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from the editor’s desk

Promises, Promises
by Charles R. Kesler

Out of the mouths of babes, and pirates, can come wisdom. 
The pirate in this case is the Pirate Captain, as he’s called, bril-
liantly voiced by Hugh Grant in the new stop-motion anima-

tion film, The Pirates! Band of Misfits. His quest to win the Pirate of 
the Year award brings him in contact with Charles Darwin and his 
servant monkey Bobo, who resembles his master or perhaps the other 
way around, and an evil Queen Victoria, whose royal crest proclaims, 

“I Hate Pirates.” Her majesty resembles an angry Hillary Clinton. (A 
certain former president and his Secret Service detail may wish to 
avoid the movie’s 3D version as too realistic.) More renowned for his 

“luxuriant beard” than his swashbuckling, the hapless Pirate Captain 
is devoted to his “parrot” Polly, who turns out to be a much rarer bird. 
Dashing off on an apparently hopeless mission to rescue Polly from 
the queen, the Pirate Captain exults, “It’s only impossible if you stop to 
think about it!”

So it is with modern liberalism.
Consider America’s fiscal situation, which is dire anyway you 

cut it. Federal spending on the poor has grown enormously, as Ron 
Haskins of the Brookings Institution told the House Budget Com-
mittee in April. The ten largest “means tested” programs (Medicaid, 
food stamps, earned-income tax credits, etc.) spent $4,300 per poor 
person in 1980 (in constant 2011 dollars), and $13,000 in 2011. That’s 
a three-fold increase in real, per capita terms. Add in the $209 billion 
spent by federal programs too “small” to make the Top Ten, and total 
poverty spending reached $835 billion last year, or $17,380 for each 
American living below the poverty line. Spending on entitlement pro-
grams that aren’t means tested was even larger: Social Security cost 
$731 billion and Medicare $486 billion. And in a dozen years, the 
number of Medicare and Social Security recipients will have risen by 
50%. In 2011 the federal government spent $3.6 trillion, of which it 
borrowed $1.3 trillion, or more than a third. The Obama Administra-
tion expects to borrow a slightly larger amount in 2012. As a result, 
the gross federal debt stood at $14.8 trillion in 2011, 98.7% of GDP, 
and will surpass 100% of GDP each year through 2017. “Simply put,” 

writes the steely-eyed Yuval Levin, “we cannot afford to preserve our 
welfare state in anything like its present form.”

The liberals’ response to this impending fiscal collapse is mostly “ir-
ritable mental gestures which seek to resemble ideas,” to use the phrase 
with which Lionel Trilling once dismissed American conservative 
thought. Cut defense spending, they cry, since national defense is their 
least favorite governmental activity. Under Obama we are already cutting 
it while planning additional cuts as huge as they are reckless. Cut domes-
tic discretionary spending, they suggest, knowing all along there is not 
enough of it to cut to make a big difference—and that they cannot bear 
cutting it much in any case. Tax the rich, they scream. But we already do. 
According to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment, the richest tenth of Americans receive 33.5% of all income and pay 
45.1% of all taxes (federal, state, and local). That makes our economy less 
egalitarian but our tax system far more progressive than Sweden’s, where 
the top tenth takes home 26.6% of all income and pays 26.7% of all taxes. 
In short, not even the most piratical of liberal tax collectors could extort 
enough money from the rich to pay the enormous bills coming due.

At the deepest level, however, the problem of public credit 
is a moral problem, involving the promises our government and 
society have made to our citizens. Franklin Roosevelt, Lyndon 

Johnson, and their successors sold entitlement programs to the Ameri-
can people as the means to fulfill the new kind of rights—to a job, a vaca-
tion from the job, a decent home, medical care, and so forth—promised 
in FDR’s “Second Bill of Rights.” As rights, these were presumed to be 
inviolable and sacred, just like those in the first Bill of Rights. Whoever 
heard of cutting back on free speech because the country couldn’t af-
ford it? But the new rights tried to satisfy material needs or desires that 
were in principle infinite or at least very hard to delimit, with resources 
that were always going to be finite. It was only impossible if you stopped 
to think about it. In coming years the American people are going to 
have to think about it, and their headache and heartache are going to 
shake our politics.
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Malcolm
and Martin

In “Solve for X,” my friend 
Diana Schaub writes, “Had he 
lived beyond the age of 39…I 
suspect [Malcolm X] would have 
preserved his ability to charm and 
surprise” (Winter 2011/12). On 
display throughout her review, 
however, are not only Malcolm’s 
but also her own considerable 
powers to charm and surprise. 
CRB readers may find particu-
larly surprising her claim that in 
at least one important respect, 
Malcolm “was on firmer ground 
than [Martin Luther King, 
Jr.],” standing “with Locke, the 
American revolutionaries, and 
Lincoln.”

The specific claim is that 
Malcolm stood with those pillars 
of liberty in holding that at bot-
tom there are two and only two 
modes of overcoming societal or 
governmental injustice, and the 
two modes are starkly opposed 
to each other: “the ballot or the 
bullet,” laws or arms. The con-
trast is with King’s “betwixt-and-
between” strategy of nonviolent 
or “civil” disobedience, in which 
Schaub discerns a naïve, antino-
mian faith in the power of ex-

tralegal, conscientious action to 
bring justice without imperiling 
lawful order.

About King she has a point, 
one especially worth notice in 
view of King’s general sanctifica-
tion in recent decades. She has 
a point, too, in highlighting the 
admirable elements in Malcolm’s 
life and thought, including his 
capacity for moral and political 
growth. Malcolm seems indeed 
to have overcome his racial hatred 
during the final phase of his life, 
and he did show signs of a matur-
ing interest in law and the ballot 
as instruments of reform. All that 
said, I think there may be an ex-
cess of charity in her reading of 
Malcolm and a deficiency of it in 
her reading of King.

Malcolm’s later expressions of 
interest in electoral strategizing 
and lawful reform—in the ballot 
over the bullet—appear as rela-
tively scattered buoys of sobriety 
amid a stormy sea of rhetoric ro-
manticizing righteous violence. 
Surely he deployed such rheto-
ric in part strategically, to make 
white Americans more receptive 
to lawful reform by making them 
shudder at the alternative. But 
one senses also a certain relish, an 
element of bloody-minded enthu-
siasm in his violent rhetoric that 
casts doubt on his willingness and 
ability to govern the anger that he 
was determined to unleash.

