaged in its own very serious, 
interesting, and potentially fruitful debate 
about the relationship of Islam and politics. 
The terms of the debate are partially set by the 
dispute between the radical Twelver Shiism 
founded by the late Ayatollah Khomenei, and 
traditional, so-called “quietist,” Twelver Shi-
ism today represented by Ayatollah Sistani 
of Iraq. At least since the June 2009 Iranian 
elections, a subset of that debate has been go-
ing on even among the adherents of radical 
Shiism. It is true that this debate has not yet 
borne much fruit. It is also true that Shiites 
form only a minority of Muslims. Neverthe-
less it would appear that certain portions of 
the Muslim mind have not completely closed. 
Nor is it impossible that this would have a 
bearing for Sunnis as well. 

In fact, it is not as obvious as reilly 
seems to suggest that in pursuing com-
prehensive political-theological reflec-

tions rather than strictly theological ones 
Muslims would be departing completely 
from that Western experience which gave 
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Book Review by William Kristol

Reconstructing the Public Philosophy
Designing a Polity: America’s Constitution in Theory and Practice, 

by James W. Ceaser. Rowman & Littlefield, 232 pages, $35

In ancient rome, they hailed julius cae-
sar. In modern America, we read James W. 
Ceaser. Or at least we should.

The American Ceaser is a longtime profes-
sor of politics at the University of Virginia, 
and the author of many important books, in-
cluding Reconstructing America: The Symbol 
of America In Modern Thought (1997), Liberal 
Democracy and Political Science (1990), and 
Presidential Selection: Theory and Development 
(1979). He is no stranger to regular readers of 
the CRB and the Weekly Standard.

For those who’ve already benefited from 
reading Ceaser, Designing a Polity: America’s 
Constitution in Theory and Practice is an im-
portant complement to his previous writings. 
For those who haven’t yet had the pleasure, 
his new book is a particularly good point 
of entry into his thought. Designing a Polity 
brings together nine superb essays, revised to 
take account of developments subsequent to 
their original publication. Each more or less 
stands alone, and is accessible and instruc-
tive in and of itself. Yet together, the chapters 
add up to a book that has a real unity, to a 
whole that consists of more than the sum of 
its parts.

 Ceaser’s book could be said to mirror the 
American polity he describes: both are com-
plex or heterogeneous wholes. Ceaser’s ac-
count of America does justice to the fact that 
we are a polity, constituted in a certain way 
according to certain principles and not oth-
ers, and with an institutional structure that 
is designed for certain ends. But his account 
also captures the contingency of history and 
politics. He is not a mere political theorist, so 
seduced by the wish to find unity and to cel-
ebrate form that he underestimates the vari-
ety and variability of the things of this world. 
Nor is he is a mere political man, so entranced 
by the mutability of the human things that he 
can’t see anything underlying or constant. In 
addition, his writing is sprightly, feisty, and 
witty. He makes you think without seeming 
to labor at it. 

Designing a Polity begins by considering 
America’s political foundation, “meaning its 
first principle or guiding idea of right.” Ceaser 
first critically examines the work of “nonfoun-
dationalists” like Richard Rorty, who reject 

conservatism’s creativity comes from those 
tensions, and

that creativity is best expressed in the 
view that the public good is not to be 
found in adherence to the simplest 
principles, but in the blending of dif-
ferent and partly conflicting ideas. By 
acknowledging this complexity, conser-
vatism shows that it is no mere branch 
of liberalism.

One might add that by acknowledging the 
complexity of the American polity, Ceaser 
shows that it, too, is no mere branch of lib-
eralism. And he shows that its defense and 
improvement require an understanding of 
political philosophy, American political prac-
tice, and the complicated relationship be-
tween the two.

I close with a small observation: in the 
first chapter, Ceaser writes that history is 

“what Winston Churchill once defined, in 
one of his more cheerful moods, as ‘mainly 
the record of the crimes, follies and miser-
ies of mankind.’” But Churchill was actually 
paraphrasing Edward Gibbon, as Churchill 
acknowledges: “History, which we are told is 
mainly the record....” Did Ceaser nod, and not 
recall that Churchill’s line is really Gibbon’s? 
Or did he want to go out of his way to cite 
Churchill rather than Gibbon, perhaps delib-
erately drawing our attention to the example 
Churchill offers for modern statesmanship, so 
that some future Ceaser won’t need to write 
The Decline and Fall of the American Empire?

But enough footnoting. I come from inside 
the Beltway not from inside academe. And I 
come not to nitpick Ceaser but to praise him. 
His work deserves our careful attention. If we 
want to investigate the American polity in all 
its complexity—if we want to be challenged 
to think seriously about America’s founda-
tions, its history, its predicaments, and its 
future—if we want to do our part in helping 
maintain good government by reflection and 
choice—then we must hail, but above all read, 
our Ceaser.

William Kristol is editor of the Weekly Stan-
dard. 

first principles, and then turns to the thought 
of Alexis de Tocqueville and Leo Strauss in 
order to explore “the character of the original 
foundation, how it has been challenged, what 
its current status is, and whether America still 
needs or is well served by having a foundation 
of any kind.” Here as elsewhere, he manages to 
be fair-minded without being non-judgmental, 
and instructive without being ideological.

In exploring anti-Americanism’s theoreti-
cal origins, Ceaser shows there is more depth 
to it than one would guess from the silliness 
of its contemporary exponents. He closes the 
book with the fairly startling assertion that 

“anti-Americanism is the Trojan horse that 
has been introduced to destroy Western civi-
lization.” If this is so, then understanding and 
defending the foundations of Americanism is 
key to the future of the West.

This means studying Tocqueville and 
Strauss, as Ceaser recommends, but also un-
derstanding the American founders, and in 
particular The Federalist. At the book’s heart 
are three excellent chapters on the found-
ers’ political science, their understanding of 
demagoguery and statesmanship, and their 
construction of the institutional framework 
of the separation of powers. Ceaser argues 
that The Federalist has much to teach us about 
how political science can guide political life, 
how political life in a republic can avoid being 
dominated by the low “arts of popularity” and 
demagoguery, and how certain institutional 
structures can help promote good government. 
These arguments are enlivened by interesting 
tidbits about politics, and intriguing insights 
about America, dispensed in passing. 

Finally, ceaser turns to modern 
American conservatism. Once again, his 
familiarity with both political theory 

and contemporary politics, and his unwilling-
ness to reduce one to the other, yields much 
that is worth pondering. His brief meditation, 

“Is Conservatism a Form of Liberalism?” is 
particularly thought-provoking. He considers 
some of the tensions within modern conser-
vatism—for example, between a grounding in 
religion and a devotion to liberty, and between 
an appeal to nature and a respect for history. 
And his examination leads him to suggest that 
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Book Review by James Q. Wilson

Uneven Progress
The History of the Social Sciences since 1945, edited by Roger E. Backhouse and Philippe Fontaine. 

Cambridge University Press, 268 pages, $16.80

Social science is an effort to explain 
human behavior. A useful history of it 
would weigh the many different efforts 

that economics, geography, psychology, politi-
cal science, sociology, and social anthropology 
have made since the Second World War to 
offer compelling accounts of that behavior in 
its many dimensions. It is a bit odd that the 
study of history was omitted from this new 
collection edited by Roger E. Backhouse and 
Philippe Fontaine, but quarrels about whether 
history qualifies as a social science have long 
divided historians as well as their colleagues 
in other fields.

The History of the Social Sciences since 1945 
describes the organizational changes that have 
occurred in the social sciences over the past 
six decades, and the rise and fall of many of 
its leading practitioners. We learn a bit about 
how the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) 
mobilized social scientists (including histori-
ans) during World War II, the development 
of survey research (that is, opinion polls), the 
creation of such ventures as the Social Science 
Research Council and the RAND Corpora-
tion, and the prominence of scholars such as 
Robert Dahl, Milton Friedman, Clifford 
Geertz, and Friedrich Hayek.

But what we learn is just the bits and pieces. 
None of these organizations or personalities 
receives more than a glancing reference, and 
of these some are deeply puzzling, such as 
the reference to Hayek as a person who was 

“hardly taken seriously” until he received the 
Nobel Prize in 1974. (This will come as news 
to the tens of thousands of people who had 
read his books, not to mention to the entire 
school of Austrian economics.)

Part of the problem is that Backhouse and 
Fontaine, economics professors at the Univer-
sity of Birmingham and the École Normale 
Supérieure de Cachan, respectively, recruited 
as authors of the various chapters scholars 
who were either historians or whose principal 
writings were devoted to organizational his-
tories of their disciplines. Part arises from the 
fact that this is a trans-Atlantic volume com-
paring the evolution of social science fields 
in England, France, and the United States. 
But the chief difficulty is that the editors did 
not focus the book on questions that would 
attract most readers interested in the social 
sciences: namely, which intellectual and theo-
retical approaches have heightened our un-
derstanding of human behavior and which 
have been either passing fancies or a reflec-

tion of the academic knots into which many 
academics have tied themselves. 

Consider my own field, political 
science. In its early decades it sought 
to explain how government worked 

by describing its institutions; today it has 
embraced political behavior and made use of 
rational-choice theories. Studying political 
behavior means you attempt to quantify and 
explain how people vote and acquire politi-
cally relevant attitudes and how legislatures 
and courts reach decisions. To understand 
voting and attitudes, one measures the factors, 
such as age, gender, race, or education, that 
influence voting and attitudes among people; 
to explain legislative action, you look at the 
competing claims of ideology, leadership, and 
constituency pressures on legislative behav-
ior. A great deal of excellent work has been 
done on these subjects even though such ac-
complishments do not diminish the fact that 
more attention ought to be paid to the great 
and competing ideas about what constitutes 
a good regime. 

Rational-choice theory argues that people 
act so as to maximize the difference between 
the benefits they receive and the costs they 
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pay for a course of action, with the goals of 
this action being whatever people prefer. 
Scholars who use rational-choice theories do 
not claim they explain all relevant behavior, 
but rather that they are more useful than any 
rival theories in explaining as much as we can 
of human behavior.

There is no doubt that identifying factors 
that correlate with (and possibly cause) vot-
ing behavior, or explain business decisions, is 
often useful. But there are limits to that use-
fulness. Take, for example, voting. We have 
discovered that men and women often vote 
differently; but we have not discovered why 
they vote at all. The chance of their vote af-
fecting the outcome of an election is effectu-
ally zero, yet voting is costly (time, effort, and 
money must be expended to get to the poll-
ing place, wait in line, and fill out a ballot). A 
rational-choice theory may explain for whom 
they vote, but it cannot explain satisfactorily 
why they vote at all.

Or take another example, that of changing 
legislative policies in dramatic ways. Between 
the 1880s and the early 1970s, Congress de-
cided to regulate many industries, and in the 
1970s and 1980s it made a complete reversal 
and decided to deregulate many of these same 
industries. One can find some evidence that 
there was a popular or business demand for 
regulation, but one will search in vain for facts 
that support much popular or commercial sup-
port for deregulation. Yet it happened. Why?

Rational-choice theory reflects the impact 
of econometrics on political science. As this 
book observes, by the 1980s about one fifth of 
all of the articles in the American Political Sci-
ence Review were based on formal modeling, 
typically involving rational-choice theory. The 
American Political Science Association has 
been convulsed by debates over whether and 
to what extent formal modeling is useful, an 
argument that shows no signs of disappearing. 
Yet the book does not explore this develop-
ment other than to note its existence. It men-
tions that political theorists worried about 
this change, but inexplicably (and wrongly) 
describes David Easton’s book, The Political 
System (1953), as “a behaviorialist manifesto.” 
It was no such thing; instead, it was an intel-
lectually empty defense of the idea of a “po-

litical system” made of “inputs” and “outputs” 
that has left no visible trace on contemporary 
political science. 

Consider another field, sociology. 
in 1950, the lead articles in the first 
issue of the American Sociological Re-

view were about sociological theory, research 
in community leadership, social case work, 
and a study of Japanese population trends. In 
a recent issue (October 2010), the articles are 
about racial segregation, stratification by skin 
color, male sexual escorts, and the financial 
penalty from being a mother. Sociologists had 
decided that describing cleavages based on 
race and gender was more important than ex-
plaining how society affects individual behav-
ior. The authors of the chapters on economics, 
political science, and sociology recognize that 
there were competing perspectives in their 
fields even though they did little to evaluate 
them. But nowhere does the book even men-
tion, much less discuss, three major issues. 
First has been the rise of genetic analysis to 
explain human behavior. Its influence on psy-
chology has been profound and it has made 
headway in economics and political science. 
Using studies of identical twins and adopted 
children, scholars have found important ge-
netic influences on attitudes, intelligence, pref-
erences, and religious and ideological identifi-
cation. These influences are accompanied, of 
course, by cultural influences though these 
have little to do with the family and much to 
do with peer groups. Neither “genes” nor “he-
redity” even appears in the index.

Second, the authors do not address the 
question of what specific aspects of human 
behavior social science can explain. Microeco-
nomics (that is, the study of how individuals 
choose among alternative courses of economic 
action) has made great progress, but macro-
economics (that is, the study of how the econ-
omy as a whole changes with respect to output 
or employment) has advanced very little. Few 
macroeconomists predicted the recession that 
now grips American and Europe. Political sci-
entists know much more than they once did 
about the factors that influence our vote, but 
they have not gotten any better than ordinary 
opinion polls in predicting who will win an 

election. I am tempted to suggest that social 
science is at its best when it explains things 
that have already happened and its worst in 
predicting what will happen. There are excep-
tions to this sweeping generalization, but it is 
not a bad place to begin, especially if we are 
trying to understand policy changes.

Finally, the ideological quarrels that have 
convulsed many social scientists are men-
tioned, nowhere more tellingly than in a quo-
tation from the political theorist, Quentin 
Skinner. He wrote that “the empiricist and 
positivistic citadels of English-speaking so-
cial philosophy have been threatened and 
undermined by successive waves of herme-
neutics, structuralists, post-empiricists, de-
constructionists and other invading hordes.” 
But to this profound observation the book 
gives only superficial treatment. Consider 
sociology. It was once preoccupied with hier-
archy, bureaucracy, and social structure, but 
now seems focused on “marginalized” groups, 
usually defined along lines of gender and 
race. Important as these topics are, they are 
scarcely a substitute for examining the social 
system, unless of course you begin your work 
with a prior commitment to the idea that 
all you need to know about that order can 
be found in how it treats blacks and women. 
That was never true in the past and is even 
less true today.

The editors and authors of this 
book have a ready response to my 
views: I am urging them to write a 

book I think they should have written instead 
of evaluating the book they did produce. It is 
a fair point. Nevertheless, the importance of 
social science to the human condition derives 
not from the names of its practitioners, the 
organizations that supported them, or how 
Americans and Europeans differ in their 
perspectives. What is vital is how well and 
at what costs social science explains human 
behavior. The book about that question still 
needs to be written.

James Q. Wilson is the senior fellow at the Clough 
Center for the Study of Constitutional Democra-
cy at Boston College and professor of public policy 
at Pepperdine University.
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Book Review by Tevi Troy

Condition Critical
The Truth About Obamacare, by Sally C. Pipes.

Regnery Press, 256 pages, $16.95

The title of sally pipes’s new book, 
The Truth About Obamacare: What 
They Don’t Want You To Know About 

Our New Health Care Law, tells you every-
thing you need to know about her views on 
President Obama’s health care law. Pipes is 
one of the law’s foremost—and most effec-
tive—critics, and she understands the im-
portance of rhetoric in framing the continu-
ing debate. 

Beyond the title, her book shows that she 
also appreciates the values of simplicity and 
clarity. Far too often, health care debates are 
gnostic discussions of MLRs (medical loss 
ratios), “guaranteed issue,” and “adverse se-
lection ratios” that laymen cannot hope to 
understand. In fact, it is the issue’s very com-
plexity that for so long—too long as it turns 
out—kept Republicans from connecting with 
voters on the issue. Pipes recognizes this, and 
works hard to present the challenges of the 
new health care folly in a readable and digest-
ible manner. Her book is everything the new 
health care law is not: short, clear, transpar-
ent, and filled with good policy ideas. 

At the same time, Pipes, the president and 
CEO of the Pacific Research Institute, offers 
new nuggets for the experts among us, includ-
ing a helpful history of how our health care 
system became the tangled, inefficient morass 
that precipitated the president’s push for leg-
islation. She shows the sequence of legisla-
tive and non-legislative steps that have made 
our health care system largely dependent on 
third-party payers, either the government or 
insurance companies. The problem with this 
continual movement of money, which the new 
law has exacerbated, is that the third-party 
payment system creates significantly skewed 
incentives for all participants in the system, 
from the patients who have no incentive to 

shop for the best deals, to the health care pro-
viders who pay insufficient attention to fraud. 
This leaves the insurers in the piñata position 
of being the only private player trying to con-
trol costs, and becoming the system’s villain 
in the process.

Pipes recognizes that the only way that 
we will develop a modern, efficient, and 
workable system is to improve incentives and 
encourage consumers to become value-based 
purchasers. This consumer-driven approach 
has improved the quality and reduced the 
cost of nearly every good in our society ex-
cept health care, and is the only rational way 
to improve our current system. Consumer 
goods—e.g., televisions, computers, smart-
phones—have experienced a revolution over 
the last generation in terms of improved 
quality and lower cost, largely because of the 
power of consumers who are armed with a 
host of information and interested in find-
ing the best bargains available. In contrast, 
patients covered in the health care system, 
whose bills are generally paid by third par-
ties, have neither perfect price information 
nor the incentives to exercise their purchas-
ing power as consumers. This unfortunate 
situation is a large contributor to the ineffi-
ciency and expense of the status quo.

The costs, unfortunately, won’t be 
going down any time soon. As Pipes 
shows, many of the new laws’ vaunted 

cost-savings measures will actually put more 
pricing pressure on our already strapped sys-
tem. She points out that new taxes on insur-
ers will hike the cost of family insurance plans 
by an estimated $476 a year; that a WellPoint 
analysis found that insurance premiums 
would increase in every one of the 14 states it 
looked at in its study; and that a 25-year-old 

male in Louisville, Kentucky, is likely to see 
the cost of his health care premiums triple.

She also engages in a good discussion 
of the costs of state-mandated benefits on 
health insurance and of the many failures of 
the Massachusetts state health care plan on 
which the Obama plan was modeled. Accord-
ing to Pipes, a wide variety of mandates im-
posed by New Jersey legislators drove up the 
cost of plans to as high as $89,000 a year. As 
for Massachusetts, she shows how prevalent 
gaming the system became after the imposi-
tion of an individual mandate combined with 
rules that force insurers to cover all applicants 
at the same price. Customers would jump into 
the system when they needed care, and jump 
out after their needs were taken care of. The 
scariest part of this is that the nation as a whole 
has now adopted a similar system. As she puts 
it, when President Obama’s plan “goes into ef-
fect nationwide, we can expect people to start 
gaming the system on a massive scale. We can 
only guess what the cost of that will be.” 

Pipes does put her skill as a guesser to 
work in her final two chapters. First, she lays 
out a darkly funny vision of a future in which 
Obamacare is fully implemented, and all tech-
nologies have improved except for the health-
related ones. In the final chapter, she de-
scribes her list of ten reforms that could vastly 
improve our system without the dislocations 
and distortions that the new law is going to 
bring. With such a future at stake, I hope that 
the new Republican majority in the House of 
Representatives is listening to Sally Pipes as 
they contemplate how to navigate away from 
our looming health care nightmare.

Tevi Troy is a senior fellow at the Hudson Insti-
tute and the former deputy secretary of the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services.
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Book Review by Michael M. Uhlmann

Natural Law Man
Constitutional Illusions and Anchoring Truths: The Touchstone of the Natural Law, by Hadley Arkes. 