Granted, 1960s radicals like 
Malcolm and the Black Panthers 
were not unique in falling prey to 
this sort of bloody-mindedness. 
Frederick Douglass displayed a 
similar quality at times, although 
he regarded it as a personal failing 
and expressed a sense of shame as 
he acknowledged it. But Malcolm 
went well beyond Douglass as 
he adopted a proud stance of 
revolutionary opposition to the 
American political order. To the 
very end of his career, as Schaub 
notes, Malcolm lavished praise on 
the likes of Mao, Castro, and Ché 
Guevara, revolutionaries implaca-

bly hostile to America and to its 
principles. 

Perhaps we should regard 
Malcolm’s zeal for radical opposi-
tion as another transitional phase. 
Perhaps he considered it a means 
for solidifying the trust of his 
alienated sympathizers—largely 
young, urban black males—the 
better to prepare them for a more 
positive message of unity and self-
worth. And yet, surveying the 
evidence of Malcolm’s brief life, I 
find it hard to deny that his legacy 
embraces a destructive spirit of 
rage as well as more affirmative 
appeals to unity and dignity.

Finally, a word on King. 
Against the latter’s practice of 
civil disobedience, Schaub in-
vokes John Locke, who expresses 
something akin to Malcolm’s (and 
Machiavelli’s) disdain for half-
way measures when he ridicules 
the notion that one could “strike 
[against tyranny] with reverence.” 
King was convinced that he could 
move beyond both ballots (at the 
time largely unavailable) and laws 
or judicial channels (dilatory and 
ineffective) while yet stopping 
short of (1) fomenting revolution, 
or propagating a generalized dis-
respect for law and (2) promoting 
violence. It seems clear, in hind-
sight, that King was overconfi-
dent in both these convictions.

It seems to me too harsh, how-
ever, to conclude that King was 
therefore more distant from the 
American tradition and more 
dangerous than Malcolm X. As 
to a halfway point between law 
and revolution, one must consider 
King’s repeated expressions of re-
spect for law and reverence for 
the U.S. Constitution. One might 
also compare King’s example with 
that of Douglass, who vigorously 
exhorted his fellow Northerners 
to disobey the Fugitive Slave Law 
of 1850 and defended his position 
against the charge of revolution by 
contending, “Revolution implies 
a subversion of the government; 
this is a simple resistance to the 

enforcement of one enactment, 
standing alone.” And as to a half-
way point between law and arms, 
King’s example moves me to won-
der whether Locke was altogether 
correct, or properly applicable here, 
in seeming to reject the possibility 
of resistance that is at once force-
ful and peaceful. Is it not after all 
possible, in some circumstances, to 
resist injustice in a spirit of philia, 
to use King’s word, or of charity 
for all, to use Lincoln’s? In circum-
stances demanding not the over-
throw and expulsion of tyrannical 
governments, as did Locke’s and 
the American revolutionaries’, but 
rather the moral reform of a major-
ity with whom one must integrate 
as fellow citizens, was not King’s 
insistence on peace and healing 
in the end superior, as a matter of 
statesmanship, to Malcolm’s rhe-
torically violent, illiberal, and anti-
American bravado?

Peter C. Myers
University of

Wisconsin-Eau Claire
Eau Claire, WI

Diana Schaub may be right 
that Malcolm X’s thesis in “The 
Ballot or the Bullet” aligns with 
John Locke’s recognition of a right 
to revolution, but she fundamen-
tally mischaracterizes Martin 
Luther King’s views on this topic. 
King always recognized oppressed 
people’s right to revolt. In cham-
pioning nonviolent resistance, he 
criticized both passive acceptance 
of, and violent resistance to, op-
pression as wrong—but he never 
morally equated them. Violently 
resisting oppression was less im-
moral than submitting to it. Nor 
was King a doctrinaire pacifist 
opposed to war under any con-
ceivable circumstances. He con-
sidered World War II, for ex-
ample, to be a just and necessary 
war. In dismissing would-be ’60s 
revolutionaries’ “romantic illu-
sions,” he did not deny their right 
to revolution but hardheadedly 
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challenged their assessment of the 
current situation and its prospects 
for revolutionary success. Nor did 
King deny individuals’ right to 
self-defense, although he urged 
them voluntarily to suspend that 
right in order to act effectively in 
public demonstrations to eradi-
cate a social evil.

Schaub considers King’s prac-
tice of nonviolent direct action 
and civil disobedience an illegiti-
mate way to pursue justice. She 
wonders if it would have been 
better if King had focused more 
exclusively on the ballot. He cer-
tainly emphasized the ballot—
think Selma and his refrain at 
the 1957 Prayer Pilgrimage to 
Washington, “Give us the bal-
lot!” It was a great blessing to this 
country that, until voting rights 
were fully secured, civil rights 
forces followed another, “more 
excellent” way than the Lockean 
dilemma of only going to the polls 
or to war.

David Howard-Pitney 
De Anza College 
Cupertino, CA

In her essay, Diana Schaub 
concludes that in comparison 
to Martin Luther King, “[t]heo-
retically Malcolm was on firmer 
ground…. He stood with Locke, 
the American revolutionaries, and 
Abraham Lincoln.” Because they 
“held true to the nation’s founda-
tions,” Schaub writes, “elements 
of Malcolm’s radicalism. . .were 
in the long run less dangerous.” 
Malcolm was undeniably a link 
in the chain of America’s revolu-
tionary struggles, although above 
all one Schaub fails to mention—
the Radical Reconstruction state 
governments across the territory 
of the defeated slavocracy, some 
of which were led in large part by 
freedmen. And as Malcolm told 
reporters in Selma, Alabama, in 
February 1965, he was “100 per-
cent for any effort put forth by 
Black people in this country to 
have access to the ballot”

But “less dangerous” to whom? 
Unlike King, Malcolm under-
stood that capitalism could not 

be reformed, by the ballot or any 
other means. Producing freedom 
for African Americans is impos-
sible for “this economic system, 
this political system, this social 
system, this system, period,” 
Malcolm told a large public meet-
ing organized by readers of the 
Militant newsweekly in May 
1964. And just a month before 
his death, he told a TV inter-
viewer in Canada that the world 
was heading toward “a showdown 
between the economic systems 
that exist on this earth…be-
tween those who want freedom, 
justice and equality for everyone 
and those who want to continue 
the systems of exploitation. I be-
lieve that there will be that kind 
of clash, but I don’t think that it 
will be based upon the color of 
the skin.”

Malcolm and King—whose 
aides, by the way, tried (unsuc-
cessfully) to block Malcolm 
from speaking to young people 
in Selma—were on diverging 
courses politically. In fact, when 
Malcolm learned while in Africa 
in July 1964 that a “summit” 
meeting of civil rights leaders 
had called off protests until after 
the November elections, he pub-
licly denounced King and others 
for having “sold themselves out 
and become campaign manag-
ers in the Negro community for 
Lyndon B. Johnson.”

Schaub makes the claim that 
“Malcolm in fact supported 
[Goldwater] for the presidency” 
in 1964. That assertion is not 
credible. She is simply repeating 
Manning Marable, who claims 
Alex Haley had an article by 
Malcolm entitled, “Why I Am for 
Goldwater.” But Marable himself 
doesn’t claim to have seen the al-
leged article, nor does he say when 
it was supposedly written or where 
it can be found. His assertion 
flies in the face of what Malcolm 
repeatedly said in 1964—includ-
ing in the Autobiography “as told 
to Alex Haley”!—“I wasn’t in the 
United States at election time, 
but if I had been, I wouldn’t have 
put myself in the position of vot-
ing for either candidate for the 

Presidency, or of recommending 
to any black man to do so.” Along 
with the Socialist Workers Party, 
Malcolm was virtually the only 
voice among those involved in the 
struggle for Black rights who re-
jected calling for a vote for either 
the Democratic or Republican 
candidates.

Schaub gets all this wrong in 
part because, like virtually every-
one who writes about Malcolm 
X, she turns primarily to com-
mentaries written by others. 
Aside from a few references to 
the Autobiography, Schaub’s six-
page review has only one quota-
tion of anything Malcolm actu-
ally said—from a speech he gave 
in April 1964. But Malcolm lived, 
spoke, and practiced revolution-
ary politics for another ten and 
a half months! Eight books and 
pamphlets—containing more 
than 50 of Malcolm’s speeches 
and interviews, most from that 
last year—are kept in print by 
Pathfinder Press. In comments 
on my own recent book, Malcolm 
X, Black Liberation, and the Road 
to Workers Power, which deals in 
part with this outstanding revo-
lutionary leader of the working 
class and the fight for Black free-
dom, I’ve found reviewers more 
than once taking issue with state-
ments they attribute to me but 
are actually nothing more than 
paraphrases of statements by 
Malcolm, each one of which is 
footnoted to a source accessible to 
any interested reader. If you want 
to argue with him—quote him. 

Jack Barnes
National Secretary

Socialist Workers Party 
New York, NY

Diana Schaub replies:

Mr. Barnes reminds us to stick 
close to primary texts. I couldn’t 
agree more. That is why in a 
piece that began as a book review, 
most of the quotes were not from 
Manning Marable, but directly 
from the speeches and writ-
ings of Malcolm X (not only the 

Autobiography but the “Message 
to the Grass Roots,” “The Ballot 
or the Bullet,” and the “Harvard 
Law School Forum”), along with 
nine other original authors. We 
must have different notions of 
what a quotation is; by my count 
there were 23 quotations from 
Malcolm X, a third of them from 
“The Ballot or the Bullet” speech, 
which I focused on not to “argue” 
with Malcolm X but to under-
stand him.

To that end, I welcome Mr. 
Barnes’s challenge about Malcolm 
X and Barry Goldwater. Here, he 
is right, I did rely on Marable, 
whom I now believe to have over-
stated Malcolm’s position in call-
ing it “support” for Goldwater. 
Malcolm X did reject both par-
ties, comparing Lyndon Johnson 
to a fox and Goldwater to a wolf. 
Nonetheless, Malcolm X ex-
pressed a temperamental prefer-
ence for Goldwater: “Goldwater 
as a man, I respected for speak-
ing out his true convictions—
something rarely done in politics 
today.” Not only did he admire 
this quality, he appreciated its 
political consequence: Goldwater 
“flatly told black men he wasn’t 
for them—and there is this to 
consider: always, the black peo-
ple have advanced further when 
they have seen they had to rise up 
against a system that they clearly 
saw was outright against them.” 
It is also worth pointing out that 
in December 1964, Malcolm X 
appeared in an Oxford Union 
Debate as the defender of 
Goldwater’s famous proposition: 
“extremism in the defense of lib-
erty is no vice, and…moderation 
in the pursuit of justice is no vir-
tue.” (To readers aware of Harry 
Jaffa’s authorship of this quote, is 
anything else needed to establish 
Malcolm X’s place in the Western 
tradition?—unless it may be the 
Oxford speech’s concluding invo-
cation of Shakespeare.)

Nothing David Howard-
Pitney writes convinces me that 
I have fundamentally mischar-
acterized Martin Luther King’s 
views. I did not say (or suggest) 
that King denied the existence of 
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either the individual’s right of self-
defense or a people’s right of revo-
lution. He granted them, but de-
cided against invoking them. Nor 
did I say (or suggest) that King 
was a thoroughgoing pacifist. Mr. 
Howard-Pitney is sensitive to my 
criticism of King, but he doesn’t 
have the dimensions of it quite 
correct. Whereas Malcolm was 
relentlessly critical of King, my 
own objection is narrowly focused 
on those instances where King 
crossed the line from various 
forms of nonviolent direct action 
(speeches, boycotts, and marches 
are legal forms of citizen involve-
ment in the political process, pro-
tected by the First Amendment) 
into “civil disobedience.”

I think Malcolm X is right 
that there are only two options for 
protest: either the democratically 
prescribed modes of advancing 
justice or the last resort of revo-
lution. Leaving aside the question 
of which of those Malcolm chose, 
it’s clear that King believed the 
bullet was not warranted and I 
emphatically agree with his as-
sessment. My conclusion then 
is that King himself and other 
reformers should have remained 
within the bounds of the law in 
their pursuit of better law. For 
the most part, King did (and I ad-
mire and honor what he achieved 
thereby), but not always. Worse, 
he penned a famous, and in my 
opinion profoundly flawed, argu-
ment for selective law-breaking. 
In our current canonization of 
King, we have forgotten that 
there were powerful black voices 
who challenged the theoreti-
cal and prudential soundness of 
this tactic—not only Malcolm 
X from the revolutionary side, 
but black leaders like Joseph 
H. Jackson (president of the 
National Baptist Convention) 
from the conservative side. 
Echoing Lincoln, Jackson insist-
ed that “In our struggle for civil 
rights we must remain always in 
the main stream of American 
democracy…. We must stick to 
law and order, for as I have said 
in the past I say now, there are no 
problems in American life that 

cannot be solved through com-
mitment to the highest laws of 
our land…I have not retreated 
from this position and never will 
as long as America is the America 
of the Federal Constitution and a 
land of due process of law” (see 
his “Annual Address, 1964” in 
What Country Have I?: Political 
Writings by Black Americans, ed-
ited by Herbert Storing). Martin 
Luther King was a statesman of 
great moral power, but his legacy 
is more mixed than many ac-
knowledge. 