Cambridge University Press, 280 pages, $25.99

Over the course of a prolific schol-
arly career that is now in its fifth de-
cade, Hadley Arkes has undertaken 

to restate the case for natural law in a manner 
at once philosophically rigorous yet accessible 
to persons untutored in the refined arts of 
academic discourse. In the classroom and in 
his bountiful writing (six books and hundreds 
of articles, all for the most part comprehen-
sible to intelligent laymen), he has sought to 
remind audiences of what they already know 
but have been taught to deny: that, flawed 
though it may be, human reason can distin-
guish right from wrong in a reasonably objec-
tive and, at times, compelling way—and, what 
is more, that people of ordinary common 
sense employ their power of moral reason-
ing all the time without, so to speak, having 
to think about it. In an age whose dominant 
intellectual patterns have been shaped by sci-
entific rationalism and moral skepticism, this 
is no small task. 

As those who have been instructed by his 
lectures or writings will amply attest, Arkes, 
the Edward Ney Professor of Jurisprudence 
and American Institutions at Amherst Col-
lege, has a knack for converting the implau-
sible into the irrefutable. Few in our time have 
proven themselves more adept at exposing or 
refuting the shibboleths of relativism that fur-
nish so much of the postmodern world, and 

fewer still those who have made so plausible 
a case for the reasonableness of the natural- 
law proposition. No small part of his success 
may be attributed to his considerable Socratic 
charm. His artful deployment of instructive 
humor, literary allusions, and illustrations 
drawn from everyday experience lures read-
ers in, example by example, premise by prem-
ise, until gradually their minds lock onto the 
conclusion that there are necessary moral 
truths. They are trapped, so to speak, less by 
his learned authority, or even his charm, than 
by the compelling force of their own reason-
ing. Arkes is fond of citing Monsieur Jourdain, 
the Molière character who was amazed to 
discover that he had been speaking prose all 
his life. A similar discovery concerning moral 
reasoning awaits those who allow themselves 
to be instructed by Professor Arkes. Among 
other things, they will learn that the logic that 
enables them to make moral judgments is 
indistinguishable from the logic that enables 
them to know, well, anything. 

Especially since the appearance of his 
strikingly original First Things in 1986, 
Arkes has shown himself to be adroit at 

deconstructing judicial opinions and the dubi-
ous moral assumptions on which they often 
rest—assumptions concerning which judges 
schooled in the canons of legal positivism are 

frequently unaware, at times dangerously so. 
In First Things and diverse other essays, Arkes 
dismembered Justice Harry Blackmun’s Roe v. 
Wade (1973) rationale in just this fashion. In 
what is arguably the most powerful and thor-
ough critique of that much written about and 
wretched example of judicial excess, Arkes’s 
instruction goes beyond the artful parsing of 
judicial error. He shows not only that the right 
to abortion lacks any credible historical or 
constitutional pedigree as a matter of positive 
law, but that in inventing the right, the Court 
willy-nilly undermined the moral ground on 
which all rights ultimately rest. (In this regard, 
see also Arkes’s Natural Rights and the Right 
to Choose, 2002.) In Arkes’s voluminous writ-
ing on the Court’s abortion jurisprudence, one 
sees the gradual emergence of a broader theme 
that has become a distinguishing hallmark of 
his mature work: that proper interpretation of 
the Constitution requires movement beyond 
the text to the moral principles that are logi-
cally antecedent to the text and, as an historical 
matter, appear to have been universally shared 
by the framers. This teaching is anathema to 
both liberals and conservatives—to the for-
mer because originalism, whether moral or le-
gal, strikes them as a form of tyrannical mind 
control; to the latter because they want to keep 
judges as far as possible from the business of 
legislating morals. 
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Arkes yields to no man in his disdain for 
slipshod judicial moralizing. He insists, how-
ever, that on issues of critical importance to 
the polity, legal positivism without reference 
to the moral axioms that undergird the Con-
stitution cannot adequately secure rights. 
In addition to First Things, the lineaments 
of Arkes’s argument may be found in two 
later works, Beyond the Constitution (1990) 
and The Return of George Sutherland (1994), 
whose themes are re-echoed on almost every 
page of Constitutional Illusions and Anchor-
ing Truths. The present work begins invit-
ingly with an essay “On the Novelties of an 
Old Constitution,” in which Arkes casts new 
light on universally acclaimed principles of 
constitutional law (such as the prohibition 
against ex post facto laws, or positive protec-
tions for property, contract, or free speech). 
Among other things, he suggests that these 
principles necessarily invite us to evaluate 
the moral reasoning behind them, a process 
that, he says, would oblige the conscience of 
free men whether or not these principles were 
set forth in the positive law as such. The next 
chapter (“The Natural Law—Again, Ever”) 
elaborates Arkes’s rationale for objective 
moral judgment, in which he chiefly relies 
on Kant’s categorical imperative, which, he 
believes, can resolve the logomachy of con-
temporary judicial discourse in favor of nat-
ural law. Along the way, he underscores his 
argument with insights drawn from, among 
others, Aristotle, Aquinas, Blackstone, the 
Founding Fathers, Abraham Lincoln, Leo 
Strauss, and Harry Jaffa. Arkes’s novel and 
characteristically eclectic approach is bound 
to dissatisfy partisans of various philosophi-
cal academies, not least neo-Thomists or neo-
Kantians of various stripes. A systematic as-
sessment of Arkes’s metaphysics will have to 
await other hands; to say no more here, on 
Arkes’s showing Kant has virtues that are of-
ten ignored by more traditional defenders of 
natural law. 

In subsequent chapters, arkes applies 
his rationale to a number of addition-
al “settled” constitutional doctrines and 

cases—the much-derided argument for sub-
stantive due process as set forth in Lochner v. 
New York (1905) and the presumption against 
“prior restraint” as delineated in Near v. Min-
nesota (1931), the “Pentagon Papers” litigation 
(1971), and Snepp v. U.S. (1980). The subtlety 
and force of Arkes’s discriminating judgment 
are here on abundant display. After reading 

his discussion of these cases, one comes away 
as if encountering them for the first time. The 
orthodox view of Lochner embraced by the 
Right no less than the Left holds that the 
Court majority used the 14th Amendment to 
substitute its subjective economic preferences 
for those adopted by the New York legislature 
on the regulation of working hours for bakers. 
Arkes shows, however, that the Court’s “pref-
erence” was far from arbitrary; rather, it de-
rived from a moral understanding of a worker’s 
right to his own labor, an understanding that, 
among others, Abraham Lincoln invoked 
when reminding his listeners about the evils 
of slavery. The same understanding was sub-
sequently embedded in the moral logic of the 
14th Amendment. Accordingly, Arkes argues, 
absent some good reason—for example, em-
ployment in otherwise unlawful or immoral 
activities, or when workers are endangered—
constitutional presumption should weigh 
against legislative efforts to limit the right of 
free labor. In examining the case record and 
the legislative history of the New York enact-
ment, Arkes finds little reason to abandon the 
presumption. To the contrary, the available 
evidence suggests that the legislation merely 
masked the effort of big business and unions 
to raise costs for small, family-owned com-
petitors. It was, in short, but a species of what 
19th-century jurists rightly derided as “class 
legislation,” the sort of bad law the Constitu-
tion was erected to discourage. 

Arkes’s treatment of the prior re-
straint cases, which may well be the 
best thing in print on that otherwise 

well worn subject, is similarly refreshing. By 
poking behind the legal briefs in Near and 
examining the unsavory facts that gener-
ated the litigation—it was essentially a case 
in which a publication sought to blackmail 
public officials for profit—he demonstrates 
that prior restraint was not really an issue at 
all. Notwithstanding, the received doctrine 
of the case, endlessly parroted and reiterated 
in other cases and leading First Amendment 
treatises, came to haunt the Pentagon Papers 
litigation 40 years later. Instead of examining 
the moral rationale for or against prior re-
straint, the justices invoked the Near doctrine 
as if it were some sort of constitutional talis-
man. Such was its power that otherwise sensi-
ble justices, notwithstanding their fears about 
injuring national security, felt it necessary to 
honor a principle that, had it been properly 
articulated in the first instance in Near, would 

have enabled them to protect both national 
security and freedom of the press at the same 
time. The decision in the Pentagon Papers 
trial, although widely celebrated by the chat-
tering classes, is in Arkes’s view an incoherent 
jumble that made it needlessly difficult for the 
government to protect vital intelligence and 
intelligence sources, while at the same time 
giving little actual comfort to opponents of 
prior restraint. 

Arkes then turns to the snepp case, 
which massively underscores his in-
dictment, for Snepp silently overruled 

the rationale that had led to the Near and 
the Pentagon Papers precedents. In uphold-
ing the right of intelligence agencies to censor 
publications by former employees, the Jus-
tices gave new currency to prior restraint as 
a viable constitutional doctrine, albeit under 
circumstances that did a grave injustice to a 
patriotic, indeed heroic, former intelligence 
officer. Instead of jerking its knee in favor of a 
formula seemingly mandated by legal positiv-
ism, the Court might have spared itself (not 
to mention the unfortunate Frank Snepp) a 
good deal of trouble had it bothered, decades 
before, to examine the ends sought to be pro-
tected by the presumption against prior re-
straint in the first instance. This might have 
led the Court, Arkes suggests, to retain the 
presumption while allowing judges to exam-
ine the evidence concerning injury before-
hand. Under such a rule, publication might 
be delayed, but no great damage would be 
done to freedom of the press; but the rights 
of those who stand to be injured by publica-
tion (whether private reputations or national 
security interests), which can obtain little sol-
ace from post-publication lawsuits, would be 
more adequately protected. 

Arkes would be the first to acknowledge 
that his take on particular cases and contro-
versies can be reasonably disputed, but he 
brings to the table of constitutional discourse 
a long missing and badly needed element—
the recognition that the text of the Constitu-
tion rests on a particular kind of moral rea-
soning that conservatives ignore at their peril, 
and at the peril of the very rights they seek 
to protect. They, and everyone else, should be 
grateful for Professor Arkes’s latest and thor-
oughly engaging reminder of what he has so 
aptly termed “first things.”

Michael M. Uhlmann is visiting professor of po-
litical science at Claremont Graduate University.
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Book Review by Bradley C.S. Watson

A Plea for Positivism
The Language of Law and the Foundations of American Constitutionalism, by Gary L. McDowell.

Cambridge University Press, 428 pages, $29.85

America has found its thomas hobbes 
for the 21st century. In The Language 
of Law and the Foundations of American 

Constitutionalism, Gary McDowell offers one of 
the most significant scholarly arguments ever 
written for legal positivism as a guarantor of 
political liberty, recurring time and again to 
Hobbes in this magisterial survey of constitu-
tional originalism. It was Hobbes who brought 
law down from the clouds and showed it to be 
the plain, intelligible will of the sovereign—ul-
timately, the sovereign people. It is to this pop-
ular will that contemporary jurists must look if 
they are honestly to interpret the Constitution, 
writes McDowell, and in so doing to preserve 
political liberty in the face of its archenemy: 
arbitrariness. Justice is the interest of the prop-
erly constituted majority.

A professor at the University of Rich-
mond’s Jepson School of Leadership Studies, 
McDowell begins by reminding the reader of 
the remarkable thing that happened nearly a 
quarter of a century ago when the U.S. Sen-
ate refused to confirm Robert Bork’s nomi-
nation to the Supreme Court. Bork was re-
jected not on account of his qualifications, 
ability, or integrity, but because of his judicial 
philosophy—a version of the philosophy of 
originalism that had been at the core of the 
Anglo-American legal tradition for centuries. 
Nothing less than a new theory of judging 

was being put forth by Bork’s detractors. In-
deed, prior to the 1980s, there were few if any 
open arguments against originalism, which 
was taken to be the sine qua non of legal in-
terpretation. 

To engage in reasoning about what the law 
requires is first and foremost to determine 
meaning, and meaning in turn depends on 
what words meant when they were promulgat-
ed, not on what judges—whose constitutional 
authority derives from the very instrument 
they purport to construe—might wish them 
to mean. McDowell’s central claim is undoubt-
edly correct: “Recourse to original intention—
John Marshall’s ‘most sacred rule of interpreta-
tion’—is the true mainstream flowing from the 
well-established legal and constitutional tradi-
tions of the nation.” For Marshall, determining 
the “mind of the Convention” was critical to 
constitutional interpretation, and to constrain-
ing judges to their proper role.

McDowell ably identifies the spurious sci-
entism from which modern American legal 
education was born, and the fanciful and ex-
pansive conceptions of judicial power that grew 
from it. Christopher Columbus Langdell’s 
case method at Harvard Law School, Wood-
row Wilson’s Darwinian science of politics, 
and Edward S. Corwin’s melding of the two 
at Princeton each contributed to the idea that 
judges are key actors in the ceaseless, evolu-

tionary unfolding of law away from the found-
ers’ purportedly primitive intentions. 

By contrast, the founders’ original-
ism, in McDowell’s account, was born 
of early modern political thought, par-

ticularly that of Hobbes. It was Hobbes who 
supplanted the great tradition of legal inter-
pretation in the West, and rested it on the low 
but solid foundations of positivism. He allows 
us to conceive of fundamental or “higher” law 
that is not divine, and whose meaning is there-
fore not shrouded in the byzantine meander-
ings of the medieval schoolmen, or of common- 
law jurists such as Sir Edward Coke. In claim-
ing that law is the command of the sovereign 
rather than the dictate of wisdom or right rea-
son, Hobbes cleared the field for government 
by the people, no longer bound by the chains 
of monkish ignorance and superstition. Writ-
ten law comes to supplant claims about God, 
nature, and custom, and legal interpretation 
is properly subordinated to law creation and 
promulgation—and to the entirely reasonable 
view that words used in legal documents are 
intended to convey certain fixed ideas from the 
mind of the writer to that of the reader.

McDowell claims that John Locke merely 
tamed Hobbes (without fundamentally mod-
ifying his teaching) by “drawing a necessary 
line between the sovereign and the govern-
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ment,” thereby ensuring that the people “never 
cede their sovereignty in the process of enter-
ing into the social contract.” According to 
McDowell, Locke, like Hobbes, denied that 
there are innate principles of right and wrong, 
and both drew out the necessary conclusion 
from William of Ockham’s nominalism: We 
can know only the particulars, not the essenc-
es, or natures and purposes of things. Human 
beings are thus left free to create their own 
meanings, and to express these meanings in 
law. “The power of man to live according to 
his own will” is McDowell’s understanding of 
Lockean freedom, and one that he endorses.

The author traces these develop-
ments in the idea of law with impres-
sive attention to detail. But the book is 

not an easy read. It does not proceed strictly 
chronologically, and it alternates rapidly be-
tween political theory and jurisprudence, so-
cial contract and originalism, philosopher and 
judge, politician and scholar. Major figures 
and lesser lights each take their turn. And yet 
McDowell sometimes glosses over important 
matters. For example, like many conservatives, 
he is quick to suggest that the shift away from 
text and intention toward a living constitution 
is “not a matter of ideology,” and that there’s 
not much difference between the liberal ju-
dicial activism of today and the conservative 
activism of a century or more ago. But con-
servatives—though never perfect or perfectly 
consistent in matters of constitutional inter-
pretation—never conceived jurisprudence as 
an adjunct of the powerful philosophy of his-
tory that has undergirded progressive consti-
tutionalism since its birth in the late 19th cen-
tury. Although they might have differed over 
original meanings, conservatives never sug-
gested that such meanings might be ignored 
when hard cases demanded an accommoda-
tion with evolutionary social and political 
forces. In this sense, conservatives have been 
far less consistent, and far less dangerous to 
the founders’ Constitution, than liberals.

Following William Blackstone, McDowell’s 
default position is that law without equity is 
better than equity without law. But try telling 
that to anyone on the receiving end of a civil 
servant’s officiousness and you will get many 
common-sense reasons why the strict applica-
tion of positive law is, to put it mildly, problem-
atic. That justice must be tempered by mercy—
a mercy arising from proper reasoning about 
the nature of the whole—seems as essential 
an element of the workings of a constitutional 
republic as it does of Christian faith. And de-
mand for such proper reasoning is as likely to 
be stimulated by a love of truth as mercy. One 
need not embrace what McDowell abhors—

“moralistic judging rooted in a so-called ‘living’ 
constitution”—in order to claim that constitu-

tionalism requires moral reasoning. It is hard to 
disagree with McDowell’s claim that it is politi-
cally prudent to distrust the moral impulses of 
judges. But it is not politically prudent to deny 
moral realism in the name of prudence.

Must constitutional originalism 
really exclude any “higher law” not 
committed to the parchment of the 

document? The book’s epigraph is a quota-
tion from Justice Benjamin Curtis’s stinging 
dissent in Dred Scott (1857): “when a strict 
interpretation of the Constitution…is aban-
doned, and the theoretical opinions of indi-
viduals are allowed to control its meaning, we 
no longer have a Constitution; we are under a 
government of individual men.” In McDow-
ell’s telling, Curtis here echoes Joseph Story, 
who echoes John Marshall, who echoes John 
Locke, who echoes…Thomas Hobbes. But 
Curtis was reading the same Constitution as 
Chief Justice Taney, from whose judgment 
he dissented. It was a Constitution with lan-
guage that explicitly affirmed certain legal 
expectations of slaveholders and certain po-
litical rights of slave states. For Curtis—as for 
Abraham Lincoln, who quoted his judgment 
approvingly and who gets nary an honorable 
mention in McDowell’s long book—some-
thing underlay the Constitution that was not 
the express positive command of the sovereign. 
For who is to be sovereign, and why, is a mat-
ter that of necessity goes beyond the positive 
law. John Marshall’s “most sacred rule” must 
itself be rightly interpreted, if we are to know 
the difference between judicial interpretation 
and judicial activism.

For McDowell, the “higher law” under 
which we live comes from below: from the 
people’s reflection and choice. But that it 
should come from below is a conclusion of a 
higher law from above, which McDowell is 
at pains to deny. We are the products of that 
higher law insofar as it creates us as beings 
with natures politically equal, one amongst 
another, without subordination or subjection. 
And we have access to the facts of nature be-
cause we are also created with minds that are 
uniquely suited to reason about such matters. 
As creatures of our species and rank, we can 
know, as a matter of law, that not everything is 
permitted—not even those things that are not 
positively forbidden. That dogs are not men 
is something rational beings know, however 
nominal and provisional the claim might be, 
according to the epistemologists. But to ordi-
nary men, the claim is not provisional at all. 

A republican constitution’s very nature and 
reason embodies higher law and the idea that 
some things are wrong simply; they are not 
wrong because they have been proscribed by 
the positive law of the sovereign people. Indeed 
they would be wrong as a matter of higher law 

in spite of a positive law that authorizes them. 
As humans we are, in fact, to do good and avoid 
evil—and our natures can tell us something 
about the meaning of that injunction.

As Aristotle taught, and the American 
Founders knew, decent regimes exist on a spec-
trum between the poles of equality and merit. 
The basis of governmental legitimacy might be 
found in Locke, but the institutions and modes 
of operation of government are also under-
stood in Aristotelian terms, and even in terms 
of a certain kind of Humean, or common-law, 
traditionalism. Why, after all, must majori-
ties be constituted in very particular ways ac-
cording to the founders? Why must habits of 
veneration—rather than acts of will—be so 
cultivated in their constitutionalism? It is be-
cause popular sovereignty, simply, is neither 
the foundation nor the true end and purpose 
of government. As The Federalist famously 
claimed, “Justice is the end of government. It 
is the end of civil society. It ever has been and 
ever will be pursued until it be obtained, or 
until liberty be lost in the pursuit.” One can 
therefore say that metaphysics and custom 
always inform and moderate the founders’ 
constitutional understandings, and that they 
are key to a true originalism. Because of the 
founders’ antecedent understanding of justice, 
Holy Scripture, Aristotle, and the common 
law—among other things—seem fitting and 
proper matters of judicial inquiry, if the judge 
is to determine the “mind of the Convention.” 