Finally, with Peter Myers, 
whom I count as a friend and a 
first-rate scholar (see his books on 
Locke and Frederick Douglass), 
I am loath to tangle, especially 
since his reading of the essay and 
his response are perceptive and 
fair-minded. In a spirit of friendly 
inquiry, then, let me say a little 
more about Malcolm and Martin. 

On Malcolm’s rage and 
“bloody-mindedness”: in gen-
eral, my sympathies are with 
those African American leaders 
who have lifted themselves above 
hatred (no one manifests this 
more beautifully than Booker T. 
Washington when he declares: 
“I will permit no man to narrow 
and degrade my soul by making 
me hate him”). Malcolm’s rage 
had the perverse effect of keep-
ing him shackled to his oppressor. 
Whether he ever would have fully 
overcome this constriction of his 
soul, I don’t know. As to the effect 
of his rage on others, however, it is 
interesting that very few of those 
enamored of his speeches were 
prepared to follow him into black 
nationalism. What they imbibed 
from Malcolm X was less his rage 
at the system and more his great 
love of his own (see Shelby Steele’s 
testimonial, for instance). The 
main effect was not external—un-
leashing punitive anger at whites 
(which was what whites feared)—
but internal—assuaging self-con-
tempt. I think it’s also the case 
that there was a comic note pres-
ent in his verbal extremism (audio 
and video clips of him capture this 
better than the words on the page). 
Seeing his smile and hearing the 

laughter of the audience, you are 
more aware of the purgative ef-
fect of his performances. By the 
way, King himself did not regard 
the talk of violence from Malcolm 
and other “street-corner preach-
ers” (which he dismissed as “the 
posturing of cowards”) as respon-
sible for the actual violence that 
broke out in American cities. He 
says “none of them has ever been 
able to start a riot. So far, only 
the police through their fears and 
prejudice have goaded our people 
to riot.” And it was Martin Luther 
King, not Malcolm X, who went 
head-to-head (and often head-to-
baton) with the police. It was the 
“nonviolent” King whose actions 
provoked segregationists into 
overt and shameful violence and 
whose death provoked the most 
widespread rioting in American 
history. 

King was more efficacious for 
good, but because of his central-
ity, I find myself disappointed in 
those instances when he need-
lessly forfeited the moral high 
ground. Peter Myers grants that 
King misjudged the disintegrative 
effects of civil disobedience—the 
way it undermined law-abid-
ingness and contributed to mob 
rule. His penultimate paragraph 
makes my point better than I did. 
My only objection is to the word 
“hindsight.” It doesn’t require 
hindsight to see the inevitably 
uncivil character of civil disobedi-
ence. Both George Washington 
and Abraham Lincoln warned re-
peatedly against it. Because King 
is now lauded for this departure 
from republican principle, a last-
ing confusion has been introduced 
into our understanding of what it 
means to be a good citizen.

Myers’s citation of Frederick 
Douglass, rejecting the legality 
of the Fugitive Slave Act, gave me 
pause, since I admire Douglass 
immensely. In reply, one could say 
that not even Frederick the Great 
gets to pick and choose which en-
actments are binding and which 
are not. Some enactments require 
loyal citizens, as Lincoln said, to 
“crucify their feelings” until the 
unjust law is duly corrected or 

voided. (We should not forget that 
there is a properly constitutional-
ized form of “civil disobedience” 
available through the mechanism 
of judicial review; in the end, Rosa 
Parks broke no law.) But in fact, 
Douglass’s brief for resistance was 
not parallel to King’s. It was much 
more Malcolm-like, calling for “a 
good revolver, a steady hand, and 
a determination to shoot down any 
man attempting to kidnap” (italics 
in original). His justification was 
the indefeasible “original right of 
self-defense.” Furthermore, like 
Malcolm, Douglass believed it 
was essential for blacks to refute 
the white view that blacks acqui-
esced in (and therefore deserved) 
their subjection. Thus, “every 
slavehunter who meets a bloody 
death in his infernal business, is 
an argument in favor of the man-
hood of our race. Resistance is, 
therefore, wise as well as just.”

So, I’m back to the forked road. 
It is possible to resist injustice in a 
spirit of agape, but that means an 
unyielding commitment to oper-
ate through the frustratingly slow 
means of genuine persuasion of 
one’s erring fellow citizens. On 
this saintly path, King occasional-
ly took some ill-judged short cuts. 
The other path, of violent vindica-
tion, has its own form of heroism, 
though as Myers’s mention of pru-
dence makes clear, setting forth 
on that path depends decisively 
on an accurate judgment of the 
situation. Douglass’s case in the 
1850s was stronger than Malcolm 
X’s in the 1950s. Though nei-
ther in the end resorted to arms, 
both took inspiration from, as 
Douglass put it, “the manly indif-
ference to death, which character-
ized the Heroes of the American 
Revolution.” Or, in Malcolm 
X’s words, “Old Patrick Henry 
said ‘liberty or death’—that’s ex-
treme—very extreme.” 

Peaceable Kingdom

Craig Lerner’s misunder-
standing of my book The Better 
Angels of Our Nature begins with 
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his opening sentence, which has 
me proclaiming that human be-
ings “are likely to become much 
more peaceable in the future than 
they are today” (“Have a Nice 
Millennium,” Winter 2011/12). 
In fact my sentence notes that 
historical declines of violence are 
“not guaranteed to continue,” a 
proviso reiterated throughout the 
book. But careful reading is no 
virtue to Lerner, who dismisses 
data that offend him with “horse-
laughs” and who repeatedly fails 

to notice that his personal hunch-
es are contradicted by facts pre-
sented in the book. 