Whether political liberty or a 
bleak nihilism grows out of Ock-
ham’s nominalism is no small mat-

ter. McDowell’s reading of Hobbesian and 
Lockean individualism leads him to argue for 
the unremitting legal positivism of the majority, 
wherein certainty trumps the claims of both 
universal justice and tradition. This is an argu-
ment unlikely to find favor with broad swaths 
of conservative thought. The picture of origi-
nalism, positivism, and liberty that McDowell 
paints is essentially a stark modernist portrait 
of lovers entwined, albeit with baroque detail 
around the edges. The idea that the people 
never cede their sovereignty over anything—
except the idea of ceding their sovereignty—is 
perhaps not as friendly to political liberty as 
McDowell argues. It is unlikely that a proper 
constitutionalist jurisprudence can ever em-
brace Thomas Hobbes as fully as he suggests.

Bradley C. S. Watson holds the Philip M. 
McKenna Chair in American and Western Po-
litical Thought at Saint Vincent College, where 
he is also co-director of the Center for Political 
and Economic Thought. He is the author of 
Living Constitution, Dying Faith: Progres-
sivism and the New Science of Jurisprudence 
(ISI Books).
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Book Review by Matthew Spalding

Back to Basics
The Annotated U.S. Constitution and Declaration of Independence, edited by Jack Rakove. 

Belknap Press, 368 pages, $24.95

The Citizen’s Constitution: An Annotated Guide, by Seth Lipsky. 
Basic Books, 352 pages, $25.95

The federal government now domi-
nates virtually every area of American 
life, vastly exceeding the limits that 

constrained it for most of our history. Its au-
thority is all but plenary, restricted only by ex-
pediency and the occasional budget crisis. 

“Are you serious? Are you serious?” was 
Nancy Pelosi’s answer when asked what pro-
vision of the Constitution authorizes Con-
gress to require Americans to buy health 
insurance. Her press spokesman confirmed: 

“You can put this on the record: That is not a 
serious question.” 

Now comes a new Congress, with a man-
date to get control of government. “For too 
long, Congress has ignored the proper limits 
imposed by the Constitution,” proclaimed 
House Republicans in their 2010 campaign 
platform, A Pledge to America. “We will re-
quire each bill moving through Congress to 
include a clause citing the specific constitu-
tional authority upon which the bill is justi-
fied.” The Republican how-to manual for new 
members advises them to “read and re-read 
the Constitution” and to “be prepared for two 
eventual questions every time you cast your 
vote on the House floor: did you read the bill, 
and is it constitutional?” 

Since members of Congress take an oath 
to the Constitution, they ought to know 

something about the document. Reading it 
would be a good start. At just under 8,000 
words including amendments, the Constitu-
tion is less verbose (and easier to understand) 
than most of those laws that don’t get read. 
It’s probably too much to study the notes of 
the Constitutional Convention (compiled in 
four volumes) and the basic documents that 
surround those debates (a good version of 
which is The Founders’ Constitution, a bit over 
3,000 pages). 

Though the method long predates the 
Constitution, the commentary is nicely fit for 
a document of articles, sections, and claus-
es—especially one that is today so much a 
disputed question. The classic, of course, is 
The Federalist, which Jefferson called "the best 
commentary on the principles of government 
which was ever written." The first full com-
mentary was Joseph Story’s 1833 Commentar-
ies on the Constitution, which covers in three 
volumes a history of the colonies, the Ameri-
can Revolution, and the Articles of Confed-
eration period before a general review of the 
Constitution. There are contemporary ver-
sions as well: constitutional historian John R. 
Vile has a very good one that is now in its fifth 
edition, the Congressional Research Service 
puts out one that is too long and much too 
Supreme-Court centered, and The Heritage 

Guide to the Constitution (which I edited along 
with David Forte) brings together more than 
one hundred originalist scholars for a clause-
by-clause consideration.

Just in time for the current moment 
come two new commentaries, both grace-
fully written by single authors for popu-

lar audiences, both compact and easy to read. 
With The Annotated U.S. Constitution and 
Declaration of Independence Jack Rakove has 
produced the more academic rendering. Pu-
litzer Prize-winning historian, established 
scholar, and a long-time professor of politi-
cal science at Stanford, Rakove sets out to 
combine “the historian’s natural fascination 
with the origins of clauses” with the modern 
jurist’s “interest in their evolving interpreta-
tion.” Rakove’s is the “living” Constitution, 
and his analysis pushes back against those 
who favor understanding the Constitution 
in light of its original meaning. He argues 
from authority, providing neither index nor 
footnotes. 

The title of Seth Lipsky’s work gives us 
a good sense of his purpose: The Citizen’s 
Constitution: An Annotated Guide. This is a 
popular account, reflecting Lipsky’s journal-
istic sensibilities—“a marbling of the consti-
tutional cake, so to speak, with a newspaper-
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orous campaign to argue that the amendment 
was really meant to protect a personal right 
to keep and bear arms for purposes of self-
defense,” even though “the historical evidence 
for that view is tenuous.” Thus, the Supreme 
Court wrongly upheld the individual rights 
argument in District of Columbia v. Heller 
(2008), largely by “ignoring the actual debates 
that led to the adoption of the amendment.” 
But the Court did not ignore those debates. 
Both sides in Heller devoted more serious at-
tention to original intent than in any dispute 
in recent decades. 

What neither of these books ad-
dresses is the perennial subject of 
constitutional politics. Since the 

New Deal, the viewpoint that has dominated 
American politics, journalism, and the acad-
emy has treated the modern state as inevitable, 
permanent, and ever-expanding. The corre-
sponding assumption was that over the course 
of the 20th century Americans had gotten 
past the Constitution and its archaic canons 
of limited government. 

But have we? An over-reading of the 2008 
election gave rise to a vastly overreaching 
agenda, which became so unpopular that it set 
off the electoral wave of 2010. The question is 
whether the electoral rejection of the Obama-
Pelosi-Reid agenda can be turned into the em-
brace of constitutional government.

The debate between the founders’ consti-
tutionalism and the Progressive paradigm 
meant to supplant it is now engaged, perhaps 
as never before. Americans appear more re-
ceptive than they have been for many years to 
setting clear, enforceable limits on the modern 
state: consider the widespread suspicion that 
a federal mandate to purchase health insur-
ance is not just unwise but illegitimate. What 
remains unclear is how far—and how fast—
the voters want to go. Growing opposition to 
runaway spending and debt, or to a dramatic 
expansion of the federal role in health care, is 
one thing. Popular support for scrapping So-
cial Security or closing down the Department 
of Education might be another. 

The opportunity and challenge for con-
stitutionalists is to turn today’s public senti-
ment against an even more activist state into a 
settled and enduring political conviction about 
the nature and purpose of constitutional gov-
ernment. Forging such a realignment will re-
quire informed public argument and effective 
popular persuasion, not to mention the exer-
cise of legislative jurisprudence. Above all, it 
will require a great deal of statesmanship. 

Matthew Spalding is director of the B. Kenneth 
Simon Center for American Studies at The Her-
itage Foundation and author of We Still Hold 
These Truths: Rediscovering Our Principles, 
Reclaiming Our Future (ISI Books). 

man’s batter.” Lipsky was founding editor of 
the New York Sun as well as the Forward news-
paper, and is currently a contributing editor 
of the Wall Street Journal. Where Rakove 
is nuanced and judicious, Lipsky is pointed 
and practical, hewing to “the plain-language 
school of the law.” The common-sense as-
sumption here is that the Constitution can 
and should be read by citizens, rather than 
entrusted to a clerisy that will translate the 
document for laymen. 

The difference between the two approaches 
can be seen in their consideration of the Con-
stitution’s clauses. Consider one of the most 
disputed: the Spending Clause of Article 
I, Section 8. Does Congress have unlimited 
authority to spend for the general welfare? 
That’s the $3.5 trillion question, scheduled 
to keep getting bigger. Lipsky spends several 
pages reporting on the continuing debate 
among Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, 
James Monroe, and the New Deal Court; Ra-
kove matter-of-factly asserts that the spend-
ing power was “an early subject of dispute” but 
the post-New Deal norm allows the federal 
government to pursue policies beyond its enu-
merated powers. Case closed. 

Rakove’s interpretative bent also shows 
itself in disdain for arguments he disagrees 
with. About the Second Amendment, for in-
stance, he writes that “the National Rifle As-
sociation and its supporters have waged a vig-
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Book Review by John Blundell

Radio Liberty
Death of a Pirate: British Radio and the Making of the Information Age, by Adrian Johns. 

W.W. Norton & Co., 305 pages, $26.95

Growing up as a teenager in the 
United Kingdom’s swinging ’60s, I 
did not watch television (except at the 

homes of friends and neighbors) because we did 
not own one, and besides it offered a choice of 
two, eventually three, rotten channels. And it 
was the same on the radio—or wireless, as we 
called it—where there were just three choices, 
all from the BBC: the Home Service (news), 
the Light Programme (entertainment), and 
the Third Programme (classical music).

Not one of them played any new popular 
music. Late at night if the atmospherics went 
my way, I could tune into Radio Luxembourg 
and listen to the latest releases by the Who, 
the Kinks, the Beatles, and the Rolling Stones. 
That was magic. But from summer 1964 to 
summer 1967 major relief was at hand as 
“pirate” (i.e., illegal), for-profit, off-shore radio 
stations encircled our islands, broadcasting 
from old ships and disused military forts. With 
no pop music available from the monopoly 
state broadcaster, it was inevitable that 
something would give, and the pirates’ sudden 
popularity was much helped by the explosion 
in sales of transistor radios, or “trannies” as we 
called them. These wonderful inventions freed 
us youngsters from depending on that large 
piece of furniture in the family room that was 
always under heavy-handed maternal control.

We adored our trannies and our pirate 
radio. It was liberating. My station was 
called Caroline. She broadcast from a ship 
somewhere between North West England 
and Northern Ireland, close to the Isle of 
Man. Meeting fellow teens at distant family 
reunions or the like, the very first question 
you asked would be which pirate (of the ten 
or so) do you listen to, leading to a flurry of 
comparisons and stories. And what stories we 
had as a completely nonplussed, flat-footed 

socialist government and its law enforcement 
officers struggled to figure out what to do 
about this hugely popular phenomenon. BBC 
apologists even warned the young not to tune 
the family radio to Luxembourg or the pirates 
because it would damage the internal workings 
of the wireless!

The pirate movement spawned a political 
party, the Monster Raving Loony Party, led 
by minor pop star David Sutch, who styled 
himself as Screaming Lord Sutch and became 
a household name, a pub trivia quiz answer, 
and a minor political fixture. He later claimed 
to have achieved 100% success as a politician 
as all three planks of his platform were 
enacted, namely, suffrage at 18, honors from 
the Queen for the Beatles, and the legalization 
of pop radio.

The pirates were eventually closed down by 
the state, but not before the BBC had agreed to 
add Radio One as a pop station, hiring many 
of the off-shore deejays to host its shows. 

The conservative party manifesto 
of 1970 included a pledge to license 
local radio stations, and the U.K. is 

today saturated with so many that all kinds 
of niche markets have opened up, Classic FM 
being among the most successful. Funny how 
freeing up pop music led to the proliferation 
of classical music stations, exactly the opposite 
outcome that the leftist BBC apparatchiks 
warned us about. This reform had to be the 
pinnacle of Tory Prime Minister Edward 
Heath’s very few positive achievements.

Pirate Radio, the ponderous 2009 movie, 
introduced this story in muddled form to an 
American audience. Happily, University of 
Chicago history professor Adrian Johns in 
his new book does a stunningly good job of 
explaining the history of British radio and its 

implications for current public policy. Death 
of a Pirate is not merely history well told but 
also a political-economic case study informed 
by Austrian economics, public choice theory, 
and the law and economics school. Friedrich 
Hayek, Ronald Coase, and Arnold Plant figure 
in the history as intellectual influences, along 
with Antony Fisher, Ralph Harris, Arthur 
Seldon, and the founding and early work of 
the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), the 
London free-market think tank. In addition, 
there is that “death of a pirate.”

The book opens in June 1966 with Oliver 
Smedley, a 50ish gadfly entrepreneur with an 
interest in pirate radio stations, shooting dead 
his business partner and rival Reginald Calvert, 
who had barged into Smedley’s country 
cottage at midnight and attacked his 23-year-
old assistant and “occasional mistress,” Pamela 
Thorburn. This incident, and the ensuing press 
orgy as Smedley was found innocent four 
months later (aided by the judge’s very strong 
briefing to the jury to do so), was the scandal 
that led to the closing down of the pirates. A 
decade earlier the fearless, outspoken Smedley 
had been one of the three men who signed the 
IEA’s incorporation documents. 

Death of a Pirate is an excellent book, 
spanning many genres of history—criminal, 
cultural, intellectual, and economic—and 
featuring a strong dose of pure economic 
theory to boot. Adrian Johns, an expert on 
intellectual property and the history of the 
book, adds luster to his reputation in this 
scholarly but wonderfully engaging work.

John Blundell is Distinguished Senior Fellow 
at the Institute of Economic Affairs, which he 
headed from 1993 through 2009. He is the 
author of Margaret Thatcher: A Portrait of the 
Iron Lady (Algora).



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2010-Spring 2011 
Page 98

m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

Book Review by Cheryl Miller

Feminist Action Hero
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, by Stieg Larsson. 

Alfred A. Knopf, 480 pages, $26.95

The Girl Who Played with Fire, by Stieg Larsson. 
Alfred A. Knopf, 503 pages, $26.95

The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest, by Stieg Larsson. 
Alfred A. Knopf, 576 pages, $27.95 

It is now almost obligatory to say that 
Stieg Larsson—the Swedish journalist 
who died in 2004 and was unknown out-

side his native country until the posthumous 
publication of his first novel, The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo—is a phenomenon. His fore-
shortened mystery series, the Millennium tril-
ogy (originally planned to include ten books), 
has been translated into over 30 languages 
and has sold over 46 million copies worldwide. 
A subtitled Swedish TV mini-series based on 
the books did decently at the box office—so 
decently that the books are being adapted 
again, this time by the auteur David Fincher 
(The Social Network, Fight Club) with James 
Bond star Daniel Craig. 

Nor has the Larsson phenomenon run its 
course. Aside from the ongoing Hollywood 
adaptations, Larsson’s brother and literary ex-
ecutor has confirmed the existence of a fourth 
novel, currently in the possession of Lars-
son’s domestic partner (and possible collabo-

rator), Eva Gabrielsson. This has unleashed 
another round of speculation regarding the 
completeness of the manuscript (the third 
novel is alleged to have needed some help), 
and more sensationally, regarding who will 
control publication. Friends and colleagues 
have come forward with their reminiscences 
of the author, including Kurdo Baksi’s Stieg 
Larsson: Our Days in Stockholm (2010) and 
Gabrielsson’s own forthcoming account. For 
the truly obsessed, Knopf has released a “de-
luxe” boxed set of the novels along with a slim 
companion volume, On Stieg Larsson, featur-
ing essays about the author and his emails to 
his editor and publisher. 

Of course, fads come and go all the 
time. Who would have expected the 
world would be transfixed, however 

temporarily, by the adventures of a professor 
of religious symbology (Dan Brown's The Da 
Vinci Code) or a vampire-teen love affair (Ste-

phenie Meyer’s Twilight series)? So why not 
the crime-solving exploits of a middle-aged 
business reporter and a tattooed computer 
hacker in Stockholm? 

If anything is extraordinary about the Lars-
son phenomenon, it’s not the millions of books 
sold, but the trilogy’s much more extraordinary 
feat of uniting popular and elite tastes. Genre 
fiction will occasionally rise to the attention of 
the literary establishment, but there’s never any 
doubt you’re slumming it even if you’re reading 
this year’s winner of the Intelligent Person’s 
Beach Book award. Larsson’s trilogy, however, 
has largely evaded the genre label. It has ap-
peared on the New York Times notable books 
of the year, been praised as “a modern master-
piece” by The Washington Post, noticed respect-
fully in highbrow magazines like the Times 
Literary Supplement, and even been blurbed by 
Booker Prize winner Michael Ondaatje—an 
honor definitely not accorded to Brown’s mega-
selling Angels & Demons. 
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On this count, the trilogy’s Swedish origin 
is undoubtedly an asset, lending the books 
both exoticism and an air of European so-
phistication (Ingmar Bergman is frequently 
invoked in reviews). Larsson’s dramatic ca-
reer as a crusading leftwing journalist has 
likewise proved irresistible. As the founder 
of the antifascist magazine Expo, Larsson 
exposed and monitored the activities of 
Sweden’s far-right groups, provoking death 
threats which forced him into hiding. He 
died, at age 50, of a heart attack, before his 
novels were published—circumstances that 
to the conspiracy-minded still seem suspi-
cious. In short, the backstory is perfect—but 
what of the novels?

Here things get complicated (and, 
fair warning, spoilerish). The trilogy, 
really one long novel, brings togeth-

er two unlikely partners as its heroes. The first 
is Mikael Blomkvist, authorial stand-in and 
founder of his own scrappy political maga-
zine, Millennium (hence the trilogy’s title). As 
the series’ straight man, he has no real per-
sonality aside from an inexplicable ability to 
seduce every woman he meets (a characteris-
tic made much more explicable with the cast-
ing of Daniel Craig, although even the suave 
007 might have trouble with pick-up lines like 
these: “You give off the most incredible sexual 
vibrations. Who on earth do you think can 
resist that?”) Blomkvist is also supposed to be 
a brilliant investigative reporter, which is no 
doubt made easier by having his own personal 
WikiLeaks always ready with the perfect in-
criminating document. Emails from corrupt 
financiers relishing their corporate misdeeds? 
Check. “Double super secret background” 
documents from Sweden’s secret police to 
which even the prime minister doesn’t have 
access? Got that, too.

The supplier of these documents and the 
series’ eponymous “girl” is 24-year-old Lisbeth 
Salander. Like all good progressive heroines 
today, Salander embodies a bundle of girl-
power fantasies: virtuoso hacker, boxing/mar-
tial-arts expert, possessor of a photographic 
memory, chess grandmaster, and math whiz 
(she solves Fermat’s Last Theorem while hid-
ing in the woods waiting to ambush a bad guy). 
Despite her slight frame (under five feet, 90 
pounds), she’s tough; in the second book, she 
literally digs herself out of her own grave, hav-
ing been shot three times (once in the head). If 
these were not superlatives enough, she is also 
drop-dead gorgeous (“With the right make-up, 
her face could have put her on any billboard”) 
despite a penchant for black lipstick, towering 
mohawks, body piercings, and, of course, drag-
on tattoos—a tough look for a girl to pull off.

Their saga begins with the girl with 
the Dragon Tattoo (2008), easily the 
series’ best book and the only one that 

can stand alone. Our sleuths meet cute while 
Blomkvist, on sabbatical from Millennium af-
ter losing a complicated (and boring) libel suit, 
is investigating the decades-old disappearance 
of a Swedish tycoon’s niece; Salander, hired to 
spy on him, has been hacking into his com-
puter. Impressed by her technical savvy, he 
persuades her to assist him in solving the 
case—an ingenious “locked room mystery” 
that takes place on a remote northern island. 
Soon, in an expectedly unexpected reversal, 
their cold case turns hot as the pair uncovers 
evidence of a serial killer’s lengthy spree.

The unraveling of the serial killer plot is 
enjoyable enough, but the more compelling 
mystery (and the subject of the later novels) 
is Salander herself. Why is she so solitary 
and mistrustful, so ferociously autonomous? 
How did she come to possess her nearly su-
pernatural survival skills? The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo, wisely, offers only hints of her 
traumatic past, how she was railroaded at the 
age of 12 into a mental institution and the 
monstrous abuse she endured upon her re-
lease. Its sequels, The Girl Who Played with 
Fire (2009) and The Girl Who Kicked the Hor-
net’s Nest (2010), delve more deeply into her 
history, toying with genre conventions along 
the way (the political thriller and the court-
room drama, respectively) and rapidly devolv-
ing into preposterousness. By the trilogy’s 
final novel, Salander has become the central 
figure in a shadowy conspiracy involving her 
psychopathic father, an ex-KGB agent; her 
genetic-freak of a half-brother, an albino giant 
invulnerable to pain; and a rogue section of 
the Swedish secret police. Upon her survival, 
the very fate of Swedish democracy depends. 