Take the study that Lerner 
blows off with animal noises. 
Historians routinely speculate 
about how the personalities and 
intellects of political leaders affect 
their performance. Psychologist 
Dean Simonton has put these 
conjecture to rigorous tests by ag-
gregating biographical data, con-
tent analyses of writings, multiple 
blind ratings, and other mea-

sures, and then subjecting them 
to meticulous assays for consis-
tency, ideological bias, reliability, 
construct validity, and predictive 
validity. Lerner glanced at one of 
Simonton’s tables and misinter-
preted the numbers as “ludicrous-
ly precise estimates” of individual 
presidents’ I.Q.s. He fails to un-
derstand that only the differences 
among numbers are intended as 
meaningful, not their absolute 
values, and even then only sta-
tistically; Simonton is admirably 

explicit about his rounding crite-
ria and confidence intervals. No 
such rigor is evident in Lerner, 
who dismisses the higher num-
ber assigned to John F. Kennedy 
than to George W. Bush by cit-
ing a biographer’s report of a 
lower I.Q. score for Kennedy. But 
that score came from a little-used 
test administered in 1930, when 
Kennedy was a 13-year-old boy, 
and it is not comparable with 
Simonton’s numbers, which are 
based on very different measures 

&
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designed to assure commensura-
bility among all the presidents in 
his sample. 

Lerner’s contempt for data 
that don’t confirm his prejudices 
is evident elsewhere. He conjec-
tures that the postwar great-power 
peace could be a statistical fluke. 
But that possibility was tested 
and rejected 20 years ago, and the 
two subsequent decades without 
great-power wars have made it 
even unlikelier. He attributes the 
post-1992 crime decline entirely 
to America’s imprisonment binge, 
but criminologists have disproved 
that possibility, noting, among 
other things, that states and coun-
tries without such a binge saw their 
rates decline at the same time. 
Also readily falsified is Lerner’s 
claim that America prevents crime 
because of its unsurpassed wealth; 
the American homicide rate is far 
higher than those of many coun-
tries that are far poorer. 

Lerner announces (once again 
without sources) that “if I.Q. 
scores are increasing, the effect 
appears to be small and concen-

trated in the less intelligent half 
of the population.” This is simply 
wrong: James Flynn, who discov-
ered the trend, has shown that 
the increases are massive (three 
I.Q. points per decade for almost 
a century), and in most data sets 
have shifted the entire bell curve, 
not just the left half. 

Supposedly I am “ignorant of 
politics” because “an hour spent 
reading the Lincoln-Douglas de-
bates would obliterate” the claim 
that political discourse became 
more complex during the 20th 

century. Here again Lerner favors 
cursory impressions over rigor-
ous analysis. Putting aside the 
misplaced century, and the fact 
that I singled out senatorial, not 
presidential, debates, Lerner’s ob-
servation merely shows that the 
most storied political debate in 
American history did not take 
place in the late 20th century. It 
does not show that in general the 
debates of that era were more so-
phisticated than those of later 
eras. Mathematically, a single data 
point can neither establish nor dis-

prove a trend, and Lerner fails to 
mention the quantitative analysis 
of 20th-century senate speeches by 
James Rosenau and Michael Fagen 
that did establish such a trend. 

Lerner is equally sloppy in his 
attribution of ideas. He thinks it 
is “an opaque concession” on my 
part that I recount an anecdote 
implying that “human beings in 
general, and young men in par-
ticular, find something innately 
gratifying about besting others 
in physical confrontations.” How 
did he miss the lengthy discus-
sion (reiterated in many other 
passages) in which I defend ex-
actly this hypothesis? 

As for the possibility that such 
traits could be genetically engi-
neered out of us, it is true that I 
do not discuss this science-fiction 
scenario in Better Angels. I have, 
though, explained in several ar-
ticles (and in testimony to the 
President’s Council on Bioethics) 
why it is extraordinarily unlikely. 
Single genes with large and sole-
ly beneficial effects probably do 
not exist, and even if a candidate 

turned up, it would be unethical to 
endanger a child by trying it out. 

In the final paragraph, Lerner 
reveals what is eating him: that I 
depict “a world in which human 
rights are unanchored by a sense 
of the sacredness and dignity of 
human life, but where peace and 
harmony nonetheless emerge.” 
In fact I repeatedly attribute de-
clines in organized violence to the 
ascendancy of human rights, an-
chored in an increased valuation 
of human life. True, I don’t use 
the terms “sacredness” and “dig-
nity,” because they have become 
code words for theo-conservative 
causes such as the criminalization 
of abortion and embryonic stem-
cell research. The many declines 
of violence I document which 
have unfolded independently of 
(and sometimes in the teeth of 
opposition from) religious insti-
tutions does not sit well with the 
theo-conservative agenda. 

Steven Pinker
Harvard University

Cambridge, MA
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Craig S. Lerner replies:

Steven Pinker’s misunder-
standing of my review is evident 
from the first sentence of his let-
ter, in which I am quoted sum-
marizing his position that the fu-
ture will likely be more peaceful 
and then accused of suggesting 
that he has guaranteed this happy 
result. 

The touted presidential I.Q. 
study weighs in at 16 pages. 
Blinkered by prejudice, I couldn’t 
find the “rigorous tests” and 
“multiple blind ratings” that sup-
port the conclusion that Chester 
Arthur’s I.Q. surpassed that of 
Abraham Lincoln by 2.3 points. 
So I plead guilty to discounting 
any academic model that pro-
duces such a risible result. Pinker, 
meanwhile, dismisses JFK’s test-
ed I.Q. as a boyhood trifle, but 
surely he is familiar with studies 
demonstrating that scores by age 
13 are predictive of adult results. 
Is it possible that Kennedy, glib 
flatterer of intellectuals, had a 
lower I.Q. than George W. Bush, 
evangelical Christian? This is 
where the data takes us, if, alas, 
we are open to facts that chal-
lenge our prejudices. 

I never attributed the entirety 
of America’s crime reduction to 
its high incarceration rate. My 
point was that this was one fac-
tor contributing to this fortunate 
development, and our national 
wealth allowed policymakers to 
adopt such a costly approach to 
reducing crime. On this intui-
tive point, let me quote Pinker 
himself: “Unlike the more gim-
micky theories of the crime de-
cline, massive imprisonment is 
almost certain to lower crime 
rates because the mechanism 
by which it operates has so few 
moving parts” (The Better Angels 
of Our Nature, p. 122). Perhaps 
in the months since the book’s 
publication Pinker has adopted 
such gimmicky theories. With 
respect to his newly minted argu-
ment, it is true that crime rates 
have generally receded in the 
Western world, but one study 
found that America ranked first 

or second in every crime category, 
compared to seven nations, in the 
rate of decline. Consider also that 
from 1981 (when incarceration 
rates began soaring in America) 
and 1996, rates of robbery and 
burglary fell by 28% and 55% 
here, while comparable rates in 
England rose by 81% and 103%.