If Larsson’s plotlines are absurd, his prose 
is pure airport thriller, invoking laughter more 
often than dread, e.g., “She was locked inside 
an area of about 10,000 square feet with a 
murderous robot from hell.” His reportorial 
background often betrays itself with his con-
stant recourse to obsessive, step-by-step detail. 
He doesn’t describe so much as document. 
Larsson gives entire itineraries (across Stora 
Essingen and Gröndal into Södermalm and 
then on to Hornsgatan) unfathomable to any-
one not currently living in Stockholm; lists 
the ingredients of the open-faced sandwich his 
characters have for lunch; and inventories the 
brand, make, and model of every component 
of Salander’s ultra high-tech hardware. At one 
point Salander makes a trip to Ikea to furnish 
a new hideaway, and Larsson catalogues every 
single item in her 90,000-kronor shopping list, 
down to the last krona. Incidentally, these en-

cyclopedic digressions explain why the novels, 
although hefty, proceed at such a breakneck 
pace (you can finish one in a weekend or on a 
long plane trip); you’re never really reading, but 
only skimming until the characters arrive at 
the next plot point and happen upon another 
clue. That momentum is crucial. Like a magi-
cian performing his act, Larsson depends on 
distraction and speed. The reader can never 
slow down long enough to think about what’s 
happening lest all the various plot incongrui-
ties and slip-ups are revealed. 

In the hands of another author, the 
Millennium trilogy might have been an en-
tertaining if slightly ridiculous crime ca-

per. Larsson, however, treats his subject, even 
at its most cartoonish, with deadly serious-
ness. This manifests itself most clearly in the 
trilogy’s strident leftwing politics, particularly 
its denunciation of violence against women. 
Each section of The Girl with the Dragon Tat-
too (original title: Män som hatar kvinnor, or 
Men Who Hate Women) opens with a con-
sciousness-raising statistic, e.g., “46 percent of 
the women in Sweden have been subjected to 
violence by a man.” In the series, it’s more like 
100%, although the ladies—including Blom-
kvist’s super-competent editor, an iron-pump-
ing policewoman, and Salander herself—are 
more than capable of striking back. Still, lest 
anyone miss his point, Larsson has Blomkvist 
explain at the trilogy’s end, “When it comes 
down to it, this story is not primarily about 
spies and secret government agencies; it’s 
about violence against women, and the men 
who enable it.”

Skeptical observers have noted the incon-
gruity of Larsson’s outspoken feminism and 
the gruesome depictions of female degrada-
tion in his novels. Some have even suggested 
the real purpose of the trilogy’s gender politics 
is to provide a politically-correct cover for the 
more titillating and pornographic passages. 
Whatever Larsson’s motivation, the politics 
and the violence are definitely linked; indeed, 
the grislier the violence, the more moralistic 
the surrounding framework must become. 
Salander is the perfect avenger (“the woman 
who hates men who hate women”) only be-
cause she is “the perfect victim.” The pain she’s 
endured justifies the pain she inflicts. 

And she inflicts some serious pain. At the 
tender age of 12, she douses her abusive father 
with gasoline and sets him on fire. When she 
is brutally raped by her seemingly upstanding 
legal guardian (a member of Greenpeace and 
Amnesty International), she doesn’t go to the 
police or a women’s shelter: “Crisis centres ex-
isted in her eyes for victims and she had never 
regarded herself as a victim.” Instead, she exe-
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cutes her most celebrated act of comeuppance: 
breaking into the offender’s house, disabling 
him with a Taser, torturing him, and finally, 
tattooing his stomach with the message, “i am 
a sadistic pig, a pervert and a rapist.”

Salander’s actions are extreme, but she al-
ways abides by a code: her uncompromising 
belief in individual moral agency. Near the 
end of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, Blom-
kvist meditates on the deeply dysfunctional 
childhood of the subdued serial killer whom 
he laments as “a repressed boy.” Salander is 
appalled: “It’s as if we no longer believe any-
one has a will of their own.” No set of circum-
stances—no matter how terrible—can ever 
serve as an excuse for evil. Thus, Salander re-
jects the liberal notion that crime is the prod-
uct of social forces, which she sees as the self-
serving piffle (she uses a cruder term) of the 

“sheltered middle class from the suburbs.” As 
an inhabitant of the urban jungle, where the 
strong prey upon the weak, Salander can have 
no such illusions: 

By the time she was eighteen, Salander 
did not know a single girl who at some 
point had not been forced to perform 
some sort of sexual act against her will. 
Most of these assaults involved slightly 
older boyfriends who, using a certain 
amount of force, made sure they had 
their way. As far as Salander knew, 
these incidents had led to crying and 
angry outbursts, but never to a police 
report. In her world, this was the natu-
ral order of things.
 
But she refuses to accept this natural or-

der. Her refusal puts her in opposition to the 
Swedish welfare state, which turns a blind eye 
to the injustices that befall Salander and her 
sisters. The police ignore cases of sexual as-
sault and the growing sex-trafficking trade; 

the government watchdog agencies refuse to 
prosecute corporate corruption; Sweden’s 
neo-Nazi and far-right groups are allowed to 
spread unchecked. In Salander’s case, the state 
actively colludes in the crimes against her, in 
retaliation for her intense non-conformism. 
Unlike the “good” victim who meekly turns to 
the authorities or a “crisis centre,” she fights 
back—and thus must be stopped. 

Salander’s indictment of swedish so-
ciety includes even her partner Blom-
kvist, who shares her moral absolutism 

but cannot embrace her methods. “For Blom-
kvist the golden rule of journalism was that 
there were always people who were respon-
sible…. The bad guys,” Larsson writes. Blom-
kvist knows that “a bank director who blows 
millions on foolhardy speculations should not 
keep his job,” and is scathing about journal-
ists who docilely “regurgitate the statements 
issued by C.E.O.’s and stock-market specula-
tors.” Yet he regards Salander initially as “an 
information junkie with a delinquent child’s 
take on morals and ethics,” and cannot accept 

“that the raptors of the world only understood 
one language”—the language of force. 

As a result, he is largely ineffectual. Sa-
lander saves his life countless times during 
the trilogy, and without her hacking skills, he 
would have nary a scoop. It is she who steals 
the critical documents that make his big expo-
sés credible—the emails that allow Blomkvist 
to ensnare a wily banker, the treasure trove of 
child pornography that discredits a sadistic 
psychiatrist, and finally, the classified report 
that proves the existence of a government 
conspiracy to destroy Salander. Her hack-
ing is the electronic extension of the physical 
retribution she metes out to criminals, and is 
described in similarly violent terms: “If there 
was any dirt to be dug up, she would home 
in on it like a cruise missile…. Her reports 

could be a catastrophe for the individual who 
landed in her radar.”

As a one-woman army against injustice, Sa-
lander has been celebrated as a feminist action 
hero. The Millennium trilogy certainly exploits 
the frisson in having a female character bring 
on the punishment. But Larsson achieves 
something new by his refusal to feminize or 
soften her personality. She is hardened and 
totally affectless; at times, she is believed to 
be sociopathic. (Blomkvist, more generously, 
diagnoses Asperger’s). Her tagline, soon to be 
immortalized by Hollywood, is: “Do you like 
pain, creep?” 

It’s not exactly “Do you feel lucky, punk?” 
but it does remind us where we’ve heard this 
story before. A lone vigilante who fights in-
justice in a supposed liberal paradise, and 
whose ire is especially raised by crimes against 
women? This is the plot of Dirty Harry (1971), 
in which a hardboiled detective tracks down 
a crazed sex killer in San Francisco; of Death 
Wish (1974), in which Charles Bronson mows 
down rapists and other assorted lowlifes in 
New York City; and of all their various se-
quels and remakes. Larsson updated the fran-
chise with some contemporary pop culture 
flourishes—the female avenger with her high-
tech wizardry and goth get-up—but he left 
the core of the story intact. 

Luckily for him, it turns out that Lisbeth 
Salander, along with all her other singular 
talents, has perfect timing. The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo arrived on American shores 
the very week Lehman Brothers collapsed 
and the world seemed to be spinning out of 
control. For three books at least, she offered 
readers the fantasy hope that someone, some-
where, could still set things right. 

Cheryl Miller is a writer living in Washington, 
D.C., and manages the American Enterprise In-
stitute’s Program on American Citizenship.
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Essay by Paul A. Cantor

A Handshake Across the Centuries

Postcolonial literature is often 
thought to be hostile to the Western 
classics. After all, its very name sug-

gests that it is written in reaction to “colonial 
literature,” works from the European empires 
that once carved up the non-Western world. 
And it is true that in the past half-century or 
so, literature from Asia, Africa, Latin Amer-
ica, and the Caribbean has challenged the 
European civilization that for centuries tried 
to impose its will on the world. Sometimes 
postcolonial literature has taken the form of 
a provocative rewriting of specific works of 
European literature in order to expose and 
counter their colonialist biases. The Anglo-
Caribbean author Jean Rhys wrote Wide 
Sargasso Sea (1966) as a prequel to Charlotte 
Brontë’s Jane Eyre, providing a sympathetic 
portrait of the Creole woman (Bertha Ma-
son) whom Brontë unceremoniously confined 
to an attic as a madwoman. The South Af-
rican writer J.M. Coetzee rewrote Daniel 
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe under the title Foe 
(1986), retelling the story partially from Fri-
day’s perspective and crediting it to a female 
writer named Susan Barton, thereby laying 
bare Defoe’s race and gender biases. Salman 
Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981) has been 
interpreted as a postcolonial revision of Ru-
dyard Kipling’s Kim. In these cases and many 
others, the postcolonial author tries to reveal 

how unjustly the European author portrayed 
people from other parts of the world. Critics 
have amused themselves by labeling this liter-
ary strategy “The Empire Strikes Back.”

Chinua Achebe seems to be another ex-
ample of this anti-European animus. Born in 
Nigeria in 1930, and educated in his native 
country and in Britain, he quickly became 
one of the most celebrated of Africa’s authors 
and intellectuals. He famously condemned 
Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness as racist, 
and criticized other European authors, in-
cluding John Buchan, Joyce Cary, and Gra-
ham Greene, for the distorted images of Af-
rica in their fiction. Achebe has made it clear 
that he wrote his novels to redress the bal-
ance and show that Africans can be present-
ed with dignity in literature. His first and 
most famous novel, Things Fall Apart (1958), 
juxtaposes a superficial European view of the 
events it chronicles—a pseudo-anthropolog-

ical account of the story—with a genuine at-
tempt to portray the African characters from 
their own viewpoint, taking their customs se-
riously and appreciating the nobility of their 
way of life. The fact that Achebe took the 
title of his novel from a European writer—
it comes from William Butler Yeats’s poem 

“The Second Coming”—might suggest that 
the book is another example of the empire 
striking back.

But here things get complicated. Yeats 
was Irish, and thought that he was a victim of 
British colonialism himself. He participated 
in the Irish struggle for independence from 
Britain, even becoming a senator in the Irish 
Free State. For all their seeming hostility to 
European culture, postcolonial authors have 
always made an exception for the Irish. James 
Joyce and Samuel Beckett have been among 
the greatest influences on Coetzee and Rush-
die. Some of the most interesting criticism 
of Irish authors in the past few decades has 
treated Yeats, Joyce, and Beckett as postco-
lonial. In the case of the Irish, the sharp op-
position between European and postcolonial 
authors begins to break down, leaving one 
wondering if postcolonial authors actually 
draw upon the European traditions they at 
first appear unequivocally to condemn. Per-
haps the title of Things Fall Apart is a tribute 
to Yeats, not a swipe at him. In fact, the most 

Books by Chinua Achebe 
discussed in this essay:

Things Fall Apart.
Anchor Books, 209 pages, $11 (paper)

Anthills of the Savannah.
Anchor Books, 224 pages, $14 (paper)
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famous postcolonial novel actually has deep 
roots in European culture, the deepest roots 
possible. Things Fall Apart has become a clas-
sic because of its ties to the ancient Greek 
classics.

The Unexamined Life

Many critics have pointed to the 
way Things Fall Apart unfolds with 
the inevitability of a Greek tragedy. 

Its hero, Okonkwo, is a larger-than-life figure, 
whose deeds as a warrior are honored by his 
community, until his fatal flaws of anger and 
rashness first get him exiled and then lead to 
his suicide, when he finds that he cannot ac-
commodate himself to the new British colo-
nial order. Achebe took pains to find points of 
contact between the classical Greek world and 
the Igbo village, Umuofia, in which his novel is 
set. Both are pagan communities, with oracles, 
prophecies, priestesses, nature deities, and ta-
boos. Like Oedipus, Okonkwo is exiled by his 
community for committing a crime inadver-
tently. Moreover, Achebe recreates the world 
of classical epic in his African village, where 
war is celebrated in true Homeric fashion, ac-
cording to Okonkwo:

He thought about wars in the past. The 
noblest, he thought, was the war against 
Isike…. Okudo sang a war song in a way 
that no other man could. He was not a 
fighter, but his voice turned every man 
into a lion…. “Those were days when 
men were men.”

Things Fall Apart shows that an African 
story is worthy of taking its place in world lit-
erature by emphasizing its epic and tragic di-
mensions. Okonkwo is a kind of Achilles and 
Oedipus rolled into one.

Achebe’s engagement with the classical 
Greek world resurfaces at other points in his 
career, especially in one of his novels set in 
a fictional version of contemporary Nigeria, 
Anthills of the Savannah (1987). In a speech 
to an academic audience, a character named 
Ikem Okodi criticizes the current regime's 
demagogic policies, including tribal quotas at 
the university. He challenges his listeners to 
reject political slogans and learn to think for 
themselves:

“No I cannot give you the answer you are 
clamouring for. Go home and think! I 
cannot decree your pet, text-book revo-
lution. I want instead to excite general 
enlightenment by forcing all the people 

to examine the condition of their lives 
because, as the saying goes, the unex-
amined life is not worth living.”

Educated readers will recognize the last 
words in this speech. They come from So-
crates’ address to the Athenian jury in Plato’s 
Apology, when he gives one of his most famous 
formulations of philosophy as a way of life. But 
Achebe doesn’t credit the words to Plato; in-
stead, with the phrase “as the saying goes,” he 
treats them as an African proverb. Things Fall 
Apart is filled with proverbs; Achebe presents 
them as the chief form taken by the wisdom of 
the tribe. By having Okodi turn Socrates’ wis-
dom into an African proverb, Achebe seems 
to be trying to pass off Greek philosophy as 
traditional African lore.

One might be tempted to interpret this mo-
ment as a postcolonial gesture along the lines 
of Martin Bernal’s Black Athena: The Afroasi-
atic Roots of Classical Civilization (1991), the 
controversial book in which he claims to trace 
the great achievements of the ancient Greeks 
back to origins in Africa (Egypt in particular). 
Perhaps Achebe is similarly out to suggest that 
Plato stole his idea of philosophy from Africa. 
But a more generous reading of this passage 
is possible: by recreating Socrates’ wisdom in 
an African setting, Achebe may be suggesting 
the universality of philosophy, its ability to 
transcend political borders. Rather than wor-
rying whether this wisdom arose in Europe 
or in Africa, he may be pointing precisely to 
the fact that, as a genuine truth, it might have 
arisen anywhere. It is not a European truth or 
an African truth, but simply a truth.

The particular form this wisdom takes—
“the unexamined life is not worth living”—
supports this reading of the passage. Achebe 
presents it as a proverb, but it is a very pecu-
liar and indeed paradoxical proverb—a prov-
erb that calls into question all proverbs. In 
context, Okodi is challenging his audience 
to question the received truths of their com-
munity, especially political beliefs. Although 
Achebe is often praised for having employed 
Things Fall Apart to recreate the Igbo people’s 
traditional way of life, that does not mean that 
he approved of it uncritically. In fact, a care-
ful reading of the novel reveals that Achebe 
is skeptical about many Igbo customs, espe-
cially the traditional treatment of women in 
the tribe. If anything, he is even more skepti-
cal about developments in postcolonial Nige-
ria, and is deeply worried that his compatriots 
might blindly follow the dictates of corrupt 
rulers, even though they are now native Nige-
rians rather than the British.

Anthills of the Savannah is a bitter indict-
ment of postcolonial politics and suggests 
that contemporary Africa needs the wisdom 
of Socrates, the commitment to leaving no as-
sumption about politics unquestioned, even if 
that means rejecting the patriotic fervor that 
normally sweeps a nation when it achieves 
independence. That is why Achebe contrives 
to make Greek philosophy masquerade as an 
African proverb. He no doubt felt that this 
would make the lesson more palatable to his 
Nigerian audience. He makes questioning 
his country’s native wisdom appear as itself a 
form of native wisdom. But far from trying to 
assert the superiority of African to European 
wisdom, Achebe is actually insisting on the 
relevance of European wisdom to contempo-
rary Africa. Taking the title of his novel from 
Yeats is a gesture in the same direction, toward 
universality.

Achebe’s references to European culture—
especially to Greek epic, tragedy, and philoso-
phy—show that the problems he is portraying 
in his novels are not uniquely African but pe-
rennial aspects of the human condition. They 
may have specifically African inflections, but 
that does not mean that European literature 
and philosophy are irrelevant to African con-
cerns. The worldwide success of Things Fall 
Apart, despite what appears to be its almost eth-
nographic focus on the mores of a small Igbo 
village, is testimony to Achebe’s grounding in 
universal issues and his ability to translate that 
concern into a form of aesthetic universality.

The Armenian Socrates

The “african socrates” passage in 
Anthills of the Savannah has a curious 
parallel in a work of classical Greek 

philosophy, Xenophon’s Cyropaedia, “The 
Education of Cyrus.” It is common today to 
accuse the ancient Greeks of ethnocentrism. 
After all, they are famous for having divided 
the world into Greeks versus barbarians, im-
plying that only people who speak Greek are 
civilized. It is strange, then, that Xenophon, 
a Greek, chose a Persian king, Cyrus, as his 
subject when he wrote a book exploring the 
problem of securely governing a realm. The 
Persians were in fact the greatest enemies of 
the ancient Greeks—the barbarians par ex-
cellence—and yet Xenophon calls their king 
Cyrus “worthy of wonder” and presents him 
as a model of how to rule large numbers of 
people successfully. Whatever the complexi-
ties and ironies of the Cyropaedia may be, like 
Achebe’s work it seems to recognize the rele-
vance of “foreign” wisdom to one’s home coun-
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barians in the wilds of Armenia. The man 
remains nameless in Xenophon’s account. 
Unlike Socrates, he lacked a Xenophon or a 
Plato to chronicle his sayings and his deeds. 
The idea resembles what the English poet 
Thomas Gray intended when, in his Elegy 
Written in a Country Churchyard, he wonders 
if some “mute inglorious Milton” lies buried 
there. Whether a man is remembered as a 
great poet or a great philosopher may depend 
on the accidents of history—whether he lives 
long enough to develop his talent or whether 
someone is present to record what he achieves. 
Xenophon’s nameless Armenian is his mute 
inglorious Socrates.

As Xenophon’s example suggests, we do not 
know how many times and in how many plac-
es philosophy has arisen, only to be stamped 
out by hostile rulers who felt threatened by 
its challenge to their authority. After hearing 

ventions—the divine codes that govern their 
lives—when they start noticing how the many 
different divine codes in the world contra-
dict each other. These enquirers then set out 
to distinguish what is truly or naturally just 
from what is merely just by convention. Thus 
for Strauss, the proto-philosopher is an Od-
ysseus-like figure, “a traveler, a man who had 
seen the cities of many men and recognized 
the diversity of their thoughts and customs.”

The Origins of Philosophy

In things fall apart, achebe gives a 
similar account of what can only be called 
the first stirrings of philosophy among the 

Igbos. Although he set out to portray a tradi-
tional Igbo community of the 19th-century 
precolonial period, chronicling its marriage 
practices, burial customs, religious rituals, 
and kinship patterns, Achebe did not want to 
present the village of Umuofia as incapable of 
questioning these customs. For Achebe that 
was the mistake that Europeans, beginning 
with Hegel, typically made—picturing Af-
rica as a world without history, whose people 
never departed from their traditional way of 
life and hence, unlike Europeans, never could 
achieve any kind of progress on their own. By 
contrast, Achebe makes a point of showing 
his Igbos experiencing doubts—we would 
say philosophical doubts—about their own 
customs.

For example, a character named Obierika 
cannot help wondering why Okonkwo must be 
exiled for killing a kinsman unintentionally:

Obierika was a man who thought about 
things…. Why should a man suffer so 
grievously for an offense he had com-
mitted inadvertently? But although he 
thought for a long time he found no 
answer. He was merely led into greater 
complexities. He remembered his wife’s 
twin children, whom he had thrown 
away. What crime had they commit-
ted? The Earth had decreed that they 
were an offense on the land and must 
be destroyed.

Europeans unthinkingly assume that they 
are superior to Africans; Achebe corrects that 
false assumption by offering positive images 
of the traditional way of life of a precolonial 
African community. But Things Fall Apart 
portrays many Igbo customs, including the 
exposure of twins at birth, in a negative light, 
even, as in this passage, in the eyes of some Ig-
bos themselves. In Strauss’s terms, Obierika 

try when it suggests that Greeks could learn 
political wisdom from barbarians.

Xenophon takes this gesture toward uni-
versality even further when he narrates Cyrus’ 
visit to Armenia, a land about as barbarian 
as a Greek could imagine. He asks Tigranes, 
the son of the King of Armenia, about an old 
friend “whom you seemed to me to regard with 
such wonder.” Surprised to learn that the Ar-
menian king had this nameless man executed, 
Cyrus wants to know what his crime was and 
Tigranes says of his father:

“He said he was corrupting me. And yet, 
Cyrus, he was so noble and good that even 
when he was about to die he called me to 
him and said, ‘Tigranes, do not be hard 
toward your father because he kills me; he 
does this not out of malice toward you but 
out of ignorance. I, at least, believe that 
the wrongs human beings commit out 
of ignorance are all involuntary.’” [trans. 
Wayne Ambler]

Tigranes goes on to explain that the Arme-
nian king killed this remarkable man out of 
jealousy, feeling that “he seemed to me to make 
my son wonder at himself more than at me.” 

Just as Achebe silently attributes the wis-
dom of Socrates to an African, here Xeno-
phon does so to an Armenian. The clues are 
all there. Athens executed Socrates for the 
crime of corrupting youth, and one of his best-
known doctrines is the idea that evil-doing is 
the result of ignorance. Earlier the nameless 
Armenian is referred to as a “wise man” (so-
phistes in the Greek). Xenophon’s anecdote is 
a Socratic parable of the relation of the wise 
man, the philosopher, to the political commu-
nity. The Armenian king views the nameless 
man as competing with him for the allegiance 
and admiration of the youth of his commu-
nity, specifically in the form of his own son. 
Xenophon in effect explains why Athens put 
Socrates to death, despite the fact that he was 
such an admirable man—or rather precisely 
because of it. Xenophon lays bare exactly 
what the Athenian charge against Socrates of 
corrupting youth really meant: that the phi-
losopher is a rival to the city for the loyalty of 
its youth.

In the idea of an Armenian Socrates, Xe-
nophon suggests the universality of philoso-
phy. Contrary to what is said of Greek ethno-
centrism, this anecdote is his way of denying 
that philosophy is a uniquely Greek invention. 
He shows that a wondrous man like Socrates, 
who could compete with a king for people’s 
admiration, could arise even among the bar-

Achebe contrives to 
make Greek philosophy 

masquerade as an
African proverb.

Tigranes’ explanation of his father’s actions, 
Cyrus tells him to be sympathetic to the Ar-
menian king. As for Cyrus, as a king himself 
he has presumably already identified with the 
Armenian’s need to eliminate his competi-
tion. Xenophon’s Armenian parable is both a 
tribute to the perennial power of philosophy 
to arise in any circumstances and a warning 
against the perennial threat it faces from jeal-
ous political forces.

In a movement that is itself suggestive of 
some kind of universality, Achebe’s African 
Socrates and Xenophon’s Armenian Socrates 
converge on the same idea—that philosophy 
is not confined to a single historical tradition, 
but is possible at all times and all places. Leo 
Strauss gives perhaps the most eloquent ex-
pression of this idea, when, in Natural Right 
and History (1953), he traces the emergence 
of philosophy out of the quest to distinguish 
what is natural from what is conventional: “it 
can be said that the discovery of nature is iden-
tical with the actualization of a human pos-
sibility [philosophy] which, at least according 
to its own interpretation, is trans-historical, 
trans-social, trans-moral, and trans-religious.” 
Strauss argues that some people inevitably be-
gin to question their most fundamental con-
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tors when he acknowledges: “what is good in 
one place is bad in another place.” This at first 
seems to be the doctrine Strauss identifies 
as conventionalism, or what is often labeled 
cultural relativism. Obierika’s brother seems 
to be saying that one custom is as good as 
another. That would mean that there is no 
way to distinguish nature from convention in 
comparing different ways of life—all ways of 
life are equally valid and purely conventional. 
This is the doctrine of “multiculturalism” that 
often drives efforts to turn to postcolonial 
authors such as Achebe as a corrective to the 
Eurocentrism of the traditional literary canon, 
which supposedly refuses to accept the valid-
ity of other cultures.

But notice that Obierika’s brother in fact 
criticizes Umunso’s ways and offers a reason 
for doing so: “It is a bad custom because it 
always leads to a quarrel.” Here he is mak-
ing a functionalist argument: if the purpose 
of bride-price is to achieve peace in the vil-
lage, then a bride-price custom that causes 
quarrels is dysfunctional and in that sense 
can be called unnatural (“contrary to the 
nature of bride-price”). The statement of 
Obierika’s brother concerning good and bad 
may not be an expression of relativism after 
all. What is good in one place may be bad 
in another place because the two places ac-
tually differ and therefore require different 
customs. It all depends on what function the 
custom is supposed to serve in the commu-
nity and how it works in the local circum-
stances. This is a different understanding of 

“multiculturalism”—one that acknowledges 
the plurality of cultures, but recognizes the 
possibility of finding a standpoint outside all 
of them from which to assess their relative 
merits—in other words, the possibility of 
Socratic philosophy.

Perhaps the most important exchange 
about differing customs in Things Fall Apart 
emphasizes functionality as a criterion for 
evaluating a tribe’s conventions:

“My father told me that he had been 
told that in the past a man who broke 
the peace was dragged on the ground 
through the village until he died. But 
after a while this custom was stopped 
because it spoiled the peace which it 
was meant to preserve.”

“Somebody told me yesterday,” said 
one of the younger men, “that in some 
clans it is an abomination for a man to 
die during the Week of Peace.”

“It is indeed true,” said Ogbuefi 
Ezeudu. “They have that custom in 

Obodoani. If a man dies at this time 
he is not buried but cast into the Evil 
Forest. It is a bad custom which these 
people observe because they lack under-
standing. They throw away large num-
bers of men and women without burial. 
And what is the result? The clan is full 
of evil spirits of these unburied dead, 
hungry to do harm to the living.”

We know from the Iliad, the Odyssey, Anti-
gone, and many other ancient Greek texts how 
important burial rites are to a pagan commu-
nity. In general, Achebe shows the Igbos won-
dering about their tribe’s most fundamental 
customs, the ones that constitute them as a 
community: their burial and marriage cus-
toms, their ways of punishing a crime and 
settling an argument. Thus within the lim-
its of his tribe’s superstitions, Ezeudu is here 
practicing an elementary form of political 
philosophy, which grows out of his observa-
tion of how customs vary from village to vil-
lage. He feels justified in criticizing a custom 
that is self-defeating. If a custom is supposed 
to keep the peace, it should be rejected when 
it does just the opposite. Similarly, a custom 
that prevents the burial of the dead can be ap-
propriately criticized if it ends up harming the 
community it was supposed to protect. That 
is how Ezeudu determines when a tribe “lacks 
understanding.”

The Path to Enlightenment

In these “proto-philosophic” scenes in 
Things Fall Apart, Achebe is thus prepar-
ing the way for his later idea of an Afri-

can Socrates in Anthills of the Savannah. He 
shows that before the intervention of the 
British in Africa, the Igbos were capable of 
making the first steps toward philosophy on 
their own. Hegel to the contrary notwith-
standing, the Africans do have a history; they 
are not locked into an unchanging way of 
life; their customs do change over time and 
can change for the better (note that Ezeudu 
concludes from what his father told him that 
their tribe once had different customs and 
that the “modern” customs are an improve-
ment). Some of the Igbos could look around 
at their world, compare their customs with 
those of their neighbors, note the differenc-
es, and reflect upon the suitability of those 
customs to differing circumstances. This is 
exactly the route to philosophy Strauss out-
lines in Natural Right and History. Whether 
or not Achebe’s account is historically accu-
rate, there is nothing in it that is at all im-

is here making the first tentative steps toward 
philosophy by wondering about the justice of 
his gods.

Like Strauss, Achebe focuses on the way 
people come to question their customs by 
observing the diversity of ways of life in their 
vicinity. Although Things Fall Apart gener-
ally portrays Umuofia as largely cut off from 
the wider world beyond its borders, the book 
includes several scenes that suggest that the 
Igbos of this village are aware of other ways 
of life and curious about how they differ from 
their own.

Consider, for example this interesting ex-
change:

As the men ate and drank palm-wine 
they talked about the customs of their 
neighbors.

“It was only this morning,” said Obier-
ika, “that Okonkwo and I were talking 
about Abame and Aninta, where titled 
men climb trees and pound foo-foo for 
their wives.”

“All their customs are upside-down. 
They do not decide bride-price as we do, 
with sticks. They haggle and bargain as 
if they were buying a goat or a cow in 
the market.”

“That is very bad,” said Obierika’s el-
dest brother. “But what is good in one 
place is bad in another place. In Um-
unso they do not bargain at all, not even 
with broomsticks. The suitor just goes 
on bringing bags of cowries until his in-
laws tell him to stop. It is a bad custom 
because it always leads to a quarrel.”

“The world is large,” said Okonkwo. 
“I have even heard that in some tribes 
a man’s children belong to his wife and 
her family.”

“That cannot be,” said Machi.

In what amounts to a Platonic dialogue in 
embryo, Achebe shows that a wide range of 
opinion is possible even within a single Igbo 
village. Several of the characters are in the 
grip of local prejudice and believe that their 
ancestral way of life must be the best. Machi is 
truly bound by the horizons of Umuofia—he 
cannot bring himself to imagine an alternate 
way of life. Another Igbo recognizes the pos-
sibility of different customs, but rejects them 
as “upside-down,” assuming uncritically that 
his village must have things rightside-up.

A philosophical disposition seems to run 
in Obierika’s family; his elder brother proves 
to be the most enlightened of the interlocu-
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possible and in fact he makes it seem quite 
plausible that the Igbos might have pursued 
this path toward enlightenment. He portrays 
the way philosophical questions grow out of 
the most ordinary aspects of their lives and 
flow naturally from their normal interaction 
with other tribes.

In any case, Achebe thought it salutary 
to offer this image of the Igbo past to the 
Nigerian people in 1958 on the eve of their 
independence from Britain, which came in 
1960. At a time when Nigerians might have 
been tempted to embrace their old tribal tra-
ditions uncritically in a fit of national pride, 
Achebe sought to suggest that it was tradi-
tional among his people to question those 
very traditions. He correctly foresaw that 
postcolonial Nigerians would need to ques-
tion authority just as much as they had under 
British rule, if not more so.

In crafting his first novel, Achebe drew upon 
Greek material partly because he wished to 
gain the prestige of classical precedents for the 
cause of African literature. But he had a deep-
er reason for turning to the Greeks in Things 
Fall Apart. He wished to offer Greek philoso-
phy and its challenge to question authority 
as a model to his newly independent people. 
He hoped that a Socratic wisdom might help 
guide them through the political difficulties he 
correctly foresaw they were about to face. Un-
fortunately, almost 30 years later, after a disas-
trous series of military coups and a full-scale 
civil war in Nigeria, Achebe found himself try-
ing to teach the same lesson again in Anthills 
of the Savannah. One can see why Achebe had 
reason to hope that the wisdom of Socrates 
is indeed perennial. The way his presentation 
of philosophy as transhistorical accords with 
Xenophon’s is itself evidence for the claim. 
Indeed, as we have seen, Achebe’s portrait of 
philosophical speculation arising naturally out 
of the daily activities of a supposedly primitive 
tribe strongly points to the idea that philoso-
phy is a perennial human possibility. If he has 
succeeded in creating a classic in Things Fall 
Apart, one of the reasons is that it is rooted in 
classical wisdom and the Socratic idea of phi-
losophy. At a time when academic reformers 
are calling for colleges to replace the European 
classics in the curriculum with postcolonial lit-
erature, Chinua Achebe teaches an important 
lesson. Far from being at odds, the European 
classics and postcolonial literature can in fact 
be mutually re-enforcing, as Achebe and Xe-
nophon shake hands across the centuries.

Paul A. Cantor is the Clifton Waller Barrett Pro-
fessor of English at the University of Virginia.
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Book Review by John E. Alvis

Poet of the Street
On Whitman, by C.K. Williams. 

Princeton University Press, 208 pages, $19.95

A book this slim promises a concise-
ness that its subject, Walt Whitman, 
rarely managed in prose or verse. Its 

author, C.K. Williams, a contemporary poet, 
writes succinctly yet compendiously of his 
predecessor and model’s sprawling verse, and 
conveys a refreshing candid enthusiasm so dif-
ferent from the current criticism that reproves 
poets for failing to match their critics’ acuity. 
Williams alternates abundant quotation with 
briefer, discerning readings, shrewdly distin-
guishing Whitman’s successes as a craftsman 
from his banalities as a prophet. Williams’s 
taste is evident in his decision to rely on the 
1855 edition of Leaves of Grass rather than the 
revisions and additions that, running through 
several subsequent editions, in almost every 
case dissipate the early vigor with reiterative 
moralizing. As he remarks, the revised Whit-
man offers only “dutiful ecstasy.”

He also instructs Whitman’s admirers in 
the poetic art that produced the early strength 
while confirming the reservations of readers 
who suspect Walt’s con when he says, “I might 
not tell everybody but I will tell you.” Williams 
helps us perceive how the poet’s bravura serves 
dishonest ends even in the verse produced in 
the 1850s. Not that Williams means to indict 
(the early) Whitman; nonetheless, he helps a 
skeptical reader see clearly Whitman’s imposi-
tions, early as well as late. 

Consider Whitman’s famous “Song of My-
self ” in its first version, where one encounters 
two voices, one mundane, the other mystic. 
The voice of the reporting stroller of streets 
and prairie engages and convinces. As mys-
tic pontificator, Whitman strains. What is 
genuine and attractive in the poetry owes to 
its energy. And the energy owes to aptness of 
diction applied to subjects not, prior to Whit-
man, deemed sufficiently decorous for serious 
verse—commonplace people engaged in or-
dinary activities of a bodily sort within gritty 
urban settings, what Williams properly iden-
tifies as “non-symbolic materiality.” 

Williams doesn’t pretend to have discov-
ered the simple Whitman, but is unsurpassed 
in knowing how to exhibit him to best effect. 
Whitman causes his reader to take pleasure in 
witnessing the five senses played upon by famil-
iar objects. Up to a point one feels more alive 
to that world we inhabit but do not apprehend 
without his borrowed eyes, ears, nose, palate, 
and touch. Only up to a point, however, because 
diminishing returns set in once we arrive at a 
threshold beyond which rational discrimina-
tions are called for—thought, reasoning, sort-
ing out in accord with some standard of better 
and worse, noble and base, morally good and 
evil. Not that Whitman declines to venture 
beyond the sensate. He does so often—too of-
ten—but when he generalizes he blunders and 

stalls. He tiresomely reiterates. To the extent 
the poems succeed in rescuing themselves, they 
do so by returning to vivid reportage. 

You might suppose Whitman’s energy de-
rives from a setting distinctly American, from 
the bustle and color generated by swift transi-
tion from scene to scene of free-market traffic 
in high gear. We glimpse teamsters, manual 
laborers, trappers, farmers, doctors, newspa-
per men, people in transit, people consuming 
the abundance produced by commerce. The 
shifting spectacle stirs a sense of the variety of 
activities liberated by enterprise in a society 
of citizens who are free to choose and change 
occupations. Though Williams associates 
Whitman’s decline with his later consorting 
with “capitalists” and Whitman himself in-
veighed against traditional social hierarchies 
of every sort, he recognized what the diver-
sity he celebrated owed to free exchange, free 
labor, and private investment. He gets up on 
his stilts when he thinks he must look beyond 
these energies to the transcendental.

Fifteen years after leaves of grass, 
Whitman’s Democratic Vistas an-
nounced a new religion of democracy, 

but already at mid-century he writes as one 
who expects to be credited with religious au-
thority. Williams is right to say the poetry in-
sists upon a devoted response. The Whitman 
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who appeals by simply displaying the activity 
of a commercial republic demands also assent 
to his improbable gospel. He is a redeemer, the 
Redeemer long awaited: 

Cycles ferried my cradle, rowing and
rowing like cheerful boatmen;

For room for me stars kept aside
in their own rings,

They sent influences to look after
what was to hold me.

Yet there is nothing that can hold him: “I 
am large. I contain multitudes.” We should 
not be put off by such apparent declarations 
of self-importance because Whitman’s “I” in-
cludes “you” (“I will accept nothing which all 
cannot have their counterpart of on the same 
terms”), as though imputing self-importance 
to the reader were not equally offensive, not 
to say ridiculous. 

I’m sure williams must grasp the tech-
niques of inversion combined with co-
optation Whitman employs to sustain his 

altitude. The former requires upending long 
established hierarchies: sometimes mere con-
ventions of propriety (“I wear my hat indoors 
or out”), often old but baseless assumptions 
(“it is as great to be a woman as to be a man”). 
Or Whitman assails better grounded tradi-
tions of worship (“Dirt and dung more admi-
rable than was dreamed / The supernatural of 
no account”), or subverts conventional moral-
ity (“What blurt is this about virtue and about 
vice?”). Or he levels the old inner subordina-
tion (“the soul is not more than the body”) or 
the outer (“nothing, not God, is greater to 
one than one’s self is”) so that no self seems to 
deserve ranking above another (“I do not call 
one greater and one smaller / That which fills 
its period and place is equal to any…”).

America’s Declaration of Independence as-
serted equality as a principle of justice among 
men. Whitman weakens the force of that 
principle by metaphysical dissipation. All that 
is is equal. Since he boasts of sexual appetites, 
shows contempt for “geldings,” and blesses 
procreation, he apparently retains something 
of the traditional estimate favoring living over 
non-living beings. He credits himself with 

“ jetting the stuff of far more arrogant repub-
lics.” But he disputes even the preference for 
life over death: “Has anyone supposed it lucky 
to have been born? / I hasten to inform him or 

her it is just as lucky to die.” So after all this 
confounding you must wonder, can Whitman 
stomach any discrimination? What about 
these “sacs merely floating with open mouths 
for any food to slip in” who trail in a list of 
those he summons to hear his good news? 
They presumably come in by imputed merit as 
do those “priests “and “puritans” whom Whit-
man assures “I do not despise….” In this sec-
tion of “Song of Myself,” Whitman co-opts, 
by professing to embrace, all religions. He 
extends his devotion promiscuously to the 
Catholic mass, Congregationalist meetings, 
Islamic prayer, to unspecified rites of Brahma 
and Buddha, and to participating in human 
sacrifice with Incas and Aztecs.