James Flynn is a serious schol-
ar, and my skepticism about the 
Effect that carries his name is of 
no consequence, but more signifi-
cant are the criticisms of Linda 
Gottfredson, a scientist whom 
Pinker has praised and cited. 
Rising I.Q. scores, if real (and re-
cent studies in Norway, Denmark, 
and England have suggested level-
ing and even declines), may have 
reflected more adept test-taking 
skills, not a genuine ascent of 
human reason. Furthermore, a 
recent Spanish study found that 
increases in schoolchildren tested 
in 1970 and 1999 were concen-
trated on the left half of the bell 
curve and virtually nil at the far 
right. Nutritional advances and 
the permeation of even the basest 
popular culture may have been 
cognitively enriching for less in-
telligent men and women, but 
these influences appear to have 
generated smaller, if any, gains for 
their more intelligent peers. It is 
indeed possible that the rate of 
human genius has declined over 
the past 200 years. 

Pinker assures us that he is not 
ignorant of politics, but he appar-
ently thinks the Lincoln-Douglas 
debates occurred during a presi-
dential campaign. Leaving aside 
misgivings about the methodol-
ogy of the Rosenau and Fagen 
study, I simply note that they 
conclude that for members of 
Congress “overall performance…
showed no discernible increase in 
integrative complexity over the 
fifty- to sixty-year time frame,” 
which directly conflicts with what 
Pinker represents they say. 

Pinker’s letter confirms his 
combativeness, but raises ques-
tions about his objectivity. 
Perhaps the final paragraph re-
veals what has excited his ire and 
imperiled his critical faculties—

my invocation of quaint notions 
such as sacredness and human 
dignity. Let me concede that 
“human dignity” can be the sort 
of flim-flam invoked by persons 
who lack good arguments. (It is 
often bandied about by European 
constitutional courts.) That said, 
Pinker’s assurances that it is im-
possible to re-engineer the hu-
man genome to expunge violent 
impulses does not dispose of the 
problem. Discrete genetic tinker-
ing is foreseeable, and so is the 
further development of psychoac-
tive substances to alter mood and 
consciousness. What is to guide 
such experimentation? From 
where does Pinker summon this 
“ethics” to constrain us? Why not 
numb ourselves and our children 
to that lust for glory that so of-
ten produces violence? Would 
the “human rights” trumpeted 
by Pinker be secure when there 
ceased to be any notion of what 
it means to be human? What 
would a society that internalized 
Pinker’s mockery of “sacredness” 
look like? Or is such an attitude 
unlikely to extend beyond an elite 
caste? Could a fraying of soci-
ety along these lines jeopardize 
the awareness and even reality 
of human equality that, Pinker 
stipulates, has promoted the re-
duction of violence? Such con-
cerns cannot be marginalized as 
“theo-conservative”; some of them 
are explored, for example, in the 
bracing final chapter of the re-
cent book The Ego Tunnel by the 
German neuroscientist Thomas 
Metzinger (an atheist with no 
discernible political agenda). The 
intemperate refusal to acknowl-
edge the gravity of such issues is 
disappointing in a man of Steven 
Pinker’s formidable intelligence 
and imagination.

How We Fight

In “How Wars End,” Colin 
Dueck misrepresents the bar-
gaining model of war, some of the 
central arguments in my book, 
and the study of war termina-

tion (Winter 2011/12). The bar-
gaining model of war does not 
incorporate the liberal “assump-
tion…that warfare is inherently 
irrational and explicable only [as] 
some sort of cognitive or institu-
tional dysfunction.” Rather, the 
bargaining model states, among 
other things, that if two sides in 
disagreement knew who would 
win a hypothetical war between 
them, it would be rational for 
them not to fight and instead ac-
cept the war-ending peace deal 
they would have reached if they 
had fought. That way, both sides 
get the political outcome each 
would have gotten if war had oc-
curred, but each avoids paying 
the costs of fighting. The bargain-
ing model does not assume that 
peace agreements are always de-
sired, or that anything getting in 
the way of such agreements is “to 
be deplored,” as Dueck asserts. It 
is a scientific theory of war, and 
as such makes no judgments as 
to whether or not peace or war is 
normatively desirable.

My book How Wars End is a 
scientific work, focused on ques-
tions of how leaders “do” behave, 
rather than casting judgments on 
how they “should” behave. It does 
not attempt to answer questions 
such as “Should the Union have 
fought the Civil War?” but rath-
er examines questions such as, 
“Once the Civil War began, why 
was the Union willing to fight on 
even when the combat outlook 
was bleak?” 

Dueck misunderstands both 
the historical nature of war termi-
nation, and the academic schol-
arship on war termination. He 
dichotomizes war outcomes be-
tween either giving “whatever the 
other side wants, or persever[ing] 
and escalat[ing] until one forc-
es concessions or surrender on 
the other side.” To the contrary, 
many wars end in what Carl von 
Clausewitz called “real war” rather 
than “absolute war,” with each side 
making concessions. Dueck also 
is under the odd impression that 
academic writings dismiss “as nec-
essarily futile, counter-productive, 
and war-mongering” the approach 
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of fighting to achieve concessions. 
It is regrettable that a lay reader of 
this publication might come away 
from Dueck’s essay with the im-
pression that academia is crawl-
ing with craven appeasers whose 
scholarly work is contaminated 
with radical pacifism. 

Dan Reiter
Emory University

Atlanta, GA

In his essay, Colin Dueck 
(mis)applies the political science 
literature about war termina-
tion—including my book Paths 
to Peace—as a framing device 
for his critique of the Obama 
Administration’s policies in its 
conflict with al-Qaeda and the 
current war in Afghanistan. 

What’s more, the factors that 
impede the two sides in a conflict 
from coming to terms are not sim-
ply “dysfunctions” as Dueck sug-

gests. In my book, I outline three 
reasons why a war, once launched, 
is difficult to end: leaders do not 
want to end the war, leaders do 
not know they should end the war, 
or leaders want to end the war but 
cannot. Examining all interstate 
wars since 1862, I found that the 
longer a war continues, the harder 
it is to end it, because domestic 
obstacles to peace become institu-
tionalized over time. 