The co-opting does not surprise if we have 
followed Williams’s appreciation, because in 
acceptance the author again locates the right 
word for the disposition Whitman praises 
without any qualification: “I accept Time ab-
solutely…. I accept Reality and dare not ques-
tion it.” Of all the responses Whitman enjoins 
upon his reader, this one puzzles most. If we 
accept acceptance, or, for that matter if we 
do not, what follows either for time and real-
ity, or for us? Williams makes much of this 
inconsequential imperative: “Morally, what 
he teaches is to be accepting, to be generous, 
unselfish; to refuse to reject anyone else’s suf-
fering, or pain, or joy either; to not fear sex, to 
revel in it, all of it, every permutation of it; to 
desire desire.” And he accurately characterizes 
Whitman’s second tablet, prescribing conduct 
toward others: “He wants us not to be afraid 
of ourselves, even of our dark, darkest, most 
doubting selves. To know that the weak and 
poor and even the patently evil are equal to us 
by the sheer fact of their existence.”

The fact of existence seems a comprehen-
sive solvent. When confronting the unsympa-
thetic—“the only thing not equal to us is the 
mob, mindless and taunting”—some substi-
tuting of words might be required—from ac-
cepting to accounting. Yet even so, according 
to Williams, “He tells us to take even that 
into account, though, to take everything into 
account, to account for everyone and every-
thing we possibly can.”

Maybe we shouldn’t expect consistency in 
applying the principle of non-discrimination. 
Anyway, not selective enforcement but the 
project itself poses the more serious problem. 
As once understood, the equality principle 
permitted distinguishing justly. It excluded 

rationally indefensible distinctions so as to 
retain only such distinctions that could estab-
lish their rational grounds. Whitman seems 
to think rational distinctions a concession 
damaging to universal sympathy, and Wil-
liams appears to agree.

Williams recommends whitman as 
a moral teacher whom he believes 
bears comparison with Dante. He 

must mean no more than that Whitman re-
sembles Dante in the high degree of serious-
ness he attributes to his moral teaching. If 
Dante is anything he is discriminating. Un-
like Whitman, his poem of himself, the Divine 
Comedy, requires of himself as well as of his 
readers learning to love in proportion to the 
varying worth of the objects of love. Dante’s 
education depends upon making judgments 
in accord with several criteria applied with 
exactitude. An intelligible God, not self, pro-
vides the only acceptable standard. God’s 
creation reflects the splendor of its Creator in 
one place more, in another less. The soul de-
termines its salvation or damnation according 
to its success or failure in bringing its various 
loves into conformity with justice. Dante’s 
egalitarianism amounts to free will affording 
equal opportunity for unequal outcomes.

If Williams would give this difference be-
tween the two poets the weight it deserves he 
could better understand why Whitman, who 
announced himself spokesman for the com-
mon people, has never been popular. People 
pursuing occupations outside the academy—
whom Whitman said he preferred to the book-
ish who’ve proved almost his only readers—at-
tend to other pulpits, or none, because they are 
busy making their judgments, their discrimi-
nations. Whether decent, indifferent, or crimi-
nal, if they were coaxed to give Walt Whitman 
a hearing they would probably think him dis-
tant, impractical. For good or bad, judgment of 
good and bad must take precedence over other 
concerns because such judgments produce the 
most telling consequences. On firmer ground, 
Williams discerns Whitman’s kinship with 
Baudelaire, another people’s advocate unread 
by the people. Williams ought to have consid-
ered whether Whitman attempts to leverage 
extravagancies upon honestly acquired collat-
eral earned as poet of the street. 

 
John E. Alvis is professor of English at the Uni-
versity of Dallas.
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Essay by Thomas D. Klingenstein

A Golf Story

In his convocation address at the 
start of this school year, Barry Mills, the 
president of Bowdoin College, raised an 

important concern facing all elite liberal arts 
colleges, though he spoke specifically of his 
own school. A number of parents, he said, are 
unwilling to send their children to Bowdoin 
or to its sister schools because they are per-
ceived to be too liberal, too out of touch with 
mainstream America.

 To his credit, Mr. Mills acknowledged 
this concern as legitimate. Bowdoin, he said, 
would benefit from a greater “diversity of 
views,” though, as he candidly admitted, he 
was at a loss as to how to make it happen.

Perhaps I can help. He didn’t exactly ask 
for my help, but he inadvertently provided me 
with some clues to the answers that elude him 
when, near the beginning of his address, he 
told a golf story…about me. 

Mills’s story is meant to illustrate the gen-
eral problem of why certain conservative par-
ents are unwilling to support Bowdoin:

Then there was my day on the golf 
course a few weeks ago up north…. I 
was playing really well (at least, re-
ally well for me) and my partner in the 
match was very happy. At the tenth hole, 
I hit a fantastic drive that travels about 
220 yards. I’m about 180 yards from the 
green, and as I take my backswing with 
my six-iron, my opponent announces 
mid-swing:

“I would never support Bowdoin—
you are a ridiculous liberal school that 
brings all the wrong students to campus 
for all the wrong reasons.”

Zing! My shot goes directly sideways 
into the woods. I will spare you the golf 
details, but right in the middle of my 
next backswing, the guy declares:

“And I would never support Bowdoin 
or Williams (his alma mater) because of 
all your misplaced and misguided diver-
sity efforts.”

At this, I feel myself turning bright 
red. I swing wildly, nearly hitting my 
partner in the head with the ball as it 
squirted to the right. I lost the hole, but 
no worries, I’m a bit competitive and so 
was my partner. We won the match and 
the money. But I walked off the course 
in despair and with deep concern.

Not a very flattering portrait. Mr. Mills 
doesn’t mention my good name, so there’s no 
need to defend it. But it seems to me his ren-
dition of our conversation reveals something 
important about why he doesn’t have the 
answer to the lack of intellectual diversity at 
Bowdoin.

So i take the liberty and the trouble 
of correcting the record. Taking the 
most serious charge first, I did not in-

terrupt his back swing—not twice, not once. 
I made no reference to Bowdoin at all—much 

less the rather insulting remark attributed to 
me. 

The actual scene, as I recollect it, opens, 
pleasantly enough, on a golf course in Maine, 
where I played in a foursome that included Mr. 
Mills, whom I had never met. Over the first 
nine holes I learned, among other things, that 
he had taken up the game of golf as part of 
his fundraising duties, and that he had been a 
corporate lawyer and a Bowdoin trustee on a 
presidential search committee that eventually 
persuaded him to take the job. I don’t remem-
ber telling him much about myself, but, for the 
record, I am a Wall Streeter, a resident of the 
Upper West Side of Manhattan where I find 
plenty of opportunity to examine the work-
ings of the liberal mind, a philanthropist of 
moderate capacity with an interest primarily 
in issues of American identity, and a grateful, 
though parsimonious, alumnus of Williams 
College. 

This last item Mills apparently had learned 
elsewhere because on the tenth hole, he asked 
why it was that I did not give generously to 
my alma mater. I told him that Williams is, 
by my lights, too liberal. By way of example 
I explained my disapproval of “diversity” as 
it generally has been implemented on college 
campuses: too much celebration of racial and 
ethnic difference (particularly as it applies to 
blacks), and not enough celebration of our 
common American identity. I told him that I 
wholeheartedly support reaching out to those 
who have traditionally been excluded but 
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reflected his anger, not mine. He didn’t like my 
views, so he turned me into a backswing inter-
rupting, Bowdoin-hating boor who wants to 
return to the segregated days of Jim Crow.

Mills then warned his audience not to dis-
miss folks like this golfing “guy”: “My guess,” 
he said, “is that some among you think what 
I describe is a non-issue. It is my overreaction 
to this ‘Glenn Beck, Sarah Palin moment’ in 
our history.” I hardly need to observe that by 
making me a racist (or at the very least a buf-
foon) he did just what he warned his audience 
against: he dismissed me. Similarly, on the 
golf course he had dismissed Larry Summers, 
who had advanced a highly qualified, tentative 
suggestion based on solid (even if not airtight) 
evidence. Note also how he took for granted 
that the Tea Party (Palin and Beck) is noth-
ing more than a momentary aberration in an 
otherwise healthy republic. Would it be un-
charitable to suggest that, in a speech calling 
for more sensitivity to conservative views, he 
might have shown some? Overall, I take Mills’s 
golf tale to be a retraction of his stated desire 
to increase the diversity of views on campus. 
After all, how can Bowdoin reasonably be ex-
pected to accommodate the unsavory views of 
the unsporting jerk he described? Mills pro-
ceeded in this retracting fashion throughout 
his address: first saying that the lack of diver-
sity of views on campus is a problem, then on 
second thought concluding that it wasn’t re-
ally a problem after all. A few more examples 
will suffice.

At one point in his address he conceded 
that Bowdoin indeed is, “in the main,” lib-
eral. This, he admitted with what looks to 
be commendable directness, was borne out 
by a study of “elite liberal arts colleges” (he 
was mistaken about the study’s universe but 
no matter). If we assume that the categories 
used in the study (“liberal” and “conserva-
tive”) translate roughly into Democrat and 
Republican, then the most reasonable in-
ference from his presentation of the study 
is that about 30% of the Bowdoin faculty 
vote Republican. But after a bit of sleuth-
ing, I found that the actual figure is closer 
to 4%—making Bowdoin not “in the main” 
liberal but almost antiseptically so. Here 
again Mills acknowledged the problem of 
liberal bias but then issued a retraction. As 
an aside, I suspect that most alumni and par-
ents don’t realize just how much the college 
leans left. And I further suspect, here taking 
my cue from my upper west side friends, that 
even liberal Bowdoinites would regret such 
ideological uniformity, on the grounds that 
it deprived students of the intellectual diver-
sity necessary for the development of critical 
thinking.

that I prefer to call such outreach “inclusion” 
(not “diversity”). He pushed back some, mak-
ing clear that we were not, as they say, on the 
same page. But the exchange, which occurred 
between shots over a matter of perhaps two or 
three minutes, was all quite civil.

 In what I took as an attempt to find com-
mon ground, he then raised the controversy 
surrounding (former) Harvard president Lar-
ry Summers’s speculation that innate ability 
might explain at least part of the absence of 
women in the highest reaches of science and 
math. Mills seemed to expect me to agree 
that Summers deserved the public thrashing 
he received. I did not. I said that Summers 
deserved a respectful hearing. Mills force-
fully rejected this claim saying, in effect, that 
Summers’s contention was based on junk sci-
ence. Because his dismissive certainty did not 
encourage a reply, I moved the conversation 
to less contentious matters. The friendly golf 
game continued. That’s all there was to it.

Obviously, between mills’s dra-
matic account and my mundane one 
there is a chasm. Did he embellish 

for dramatic effect? Embellishment, I read-
ily concede, is a legitimate literary device. 
But even if the story were consciously embel-
lished, its meaning is not much changed: he 
merely told his Convocation audience what I 
effectively said. Did he make up the story out 
of whole cloth, using a detail or two from 
our golf encounter? Also fair play. But that 
wouldn’t change the essential meaning, either; 
it would only mean he was describing what he 
imagines conservatives like me say. For what I 
want to make of the story it makes no differ-
ence which is the case. (But whatever the case, 
he should get a better dialogue writer. Does 
anybody talk like that?)

He had me saying that Bowdoin “brings 
all the wrong students to campus for all 
the wrong reasons.” Who exactly are these 

“wrong students?” One can’t be absolutely 
positive, but in the context of a discussion on 
diversity the almost unavoidable conclusion 
is that the reference is to blacks and other 
minorities. I cannot quite fathom what he 
means by “all the wrong reasons,” but per-
haps the sentence can be translated: “you 
are a ridiculous liberal school that admits 
all these unqualified blacks based on quotas.” 
The second sentence, where he had me object-
ing to “misguided diversity efforts,” seems to 
point in the same direction. It appears that 
Mr. Mills’s Neanderthal golf opponent ob-
jects to so many blacks on campus. 

Mr. Mills confessed he was angry at what 
I said (he turned “bright red”). And the angry 
words he put into my mouth confirm it. They 
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sorry to have to report they are right out of 
Nussbaum’s playbook. There are any number 
of courses that deal with some group aspect 
of America, but virtually none that deals with 
America as a whole. For example, there is 
African-American history from 1619 to 1865 
and from 1865 to the present, but there is not 
a comparable sequence on America. Every 
course is social or cultural history that looks 
at the world through the prism of race, class, 
and gender. Even a course on the environment 
(offered in the history department) “examines 
the links between ecology and race, class, and 
gender.” Do Bowdoin alumni know their alma 
mater offers not one history course in Ameri-
can political, military, diplomatic, constitu-
tional, or intellectual history, and nothing at 
all on the American Founding or the Consti-
tution; that the one Civil War course is essen-
tially African-American history (it is offered 
also in Africana Studies); and that there are 
more courses on gay and lesbian subjects than 
on American history? Is it possible this is one 
reason why some conservatives are disinclined 
to send their children to Bowdoin? Mr. Mills 
did not inquire.

Though mills admitted he didn’t have 
any answers to the problem of liberal 
bias, he did offer an “idea”(as he put it), 

a rather obvious one at that: more conserva-
tive professors. (He didn’t actually say “con-
servative,” but clearly that’s what he meant.) 
But then he issued another of his retractions:

 
There should never be a time when we 
have a political litmus test for faculty or 
even inquire about political persuasion. 
In my view, this is simply not relevant to 
the intellectual enterprise of the College.

Yet deciding to hire more conservative pro-
fessors would be no more of a litmus test than 
deciding to hire, say, a social historian rather 
than a political one. And what could be more 

“relevant” than increasing intellectual diversity, 
arguably the most important thing on a cam-
pus that is committed to freeing young minds 
from prejudice and bias? Bowdoin had the 
resolve to diversify the campus racially. With 
similar resolve it could diversify the campus 
intellectually.

Mr. Mills does not have the answers to the 
problem of liberal bias at Bowdoin because he’s 
not really convinced there is a problem. When 
he summarily dismissed me, the Tea Party 
movement, and Larry Summers, or reflexively 
embraced Nussbaum, or grossly understated 
the number of liberal faculty at Bowdoin, he 
demonstrated an unwillingness to take seri-
ously the conservative perspective. This, I pro-
pose, is why he was unable to see any way to 
address the problem that he posed. 

I have been hard on Mr. Mills, but, I hope, 
justly hard. I have done it for a purpose: to en-
courage him and the Bowdoin family to take 
seriously their goal of increasing the diversity 
of views on campus. Mr. Mills really does 
deserve credit for raising the issue. Now he 
ought to follow through. I would like to offer 
a helping hand. I realize that Bowdoin doesn’t 
need my money or my advice (which I’m sure 
he’s heard enough of)—still I mean the offer 
most sincerely. 

Most of my conservative friends will, with 
good reason, doubt the efficacy of my effort. 
Most have decided that it’s impossible to 
correct the liberal tilt in the academy. Some, 
therefore, have decided to build and support 
conservative colleges. Perhaps that is the 
best we can do, but it is not ideal insofar as 
it seems to promote the notion that there can 
be no honest inquiry, no objective search for 
the truth. There are only warring perspectives, 
like warring news stations. 

Other conservatives have tried to influence 
the elite schools by giving money in exchange 
for a more conservative curriculum. Here 
too the urge is understandable, but are con-
servatives really comfortable endorsing the 
principle that he who has the gold controls 
the curriculum? For the sake of America and 
the liberal arts, elite colleges need to reform 
themselves. From the inside, led by those who 
understand that their right to speak freely 
implies my right to do so, and further under-
stand that our freedom, our very capacity for 
self government, depends, in significant part, 
on the liberal arts. 

Thomas D. Klingenstein is a principal in the in-
vestment firm of Cohen, Klingenstein, LLC and 
the chairman of the Board of Directors of the 
Claremont Institute.

Near the end of his address, Mills affirmed 
one of the purposes of a Bowdoin education: 

Let me be explicit that, in my view, a 
Bowdoin education is at the heart of 
this nation’s democratic traditions and 
central to our democratic future. We 
should reject with confidence any asser-
tion to the contrary.

I am pleased to say that I’m with him in 
thinking American college education ought to 
preserve “the nation’s democratic traditions.” 
But I reserve full-throated approval until I learn 
what he considers these to be. He says nothing 
in his own words, leaving it entirely to the influ-
ential Martha Nussbaum, a distinguished pro-
fessor in the University of Chicago’s Law School, 
Divinity School, and philosophy department, 
to speak for him. After quoting at length from 
her most recent book, he said, “Simply stated, 
this [referring to the Nussbaum quotes] is what 
a Bowdoin education is about—the preserva-
tion of our tenets of democracy.”

Having no detailed knowledge of Ms. Nuss-
baum, I read two of her books, including the 
one Mills cited, Not For Profit: Why Democ-
racy Needs the Humanities (2010). I found that 
she proposes radical surgery on the American 
republic. She would retain America’s politi-
cal superstructure, but remove its soul (i.e., its 
identity and character) because it is here that 
patriotism lives. And patriotism, according to 
Nussbaum, is the primary source of hatred and 
conflict in the world. She therefore insists that 
a person’s primary allegiance be not to America, 
but to the community of human beings. 

 Whatever the merits of her views, one 
would be hard pressed to characterize them 
as part of “our nation’s democratic traditions” 
or the “tenets of our democracy.” It seems that 
Professor Nussbaum, not The Federalist or 
Abraham Lincoln, is Bowdoin’s guide to the 
nation’s “democratic future.” Is it unreason-
able of me to doubt whether Mr. Mills really 
means what he says about increasing “the di-
versity of views” on campus? Is this not still 
another retraction?

Wanting to give him the benefit of the 
doubt (perhaps Mills was not all that famil-
iar with Nussbaum’s views), I took a look at 
Bowdoin’s American history offerings. I am 
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Essay by Diana Schaub

“Unfriending” Friendship

“Unfriend” was the 2009 word of 
the Year, a designation awarded by 
the New Oxford American Dic-

tionary. It is a verb that refers to the act of re-
moving someone as a “friend” on a social net-
working site such as Facebook. Just as you can 

“friend” people (add them to the list of those 
who can access your profile page), so, should 
you come to regret your promiscuous friend-
ing, you can “unfriend.” 

That certain friendships must be ended has 
always been a painful fact of life. Before the 
era of virtual friendship, however, the act of 
severance was rare enough that no such verb 
existed. Aristotle, who devoted two of the ten 
books of his Ethics to the moral complexities 
of friendship, discussed very sensitively the 
reasons that might necessitate ending one; 
being required to deaccession at Facebook’s 
5000-“friend” limit, or being bothered by a 
cyber-stalking “friend,” was not among them. 
Only in our day can a friendship be dissolved 
with a click—doubtless, the inevitable conse-
quence of forming friendships with a click.

When the language of friendship is in 
transition, you can be pretty sure that the 
experience of friendship is also. Of course, if 
pressed, most adults would admit that virtual 
friends are different from real friends. Real 
friends are fast friends (in the original sense 
of steadfast or firm), whereas virtual friends 

are fast friends in the manner of fast food: 
quick, cheap, and possibly unhealthy. The 

“friends” on social networks often include an 
array of close and not-so-close friends and 
family members; past and present acquain-
tances, co-workers, and neighbors; old flames 
and schoolmates; friends of friends, business 
contacts, fans, and admirers; and various join-
ers, stragglers, and strangers. To accustom 
oneself to calling this assemblage “friends”—
and then to pride oneself on augmenting and 
managing this human menagerie—debases 
the meaning of friendship. For young people 
especially, the way in which the technology of 
digital connection favors quantity over qual-
ity can profoundly dilute the special famil-
iarity of friendship. Ask a teenager how he 
defines the word “friend” and you may find 
that he doesn’t distinguish a friend from an 
acquaintance. 