In light of his essay’s topic, 
Dueck might have considered 
the related literature about end-
ing civil wars (and other conflicts 
with non-nation state actors). 
The findings of that scholarship 
could be much more appropri-
ately applied to the critique of the 
Obama Administration’s policy 
in Afghanistan. Contrary to what 
Dueck argued, but in line with my 
findings with interstate war, re-
cent scholarship in this literature 
argues that unless there is a quick 

military victory for either side, 
civil wars are less likely to end 
with military victory and more 
likely to end in negotiated settle-
ment. Rebels do not mind waiting 
in order to benefit from prolonged 
war. The greatest difference be-
tween civil and interstate war ter-
mination seems to be the magni-
tude of the obstacles to peace. All 
three obstacles seem to be more 
severe in civil war, implying that 
internal conflicts are more likely 
to last longer than interstate wars. 

How does this data compare 
with the war in Afghanistan? In 
general, the severity of the three 
obstacles in internal conflicts 
would suggest that such wars are 
likely to be more protracted than 
interstate wars—and empirically, 
this is the case. But this doesn’t 
mean that the conflicts will end 
when one side wins, as Dueck ar-
gues. Indeed, given how long the 
conflicts have already lasted, it is 

unlikely that a unilateral victory 
will occur in either conflict—
and U.S. decision-makers would 
be wise to keep this in mind. 
Empirical evidence suggests that 
the longer war continues, the 
more likely a governing coalition 
shift will be needed to end it. In 
Afghanistan, it is more likely 
that such a war-ending coalition 
shift will come from a change in 
the Obama Administration or in 
the Afghani government than in 
a change in the leadership of the 
other warring factions. This spec-
ulation is based on another im-
portant finding from the civil war 
termination literature—that in-
surgent groups tend to maintain 
the same leadership even over long 
participation in conflicts. Jonas 
Zavimbi, for example, led the 
Union for the Total Liberation 
of Angola (UNITA) for more 
than 30 years until he was killed 
in 2002; the rebel group signed 
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a cease-fire within six weeks after 
his death, ending the 27-year-long 
Angolan civil war. Although we 
could classify Osama bin Laden’s 
death as a shift in al-Qaeda’s gov-
erning coalition, we have seen 
no change in the group’s goals or 
willingness to make concessions. 
Al-Qaeda’s preference for war re-
mains firmly entrenched; as long 
as it does, we are unlikely to see 
an ending to that conflict until 
the group disbands or implodes 
from internal fractionalization or 
loss of wider popular support. 

Elizabeth A. Stanley
Georgetown University

Washington, D.C.

Colin Dueck completely miss-
es the point of my book How 
Terrorism Ends: that strategists 
should objectively examine the 
endings of terrorist campaigns 
to determine which patterns fit, 
and then pursue them. Force does 
not spontaneously deliver victory 
to the morally superior. This is as 
true of the war against al-Qaeda 
as any other. In addition to urg-
ing on one’s own troops, we must 
identify the enemy’s vulnerabili-
ties and exploit them. So, the rea-
son to push toward the end of ter-
rorist campaigns like al-Qaeda’s 
is not because of specious liberal 
bias, misunderstandings, self-
blame, or craven weakness; it is 
because that is how we win. 

Omitting the core of my book 
is odd, as it supports some points 
made in other sections of Dueck’s 
essay. My book is an analysis of 
how terrorist campaigns end, us-
ing quantitative and qualitative 
methods to examine some 450 
groups. I find that there are six 

patterns of endings that apply to 
different campaigns under differ-
ent conditions, and thoroughly 
examine each of those patterns. 
Frankly, I am not sure he read the 
whole book.

Dueck writes: “Indeed, one of 
her main concerns is that govern-
ments unintentionally encourage 
more terrorism through violent 
over-reaction.” No serious re-
searcher would make such a claim, 
as it requires proof of the counter-
factual—what a terrorist cam-
paign might have looked like in 
the absence of repression. It is fol-
lowed by “This is like saying that a 
woman who forcibly defends her-
self against rape is no better than 
the rapist.” Shall we have cops or 
soldiers shoot rapists on sight? It’s 
a specious comparison.

Regarding targeted killing, 
Dueck mischaracterizes my argu-
ment as follows: “Indeed, she goes 
so far as to say that governments 
that directly target terrorists by 
force are no better morally than 
the terrorists.” I do not equate 
terrorists with counterterrorists, 
neither in my book nor in the 
years I have spent working in the 
Department of Defense. Would I 
have devoted much of my life to 
U.S. policymaking if that were 
so? Here is what I actually wrote: 
“Although terrorism is always ab-
horrent and wrong, it is both an 
ethical and a strategic error to as-
sume that retaliatory killings by 
those associated with the victims’ 
state are therefore ipso facto le-
gitimate.” Dueck implies that the 
state is always right, that there 
are no legitimate grounds upon 
which to appraise state targeting. 

Given the number of campaigns 
that I cover, it seems peculiar that 

only Islamist terrorists, Russia, 
and Israel gain mention in the re-
view. With regard to the latter, I 
do not chastise Israel’s use of force 
(as Dueck claims) only question 
whether it has been successful. 
The Israelis are arguably the best 
counterterrorist tacticians in the 
world; but their long-term strate-
gic planning is open to question. 

Finally, Dueck’s assertion that 
“millions of other Muslims inter-
nationally continue to sympathize 
with not only the goals but the tac-
tics of al-Qaeda” would be more 
convincing if it were actually sup-
ported by facts. The remarkable 
thing in recent years has been the 
sharp downturn in popular sup-
port among Muslims for al-Qae-
da, as a casual perusal of the Pew 
Global Attitudes Project’s public 
opinion figures would reveal.

Inflammatory comments about 
moral equivalency and rapists may 
make for stimulating prose but 
they have no connection to rigor-
ous analysis or effective counter-
terrorism, which shifts the focus 
in ending wars from the tactical to 
the strategic.