The range in types of human connected-
ness has been contracted because there is 
now but one mode of recognition, misnamed 

“friending.” At the same time, those who have 
been “friended” are treated indiscriminately 
to the same degree of self-revelation, tending 
toward the inappropriately intimate. (As the 
phenomenon of “friends with benefits” shows, 
even the distinction between friend and lover 
has collapsed.) Thus, friendship is simultane-
ously defined down and broadened. The best 

word to capture both aspects of the transfor-
mation might be “leveling.” Friendship has 
gone from peak to plateau, or maybe from 
peak to plain.

To Befriend or Not to Befriend

Perhaps just as significant as this 
alteration in the terrain of human re-
lations is the loss of friendship’s moral 

content. There is a world of difference be-
tween the new verb “to friend” and the old 
verb “to befriend.” The latter required acting 
as a friend by extending help and care. The 
Oxford English Dictionary gives the follow-
ing instance of usage from 1559: “you may be-
friend my wretched soule with quicke dispatch 
in death”; and this one from 1867: “Persons…
who befriended the negro in his bondage.” At 
least for that span of 300 years, befriending 
another was a morally demanding commit-
ment that might entail risks and sacrifice, and 
certainly entailed action on behalf of someone 
else (which in turn required wisdom sufficient 
to know what would truly benefit another—
so, in that first instance, should you put your 
friend out of his death-bed misery?) Today’s 

“friending,” by contrast, is primarily a route 
to narcissistic self-display and absorption in 
the moody minutiae of daily life. “Friending” 
takes place onscreen; it involves the sharing of 
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pictures and words but does not depend on 
deeds. Moreover, even the exchange of words 
is limited to scrawling graffiti messages on a 

“wall” or “chatting” (there is no cyber-space 
for conversation). In “friending,” unlike “be-
friending,” you don’t actually have “to be” or 
behave as a friend; the “being” has been re-
moved from the relation. That may explain 
why young people seem to find it increasingly 
difficult to be fully present in face-to-face in-
teractions. Watch a group of college students 
dine together—they spend as much time tex-
ting absent friends as talking with those gath-
ered around them. Or ask a college admis-
sions director how many prospective students 
have the elementary social skill of making eye 
contact during an interview. 

Online networking, texting, and other 
forms of constant electronic connectivity 
have contributed to the decline of friendship, 
both in its deep form and in its more general 
form of “friendliness” (which is listed by Ar-
istotle as one of three virtues of association, 
along with truthfulness and wit.) These new 
media are not, however, the primary source 
of the problem. In fact, the unfriending of 
friendship has been going on for a very long 
time. The ancients took the phenomenon of 
friendship seriously, exploring its moral, in-
tellectual, and civic dimensions, but both 
Christian writers and modern philosophers 
have treated it slightingly, if at all. It’s easy to 
see why. The egalitarianism and universality 
of the Christian commandment to love all 
men renders the particularity and exclusiv-
ity of friendship suspect. A line-in-the-sand 
motto like “good to friends, harm to enemies” 
is hard to square with the Christian precept 
to love one’s enemies. Charity trumps friend-
ship. Today’s secular communitarians have 
revived this mistrust of friendship—in the 
process, of course, making it less a matter of 
individual conscience and more a matter of 
social engineering. As reported last year in 
the New York Times, schools and summer 
camps have started to discourage youngsters 
from becoming “best friends”—to the point 
of interventions by “friendship coaches” who 
take steps to separate the overly-attached, and 
instruct kids on how to be friends with every-
one. Inclusivity, not exclusivity, is the order of 
the day. The aim here is to discourage bullying 
and cliqueishness by disapproving of the pref-
erential association that is friendship. After 
all, friendship is discriminatory.

Meanwhile, the radically individualist 
strands of modern thought don’t offer any bet-
ter ground for friendship. If nature inclines us 
toward a war of every one against every one, 
as Thomas Hobbes argued, then friendship, 
strictly speaking, is nonexistent. Friendship 

is greeted not with disapproval but with dis-
belief. All friends are imaginary friends. It is 
enemies that are real. Of course, alliances can 
be constructed, but one shouldn’t mistake al-
lies for friends. It seems that modern thought 
either reduces human beings to solitary ego-
ists incapable of generous attachments (à la 
Hobbes), or it culminates in abstract and du-
tiful selflessness (à la Kant). Friendship falls 
into the chasm separating self-interest from 
idealism and, consequently, a large swath of 
life as actually lived goes unacknowledged 
and unexplained.

It’s true that marriage and family have also 
felt the ground shift beneath them. The seis-
mic shocks began centuries before the sexual 
revolution, with Locke and Montesquieu 
both making the case for no-fault divorce in 
opposition to Christianity’s sacramental view 
of marriage. At least since Rousseau, however, 
there have been liberal theorists attempting to 
bolster marriage (with injections of romance) 
and reconfigure the family from dynastic to 
democratic. Sex and blood are still recognized 
as the source of natural connections that can 
be fortified by morality and law. Across the 
spectrum, our public life is saturated with 
groups and policies concerned with the con-
ditions of family life: from Planned Parent-
hood to Focus on the Family, from AFDC 
(Aid to Families with Dependent Children) 
to Marriage Works, from “family values” to 

“gay marriage.” There is no comparable atten-
tion to the fate of friendship. Increasingly, the 
nuclear family absorbs all energy, leaving no 
truly independent space for either friendship 
or reflection on friendship. 

Because of this long philosophic neglect, 
our practice of friendship lacks a rich and de-
veloped language to sustain and inform it. Al-
though popular culture still offers us models of 
friendship (in the form of “buddy” movies and 
television shows like Seinfeld or Friends), those 
models, unfortunately but not surprisingly, are 
compounded of equal parts cynicism and sen-
timentality. The natural longing for friends is 
still present (even the anti-friendship counsel-
ors admit that kids prefer to pair up and have a 
best friend), but we must go back to the Greeks 
and Romans in search of materials for a recov-
ery of the art of friendship. 

Start with Aristotle

Plato, epicurus, cicero, and seneca 
all wrote about friendship, but Aristo-
tle is the place to start. Although not 

regarded as the most affable or approachable 
of writers, Aristotle does devote one fifth 
of his Nicomachean Ethics to an analysis of 
friendship, which is more space than he gives 

to the virtues of courage, moderation, and 
justice combined. What accounts for this 
privileged position? We perhaps get a clue 
when we realize that the only exhortation to 
virtue contained in the Ethics is for the sake 
of friendship. Aristotle says: “everyone should 
earnestly shun vice and try to be decent; for 
that is how someone will have a friendly re-
lation to himself and will become a friend to 
another.” Aristotle bids his audience be good 
so that they will be lovable—lovability being 
required for friendship with oneself (which 
is the proper, self-improving form of self-love 
as opposed to the self-indulgent form) and 
friendship with another (whose goodness is so 
dear that he becomes, in fact, a second self). 

Happily, the view that friends are good 
things is probably ineradicable. As Aristo-
tle said, “no one would choose to live without 
friends even if he had all the other goods.” 
But we tend to forget about the link between 
friendship and virtue which forms the basis 
of Aristotle’s entire discussion. He begins by 
stating that “friendship is a virtue, or involves 
virtue.” The first formulation—“friendship is 
a virtue”—points to the social virtue of ami-
cability (a generalized friendliness without 
special attachment that avoids the opposing 
vices of fawning and cantankerousness). The 
second formulation—that friendship involves 
virtue—is more interesting (and Aristotle 
spends the next 26 chapters elaborating its 
meaning). Since the Greek preposition is 
meta, a more literal translation would read: 

“friendship is with virtue.” Aristotle’s curious 
definition implies that friendship and virtue 
are themselves friends, for like friends, they 
are with one another. So, if you want to find 
friendship, look for virtue, and vice versa. 

Because friendship is linked to virtue, not 
every relation commonly called friendship is, 
in truth, friendship. Aristotle engages in a 
philosophic version of “unfriending”: gently, 
he sets out to correct his readers—a correc-
tion necessary in every era, but especially ours. 
Friendships premised on mutual utility, an ex-
ceedingly prevalent form of human connection, 
turn out to be seriously deficient—limited 
both in scope and duration. Since the friends 
value each other on account of something in-
cidental, the friendship is truly co-incidental. 
It was formed because the two happened to 
be of use to one another and it remains depen-
dent upon continued usefulness. These are 
implicitly contractual partnerships, more like 
ephemeral alliances than real friendships. In 
more explicitly profit-driven settings (a com-
mercial transaction, for instance), individuals 
are upfront about using people for their own 
ends. However, problems arise in friend-
ships of utility since the friends disguise the 
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pleasure) that real friendship requires some 
modicum of virtue: a friend puts the wel-
fare of his friend first; a friend has the cour-
age to speak up when a friend intends to do 
something wrong or stupid; a friend has the 
forethought and self-control to be the desig-
nated non-drinker for the evening (although 
this solution does risk introducing a dispro-
portionate element of sobriety into the shared 
experience) or, even better, to call a cab. Par-
ents also are aware of the linkage. They worry 
about who their kids’ friends are. They sense 
that friendship, particularly in the formative 
years, is a school either of virtue or vice. They 
want friends for their children who will help 
keep them on track (for most middle-class 
parents that means college-bound). While the 
kids focus on pleasure, the parents focus on 
virtue. Unfortunately, I think, they tend to re-
duce virtue to its utility (forgetting its beauty). 
When a parent says, “I’m not sure he’s a good 
friend for you,” he risks conveying the message 
that friends should be chosen in a calculative 
way on the basis of their usefulness to us. The 

There is, however, a lesser, political version of 
friendship that Aristotle recommends, called 

“concord” or “like-mindedness” (homonoia). 
American history offers dramatic instances 

of what homonoia can mean for national life—
both in its salutary presence and its disastrous 
absence. The United States began with a dec-
laration of what its citizens were agreed on: 

“We hold these truths….” That revolutionary 
like-mindedness went deep enough that the 
proponents of independence were prepared 
to support it with active friendship: “we mu-
tually pledge to each other our Lives, our 
Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.” They did 
not pledge themselves each separately to in-
dependence, but rather pledged themselves 
to one another in support of independence. 
Underpinning the cause of national indepen-
dence were bonds of blood brotherhood. Not 
all countries have been as explicit about their 
creed, but Aristotle implies that some notion 
of shared standards and beliefs is necessary 
in every political community—the happen-
stance of shared location or the utility of com-
mercial alliance is not sufficient. 

Since the Civil War (itself evidence of a pro-
found collapse in homonoia), race relations in 
the United States have shown the needfulness 
of civic affection. At issue has been not simply 
justice (“let justice roll down like waters”) but 
the less thunderous, more delicate matter of 

“concord.” How can concord be achieved be-
tween the descendants of a race once masters 
and the descendants of a race once enslaved? 
As Frederick Douglass put the question:

Can the white and colored people of 
this country be blended into a common 
nationality, and enjoy together, in the 
same country, under the same flag, the 
inestimable blessings of life, liberty and 
the pursuit of happiness, as neighborly 
citizens of a common country?

Douglass emphatically believed the answer 
was yes, but he was under no illusions about 
the main difficulty: progress in racial accord 
requires virtues of character (those qualities 
that are intrinsically loveable) in both blacks 
and whites. 

Turning from citizenship to those nearer 
and dearer, Aristotle shows the family to be 
the indispensable nursery of friendship (and 
thus virtue), but his account is certainly not 
sentimental. He is fully aware of the tensions 
and limits of familial friendship, rooted as it is 
in the indigence of embodied life. He identi-
fies the procreative love of the parents for the 
child as the foundation of all other domes-
tic affections. Because he is theirs, a child is 
loved before he has shown himself to be love-

Only in our day can a 
friendship be dissolved 

with a click.

parent is encouraging the child to shift from 
friendships of pleasure to friendships of utility 
(a demotion), rather than preparing the child 
to be drawn to a higher conception of friend-
ship. If the parent indicates that he thinks of 
the other child in terms of his use value to 
his own child, then he has failed to focus on 
friendship as a matter of giving, or on virtue 
as loveable. No wonder young people so rarely 
listen to the admonitions of their morally flat-
footed elders.

Citizens and Families

Aristotle has instructive things 
to say about friendship at the very 
different levels of the city, the family, 

and the self. As he writes, “friendship would 
seem to hold cities together, and legislators 
would seem to be more concerned about it 
than about justice.” Still, despite the advan-
tages of citizen-friendship, Aristotle endorses 
only a moderate form of political fraternity 
or comradeship. Friends may indeed share all 
(or nearly all) things in common, but citizens 
cannot, and should not, be expected to do 
the same. Aristotle is a critic of the commu-
nistic attempt to institutionalize and extend 
intimacy. Friendship proper is found in pairs. 

fact that they are more interested in getting 
than giving. Suspicion and recrimination are 
endemic to such friendships. I have heard of 
youngsters with dirt bikes who prefer not to 
get the bikes out when bike-less friends visit, 
not because they don’t like to share, but be-
cause they worry that their friends might be 
friends of convenience only. Sensitive young-
sters don’t want to tempt others into confirm-
ing their suspicions. Along with the opportu-
nistic of all ages, it is the old (intent on gain or 
perhaps simply survival) who are most given 
to friendships of utility. 

More typical of the innocent young are 
friendships of pleasure. They are play-mates. 
These ready friendships receive a mixed re-
view from Aristotle. He doesn’t dismiss plea-
sure—even in friendships founded on virtue, 
the friends must take pleasure in one another 
and in their shared pursuits. Because friend-
ships of pleasure are characterized by equal 
sharing, they are closer to real friendship 
than are the disproportionate relations based 
on utility. Nonetheless, they too are defec-
tive. Such friendships are morally indifferent. 
One’s favorite tennis partner might well be a 
less-than-stellar individual. In friendships of 
pleasure, good and bad folks mix indiscrimi-
nately, but not durably; their friendships are 
as fleeting as pleasure itself. Thus, less-than-
virtuous individuals could share in the plea-
sure of a crime spree and then promptly rat 
each other out when the police end the fun. 
Among the young, sympathetic intensity 
makes friends inseparable, until, of course, a 
few days later when they have bitterly fallen 
out. The unreliability of such friendships is 
captured in another of today’s clever neolo-
gisms: frenemy (the older, less concise ver-
sion was “with friends like that, who needs 
enemies”). 

It turns out that only the friendship of vir-
tuous individuals, for whom the motive for 
loving is recognition of each other’s goodness, 
can unqualifiedly be called friendship. Such 
friends love essentially, that is, for the friend’s 
sake. As a result, their friendship is as perma-
nent as goodness itself. Although they do not 
associate with one another on the basis of ei-
ther pleasure or utility, they are of course both 
a delight and a service to one another. Those 
advantages follow the friendship, however, 
rather than prompt it. Aristotle admits, in-
deed insists, that friendship in this authentic 
and superlative sense is rare. 

One can still find glimmerings of this 
link between virtue and friendship in the 
popular understanding. Take the public ser-
vice message: “Friends don’t let friends drive 
drunk.” Here the state, channeling Aristo-
tle, reminds drinking-buddies (friendships of 
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comes a teaching about the life of contem-
plation. Of course, all friends discuss their 
common pursuits, be they card-playing and 
carousing or bicycling and business ventures; 
however, that talk, if not exactly extraneous 
to the activities that constitute their life to-
gether, is nonetheless not identical to those 
activities. One talks of tennis when not play-
ing tennis. With philosophy, however, con-
versation is not a second best activity. There 
is no loss of thought in speaking thoughts, as 
there is a loss of tennis in speaking of tennis. 
Since thought is furthered by its expression, 
friendly philosophic activity is uniquely self-
sufficient. Moreover, the common object of 
philosophic friends—the truth—is perfectly 
shareable, in other words, shareable not by 
apportionment, but by communication. As 
a result, the philosophic love of oneself as 
mind is compatible with perfect friendship; 
cooperation replaces rivalry. 

Now, this might seem too pie-in-the-sky, 
as if the only real friendships were those 
within and between the rarefied minds of 
Plato and Aristotle. Rarefied it may be, but 
relevant nonetheless, for it has been the 
modern demotion of reason—reconfiguring 
the self so there is no higher and lower—that 
has pulled the rug out from under friend-
ship. The restoration of friendship depends 
on a renewed sense of ourselves as rational 
beings. We need the notion of a justifiable 
and sublime self-love. We need the concept 
of best friends. We need the understanding 
that friendship both requires and contrib-
utes to virtue. We need an appreciation of 
the incomplete friendships proper to cer-
tain settings, especially the like-mindedness 
of fellow citizens. Above all, we need to 
start thinking and talking about friendship 
again—preferably with a few friends. 

Diana Schaub is professor of political science at 
Loyola University, Maryland, and a member 
of the Hoover Institution’s Jill and Boyd Smith 
Task Force on the Virtues of a Free Society. 

able; indeed, he is loved before he has shown 
himself at all. Yet even when the child comes 
to take an active part in the relationship, loving 
his parents and honoring the goodness of his 
birth and their care, the parents’ love continues 
stronger, partly because the child’s parentage 
is known with greater certainty by the parents 
(particularly the mother) than by the child, and 
partly because of parental possessiveness—the 
parents feel the child’s belongingness, whereas 
the child, though acknowledging his origins, 
must yet feel his individuality. Thus, the stage 
is set for the problem of competing loyalties: 
how much allegiance is due to the sources of 
one’s being and how much to other formative 
influences (teachers and fatherland) or simply 
to what is sovereign in one’s soul? Decorously, 
Aristotle hints at the likely conflicts between 
what is by blood (the voice of tradition) and 
what is best (the voice of reason), between filial 
piety and philosophy. 

Your Own Best Friend

Can you be a friend to yourself? with 
this intriguing question Aristotle en-
ters the deepest realms of friendship. 

How should we regard self-love? Aren’t the 
lovers of self “selfish” and thus debarred from 
either loving or being loved by others? Aris-
totle begins from the common opinion which 
holds that to be selfish is reprehensible. A bad 
man is self-serving, whereas a good man—
dedicated to others: family, friends, and coun-
try—is self-sacrificing. Aristotle, however, 
shows that this common opinion fails to grasp 
something important: the good man is in fact 
a great self-lover. While the good man gives 
unsparingly of those things that most people 
overvalue (money, honors, and even life itself), 
he takes for himself the larger share of nobil-
ity. Aristotle knows that “for himself most of 
all, each wishes good things”; the only differ-
ence is that the good man, unlike the rest of 
us, knows what the truly good things are. As 
a result, “the good man is of one mind with 

himself and desires the same things with his 
whole soul.” By contrast, base men “are at vari-
ance with themselves and have appetite for 
one thing and wish for another.” 

Friendship with oneself is possible only 
because the self is composed of parts—
parts inclined toward disordered cacophony. 
Friendship within brings harmony to our self-
division, achieving a psychic version of like-
mindedness. With our whole soul—our com-
posite or synergic self—we ought to love and 
obey what is highest in us: the ruling element 
of mind. We still have some perception of this 
today, for we say things like: “Do yourself a 
favor, stop…[lying, cheating, stealing]” and if 
the wrongdoer doesn’t take our advice we say, 

“He is his own worst enemy.”
Aristotle presents two main types of 

mindful self-love. The first is the man of 
practical reason who orients himself toward 
noble deeds (great statesmen and benefactors 
would be examples). The second is the man 
whose activity is the exercise of mind simply: 
the philosopher who aims not at the beau-
tiful or noble, but the true. For both, self-
friendship is the original—the well-spring 
and standard—of all friendship. Friendship 
with another is possible because “a friend is 
another self ” who further repairs our self-di-
vision by keeping us morally and intellectual-
ly energized. The spectacle of a good friend’s 
beneficence is pleasing to a man who likes to 
do well himself and a spur to his own virtu-
ous activity. There can by an element of good-
natured rivalry in philanthropic activity, like 
Bill Gates and Warren Buffet competing to 
see who can give away the largest chunk of 
his fortune. 

The thinker, meanwhile, is aided not by 
the sight of a friend’s noble deeds, but by 
speech shared with a friend. For Aristotle, 
the friendship nonpareil consists in synaist-
hanesthai, a consciousness of one another’s 
existence achieved by living together and 
sharing in speech and thought. At its peak, 
Aristotle’s teaching about friendship be-
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The Ultimate Social Network

cambridge, ma, march 15, 2014—Noh Hao, at 
25 the social media’s youngest—and first female—
multibillionaire, explains her meteoric success in 
an exclusive interview with Martha Bayles.

“Meet me at the harvard square 
Peet’s!” The suggestion evokes a 
legend. Only three years ago, Hao 

was sipping chai in that same Peet’s when she 
got the idea for Bod-E, the ultra-hot social 
networking site that recently topped Google, 
Facebook, and Twitter in user volume and 
revenue. On Monday Bod-E rocked global 
markets by gaining access to China, using the 
same sales pitch that had helped it penetrate 
Burma (Myanmar), North Korea, Belarus, 
and the military dictatorships of Egypt, Iran, 
and the Persian Gulf Republic. According to 
SeeNoEvil.com, the essence of that pitch is: 
Bod-E means stability.

Breathless from dodging traffic, Hao ar-
rives and settles into her favorite corner. Asked 
to describe her Eureka moment, she says,

I was sitting right here, reading Sherry 
Turkle’s Alone Together, when I was 
struck by the line: “Today, our machine 
dream is to be never alone but always in 
control.” Glancing up from my Kindle, 
I realized that wi-fi cafés speak to the 
same dream. In that crowded space, no 
one was talking, except for an older cou-
ple in the corner. People were alone, en-
grossed in their laptops, smart phones, 
and tablets. Yet they seemed content, 
even happy. I wondered: if our online 
lives are so satisfying, why do we bother 
to cram into Peet’s and Starbuck’s? Why 
don’t we just stay home?

Hao majored in math and cello at Harvard, 
so while her intellect tackled the problem, her 
ears attuned themselves to the atmosphere 
in Peet’s. The answer, when it came, was em-
barrassingly obvious. Human beings crave the 

physical presence of other human beings. “When 
Twitter first took off,” she explains, “no one 
could figure out why it was so addictive.” By 
one measure, more than 40% of all Tweets 
were “pointless babble”—or, in the words of 
Twitter founder Jack Dorsey, “short bursts 
of inconsequential information.” Over time, 
it became clear that what mattered were not 
the individual Tweets (micro-messages of 140 
characters or less) but the constant flow. “It 
was comforting,” says Hao. “Like being sur-
rounded by the people you care about.”

In Peet’s, one is surrounded by strangers. 
And it is definitely not the custom to strike 
up conversations. But the strangers serve 
a purpose: they produce a steady stream of 
bodily noises—breathing, digestion, rus-
tlings, bustlings, sub-vocal burblings—that, 
combined with the flow of micro-messages on 
one’s screen, create the tranquil mental state 
described variously as “co-presence,” “pe-
ripheral awareness,” and “ambient intimacy.” 

“Think of a cave,” says Hao. 

For thousands of years, caves were the 
only safe place for humans. And the best 
times were when nobody was hungry or 
fighting; everybody was just hanging 
out, full of food and warmed by the fire, 
watching the shadows on the wall. No-
body felt lonely, but nobody felt hassled, 
either. That’s the state re-created by 
Bod-E.

Bod-E’s chief innovation was to introduce 
a radically different data stream that, rather 
than compete with the glut of online text, im-
ages, video, and music, simply flows under-
neath it. “Advertisers talk about ‘top-of-the-
mind awareness,’” explains Hao,

but Bod-E provides bottom-of-the-mind 
connectedness. A continuous non-verbal, 
non-visual flow of sound between us and 
our friends, evoking the feeling of being 

together in the same physical space. It’s 
better than Peet’s, because the sounds 
are produced by bodies we care about.

To join bod-e, the user subscribes on-
line, then buys a ChipKit consisting of 
six tiny transmitters and two receptors, 

all attachable to jewelry or embeddable in the 
skin. The transmitters, typically placed at the 
neck, chest, and abdomen, pick up the user’s 
bodily noises, called Emits, and combine them 
into the Outflo stream. The receptors, located 
in or around the user’s ears, import the Inflo 
stream—a blend of Emits received from the 
user’s ComZon (short for “comfort zone”), a 
select group of individuals similar to Facebook 
Friends. There are several different Inflo set-
tings, depending on user preference. For ex-
ample, the PHW setting, popular with the 
young male demographic, allows users to en-
joy the sound of their friends breaking wind.

Asked for the secret of Bod-E’s success, 
Hao smiles: “Timing. When we introduced 
the prototype in the fall of 2012, people went 
crazy, because it was seen as the cure for ev-
erything that was wrong with the social me-
dia, from the Other People Problem to the 
User Overload Problem.”

Regarding the first, Hao recalls,

The Other People Problem didn’t exist 
in the days of the old-fashioned land-
line telephone. You could avoid calls 
by not picking up, or by telling callers 
you’d been out. Then came the answer-
ing machine and caller ID, which made 
it harder to cook up excuses. The last 
straw was the cell phone. Suddenly you 
were at the mercy of everybody, from 
parents to bosses to old flames, who felt 
like calling and making inappropriate 
demands. To escape, people began for-
getting to charge their cell phones or 
just plain losing them. Email, instant 
messaging, and texting came as a relief, 
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targets no longer own telephones, these 
people occasionally resort to Emots. But 
the automated response doesn’t satisfy 
them. Back when we had Baby Boom-
ers in our focus groups, one grey-haired 
gentleman complained, “When my wife 
died, I wanted to talk to our son.”

Needless to say, bod-e is not de-
signed for the elderly consumer. Or 
for the type of foreign activist who 

made Facebook and Twitter famous in 2011. 
Most of those people have either disappeared 
or accepted lucrative posts in their countries’ 
new military dictatorships. The remnant who 
still agitate for democracy have little use for 
Bod-E, with its focus on non-verbal, non-
visual communication. To Hao, this poses a 
marketing challenge. To idealistic Americans, 
the most effective approach is to depict bodily 
noises as the universal language. “No Transla-
tion Needed,” reads one popular ad. But to at-
tract young consumers in the world’s growing 
number of anti-democratic regimes, requires 
a different approach.

Here Hao credits her first big investor and 
now friend, Solon Tentakles, CEO of the Oc-
topus Group.

It was Sol who figured out what was 
going on in the overseas youth market. 
The elation is gone. The democracy 
movements are dead, and people are 
back to being cynical, doing whatever it 
takes to survive. But there’s also a huge 
nostalgia for the spirit of Tahrir Square. 
So we put together an ad campaign that 
focuses on the purely physical side of 
what happened, the excitement of be-
ing together with all those other peo-
ple. We tracked a compilation Bod-E 
stream over “Sout Al Horeya,” the song 
by Egyptian pop star Amir Eid that be-
came a sort of anthem. The title means 

“I’m not turning around,” which obvi-
ously taps into the nostalgia. Or maybe 
it speaks to the fantasy that the move-
ment made a difference. Either way, our 
subscription rate shot up.

Hao would not discuss the company’s ap-
proach to China. And asked about the per-
centage of profit that would go to the PRC 
government, she demurred. But on the basic 
fact of Bod-E’s acceptability to repressive re-
gimes, she concedes no moral ground. “After 
the counter-revolutions of 2011–12, all West-
ern social media were banned in China, Egypt, 
Iran, and the Persian Gulf Republic,” she 
points out. “But all those companies—Google, 
Facebook, Twitter, and the rest—were so des-
perate to get back in, they knuckled under and 

nounced she was going off Twitter, and other 
celebrities followed suit. This movement, 
dubbed Cut the Connection, made headlines 
for a while, but as Hao notes, “Most non-ce-
lebrities couldn’t do it. The human need for 
attention is just too strong.”

Clearly, the Other People Problem and 
the User Overload Problem were intertwined. 
Bod-E solved them both with a single bril-
liant invention: the Emot, a type of Emit that 
expresses the kinds of emotion—need, pain, 
disappointment, sorrow—that make us seek 
the comfort of others. When asked about the 
ensuing controversy, Hao laughs. “It was in-
sane. Some blogger at Wired freaked out and 
began posting flaming denunciations of me 
for giving women a new way to whine to men. 
It was so sexist. Thousands of users cancelled 
before we could get the word out that the 
Emot doesn’t require a response, the response 
is automated.”

The automated emot response was 
the brainchild of Hao’s techie boyfriend, 
Yuri Ality. “When we introduced the 

Emot,” Hao recalls,

we assumed users would want to pro-
duce their own comfort sounds—you 
know, coos, clucks, and “there-theres” [a 
rare violation of Bod-E’s non-verbal rule]. 
But we got a lot of complaints. Some 
people wanted all the Emots filtered 
out of their Inflo. Others liked the idea 
of sending comfort sounds but found it 
a hassle to produce them in the middle 
of their busy day. So Yuri tweaked the 
receptors to respond to each incoming 
Emot by uploading a comfort sound 
from the user’s own archive and adding 
it to the user’s Outflo. We weren’t sure 
how people would react, because the sys-
tem doesn’t flag the individual origin of 
each Emot and comfort sound. But peo-
ple loved it, because the principle is really 
beautiful: the amount of pain circulating 
in a given ComZon is always matched by 
the equivalent amount of sympathy.

The Emot system remains controversial, 
but as Hao remarks,

Today most of the critics are older fami-
ly members and non-adaptors who cling 
to the notion that every cry for help 
deserves a real-time, personal response. 
Many of these individuals still use the 
telephone, which means they are ac-
customed to an intolerably high level of 
emotional expression conveyed by spo-
ken language. When their calls are not 
returned, or increasingly, when their 
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because they let you control the process, 
shaping your outgoing messages and fil-
tering your incoming ones.

Facebook and Twitter proved even more 
popular, because in addition to insulating the 
user from the annoying tug of friends’ and 
family’s demands, they catered to the user’s 
own craving for attention. The one-to-one 
message gave way to the one-to-many broad-
cast, as users devoted lavish amounts of time 
to updating an ever-increasing flow of person-
al micro-messages. On the receiving end, the 
unintended consequence of all this attention-
getting behavior was the User Overload Prob-
lem, as the incoming flow became a tsunami.

Despite a popular film about Facebook and 
headlines congratulating Twitter for its role in 
the Middle East revolts, a backlash began to 
form in 2011. “Twitter hate is the new black,” 
quipped one prominent blogger. Experts like 
Turkle confirmed what the public already sus-
pected: social media were distorting social 
life, not to mention family life. Horror stories 
abounded: the teenager who starved to death 
in her room, obsessing over which headband 
to wear in her Facebook profile photo; the fa-
ther who ran over his toddler while scrolling 
through his BlackBerry; the priest who was 
caught sending text messages while adminis-
tering the last rites. In early 2012 Oprah an-
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signed Charter 2013,” the Beijing-sponsored 
document that openly rejects the American 
definition of freedom and democracy, and 
states that each nation has the right to define 
these ideals according to its own unique civi-
lizational characteristics. “Say what you will 
about Bod-E,” Hao exclaims, “we never signed 
that document!”

It’s impossible to predict the future, 
but one thing is certain. The same apoliti-
cal content that makes Bod-E acceptable 

to police states also makes it useless to them. 
Amid the giddy atmosphere surrounding the 
Facebook and Twitter revolutions of 2011, a 
few voices sounded a more somber note. One 
such was Evgeny Morozov, the Belarusian-
American author of The Net Delusion, a book 
chronicling how state security services from 
Central Europe to North Korea use social 
media to gather information about dissidents. 
Since then, it has become all too evident that 
such information can also be used to crush 
democracy movements.

In America, Morozov’s message resonates 
mainly with cyber-libertarians concerned 
about having their privacy violated by adver-
tisers—as in the case of Facebook selling user 
data to marketers. This may sound trivial by 
comparison, but it must have looked pretty 
serious to Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg in 
August 2012, when the company’s Palo Alto 
headquarters was the target of a massive pro-
privacy “nude-in” that, according to the Wall 
Street Journal, started the exodus of advertis-
ers that led to the company’s near collapse.

In both foreign and domestic markets, 
Bod-E refuses, for obvious reasons, to include 
ads in its content stream. Instead, it earns all 

its revenue from its website, a decision based 
on the Facebook experience. In 2011 it be-
came clear that Facebook users were ignor-
ing the ads on the right of every page, being 
much more interested in the personal infor-
mation elsewhere. Indeed, the only ads people 
watched were the ones they had to watch in 
order to access videos posted by friends. By 
the same token, users were found to spend 
much more time editing their own profiles 
than visiting the pages of others.

“We put all this together,” say Hao,

under a concept we borrowed from Freud: 
“the narcissism of small differences.” We 
call it “the vanity of small differences,” 
and use it to remind ourselves that hu-
man beings are primarily concerned with 
their self-presentation, even when it’s just 
a mix of bodily noises that, from an objec-
tive standpoint, sounds no different from 
a million other people’s. Our users spend 
hours fiddling with their Outflo settings, 
and we charge them by the minute. We 
also make them watch a commercial ev-
ery time they access their account. If only 
Zuckerberg had figured that out, he’d 
still be wearing his shirt!

How will the vanity of small differences 
play out in the vast new markets that Bod-E 
is now poised to enter? Hao’s tone is upbeat. 

“You can’t use Bod-E to organize a protest 
march,” she concedes. “But by helping the 
world’s young people to focus on themselves 
more than others, we will, I think, be teaching 
them something essential about the Ameri-
can way of life. Let me give you an example.” 
Blushing slightly, she divulges a big secret, one 

that may alter forever the way people judge 
the political relevance of Bod-E.

The most popular Inflo setting is OHH, 
which selects for the panting and moaning 
sounds of women having orgasms. This sur-
prised us, because we expected people to turn 
off their transmitters when having sex. But 
they don’t. Especially younger users—they 
seem to have no problem sharing this unique 
dimension of their personality. Anyway, we 
didn’t see the significance of OHH, apart 
from the obvious marketing angle, till we got 
a call from the new Under Secretary of State 
for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs, Ste-
fani Germanotta.

Blushing again, Hao confides that Ger-
manotta “sounded so serious and scholarly, we 
never would have guessed we were speaking to 
the former Lady Gaga!”

What did the under secretary want?

Well, here’s the amazing part. She 
wanted to know if there was some way 
we could create a compilation OHH 
stream that could be beamed directly 
into the ears of every young person on 
the planet. That would require full glob-
al penetration, which suits us, of course. 
But it’s not just a question of self-inter-
est. We’d also be doing something for 
America. The Under Secretary says this 
would give a huge boost to the State De-
partment’s new Erotic Liberation Agen-
da, a public-private partnership that 
pinpoints the erotic oppression of Mus-
lim girls, women, and LGBT individu-
als. We’re meeting with her next week, 
and if things work out, who knows? The 
next revolution could belong to Bod-E!
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The Common Defense

From the president on down through his secretary of defense, 
the service secretaries, and a cast of generals whose decorations 
would choke an alpine meadow with color, we are told that further 

reductions in American military power are warranted and unavoidable. 
This view is supported by the Left, the Right that unwisely fears account-
ing more than war, by most of the press, the academy, and perhaps a ma-
jority of Americans—and it is demonstrably and dangerously wrong.

We are told, based upon nothing and ignoring the cautionary ex-
ample of the Second World War, that we will never face two major en-
emies at once. We are told, despite the orders of battle of our potential 
adversaries and the fact that our response to insurgency has been pri-
marily conventional, that the era of conventional warfare is over. And 
we are told that we can rest easy because military spending is an accu-
rate index of military power, and we spend as much as the next however 
many nations combined.

But this takes no account of the nature of our commitments, the fad-
ing contributions of our allies, geography, this nation’s size and that of its 
economy, conscription or its absence, purchasing power parity, exchange 
rate distortions, the military trajectories of our rivals individually or in 
combination, and the masking effects of off-budget outlays and occult 
expenditures. Though military spending comparisons are of lesser utility 
than assessing actual capabilities, they are useful, nonetheless, for deter-
mining a country’s progress relative to itself.

From 1940 to 2000, average annual American defense expenditure was 
8.5% of GDP; in war and mobilization years, 13.3%; under Democratic ad-
ministrations, 9.4%; under Republican, 7.3%; and, most significantly, in the 
years of peace, 5.7%. Now we spend 4.6%, but, less purely operational war 
costs, 3.8% of GDP. That is, 66% of the traditional peacetime outlays. We 
have been, and we are, steadily disarming even as we are at war.

As in the 1930s, the economy is the supposedly humanitarian excuse 
for reducing the military, although the endless miseries of the world will 
not be alleviated if due to an imbalance of power great and little wars 
rage across it. When Rahm Emanuel fled the White House on his way 
to torment Chicago, he thanked the president for being “the toughest 
leader any country could ask for in the toughest times any president has ever 
faced” (emphasis mine). One cringes to think how this pronouncement 
would strike Madison as the capital burned, Lincoln in the years of civil 
war, Wilson during World War I and the influenza epidemic, and FDR 
through the Depression and the Second World War. 

Otherwise, how accurate was Mr. Emanuel? In 1929, GDP was $103 
billion, in 1933, $55 billion; a decline of 46%. In 2007, GDP was $14.061 
trillion, in 2010, $14.870 trillion; an increase. Adjusted for inflation it 
was a decline, but of only one quarter of 1%. Nominal unemployment in 
1929 was 3.2%, in 1933, with no safety nets, 25.2%. Nominal unemploy-
ment today is 9.6%.

At West Point last summer, President Obama said, commandingly, 
“[A]t no time in human history has a nation of diminished economic vital-
ity maintained its military and political primacy.” Except of course the 
United States, the very country of which he is president, which despite the 
most severe diminution of economic vitality in its history—twelve years, 
the economy cut in half—became the arsenal of democracy, sustained 
Britain and Russia, swept the seas clear of opposition, freed most of Eu-
rope, and conquered Japan—in the greatest war ever known. 

The president’s point was that despite whatever dangers we may face, 
the military must wait for the economy. But this is not so. Rather than 
dragging the economy down, putting the country on a war footing in 
1940 revived it. Rearmament was a super-potent organizing principle and 
engine of production. Average GDP from 1931 to 1940 was $77.5 billion, 
and average unemployment 19%. By 1944, GDP had increased 271%, to 
$210 billion, unemployment had dropped to 1.2%, and real disposable 
personal income had more than doubled, despite the fact that by 1945 
the country was spending just under 40% of GDP, and 86% of the Fed-
eral budget, on defense, at a time when marginal discretionary income 
was almost non-existent. And subsequently the war debt was retired with 
relative ease even as we enabled the rebuilding of Europe and defended it 
for half a century. 

What does this tell us about defense spending? it tells us 
not only that it is not a poison, it can be an elixir. It tells us 
that it should proceed, therefore, not according to an ahistori-

cal false premise, but in line with what is actually required to defend the 
United States. It tells us that, entirely independent of economic consid-
erations, although not a dime should be appropriated to the military if 
it is not necessary, not a dime should be withheld if it is. The proof of 
this, so often and so tragically forgotten, is that the costs of providing an 
undauntable defense, whatever they may be, pale before blood and defeat. 
As for gauging necessity, we will have to deal with the rise of China, the 
slowly growing power of Russia, and the nuclearization of fanatic regimes, 
and even now we are not doing very well.

The strange, suicidal conviction now fashionable among the elite is that 
the customary vast reserves of power with which America maneuvers in 
the international system and, in extremis, wields in its defense, have be-
come irrelevant to security and detrimental to the economy. All across 
the country, children are growing up who in the fire next time may pay for 
this prejudice with their lives. For a nation that has lost the unapologetic 
drive to defend itself cannot escape the consequences no matter how deft 
its self-deceptions or the extent to which, in contradiction of history and 
fact, error is ratified by common belief. 

What argument, what savings, what economy can possibly offset the 
costs and heartbreak of a war undeterred or a war lost?
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“Read this book—and profit.”
—Rich Lowry, National Review 
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