Audrey Kurth Cronin
George Mason University

Arlington, VA

Built to Last

In his review of Henry Reed’s 
book on the architecture of the 
New York Public Library, Michael 
J. Lewis notes the startling fact 
that the building’s grand style was 
utterly discredited within a mere 
40 years after the library’s dedica-
tion in 1911 (“Classical Triumph,” 
Winter 2011/12). The ornate 

and magnificent mode of design, 
rooted in ancient times, was over-
thrown in a flash, and the leading 
architects of today remain utterly 
oblivious of classical precedents, 
and indeed of any precedents. 
The rejection of the past is based 
on a familiar theory: that each 
age generates its unique style, and 
that the borrowing by one period 
from another is dishonest or fool-
ish. Architects of the 1950s built 
the Lever House and the Seagram 
building on the basis of this doc-
trine, landmarks which owe 
nothing to the past, and which 
stand in stark contrast to the 
marble grandeur of the NYPL. 
But if precedents are worth-
less, how should the architect 
(or Starchitect) proceed? Should 
his mere whims prevail (as they 
clearly have in certain recent cas-
es)? And if the buildings such as 
the NYPL are outmoded, then 
why bother to maintain them? 
Shouldn’t they be allowed to de-
cay so that they can be replaced 
with proper modern buildings?

The resulting deadlock of 
ideas has produced a no man’s 
land. When the New York Public 
Library was dedicated, archi-
tecture was a major current in 
American life, often discussed 
in leading journals. The subject 
rarely appears nowadays and few 
people are willing to challenge 
the modernist doctrine. Henry 
Reed’s new book (like his others) 
points to a way out of the dead-
lock, urging us to let the works of 
the past guide the creation of new 
works for a new time. Perhaps one 
day the message will get through.

Elliott Banfield 
New York, NY
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Tocqueville and America

Essay by James Q. Wilson

Democracy in america by alexis de 
Tocqueville is no doubt the great-
est book ever written by a foreign-

er about this country. It may be one of the 
greatest books written about any country by 
someone outside of it. The volume shows the 
extent to which Tocqueville had separated 
himself from one version of the Enlighten-
ment. The English Enlightenment, which 
occurred in the 18th century and lasted into 
the 19th, was one that promoted liberty and 
self-study, did not attack religion, valued 
common sense, and was tempered by the op-
erations of a decentralized state. The French 
Enlightenment—of which Tocqueville was 
not a part, but which had produced the 
French Revolution—was a movement that 
promoted not only liberty, but equality, and 
fraternity (one might add adultery), attacked 
religion, valued ideology, and was made 
worse by a centralized state. Tocqueville was 
apart from his culture; John Stuart Mill, one 
of the great reviewers of Democracy in Ameri-
ca, made these flattering remarks about what 
he said. Tocqueville was in many ways more 
English than French. 

When he wrote about America, he said 
that this country “was only the frame, my pic-
ture was democracy.” In 1835, democracy was 
a new phenomenon in the world, and when 
he described it he described it in eminently 
practical terms. He went out and talked to 

people on the East Coast and throughout the 
Midwest, and in the nine months he spent 
in this country he learned about democracy 
from the experience of ordinary people. And 
so in his book on democracy he did not quote 
John Locke; there was no contract theory; he 
did not discuss James Madison; there was no 
theory of representation; he did not describe 
Aristotle’s alternative view that a state might 
produce or elevate human character. Instead 
he talked to ordinary people because to him 
a democratic revolution was an irresistible 
fact—it would sweep the world, and in this 
sense he was absolutely right, though it took 
at least two centuries for that to happen.

In his book he talked about the limits to 
democracy. He suggested that the desire for 
equality might trump the desire for liberty; he 
talked about Americans suffering from exces-
sive individualism; he feared the tyranny of the 
majority, a phrase he later modified to indicate 
that it was not necessarily the tyranny, but it 
was the despotism of public opinion. In his 
views on democracy and equality he was not 
very clear about what democracy meant. He 
defined democracy in some places as equality 
of conditions, by which he meant that Ameri-
cans were free-born—they had no aristocratic 
ancestors and had been born equal without 
having to become so. In other places he meant 
by democracy the absolute sovereignty of the 
people. And these two definitions—equality 

of condition on the one hand and the control 
by the absolute sovereignty of the people on 
the other—produce some contradictions in 
these writings, which I’m not sure he ever en-
tirely resolved.

When he talked about equality he said 
that it was to be preferred by most people 
to liberty because equality had huge advan-
tages. Freedom was valuable to the few who 
spoke out against the regime, but most peo-
ple didn’t, so freedom was valuable to people 
who were dissidents but not valuable to the 
ordinary person. Equality, on the other hand, 
was available to everyone, and thus equality 
would be preferred to freedom. Moreover, 
the value of freedom is delayed; only over 
the long run would you see its advantages. 
Equality, by contrast, was immediately avail-
able; if people were equal—or could be made 
equal—then they would appreciate it imme-
diately. And finally, he said, freedom can lead 
to excesses.

Equality and Liberty

This argument that americans, by 
being democratic would come to 
value equality more than liberty, is, 

I think, profoundly wrong. Americans, to 
a greater degree than the citizens of other 
democratic nations, value freedom today 
as much, if not more, than they valued it in 
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1835. We accept economic inequality here 
to a much greater degree than it is accepted 
elsewhere. Scarcely any American gets mad 
at Bill Gates or Warren Buffet or Michael 
Jordan or anyone else who has earned incred-
ible amounts of money, so long as Americans 
feel the money was fairly earned. If a crime 
boss earns money at the point of a gun, that 
of course is a different matter, but that’s not 
a rejection of liberty in favor of equality, it 
is a rejection of criminal as opposed to law-
abiding behavior. If you look at the American 
people, not only do they accept the economic 
inequality that exists here, they oppose the 
inheritance tax. This is a remark-
able thing: why should average cit-
izens be so determined to oppose 
the inheritance tax when it could 
not possibly affect most of them? 
I think the reason they oppose the 
inheritance tax is two-fold. First, 
they believe that their children 
may become wealthy enough to 
have the inheritance tax imposed 
upon them and it would be un-
fair for Americans to punish their 
children in the name of the gov-
ernment acquiring more revenue. 
The other reason is that they feel 
that the inheritance tax is wrong 
because the money that people 
had earned had already been taxed 
when they earned it—why should 
it be taxed again when they die? 
This is a problem that Congress 
has had great difficulty getting its 
arms around. Congress would like 
to have the inheritance tax because 
it is a source of revenue, and Con-
gress likes having more sources of 
revenue. But Congress knows that the inheri-
tance tax does not sit well with the American 
people.

Moreover, Americans object to quotas; 
that is to say, to any artificial effort to pro-
duce equality by assigning merit on the basis 
of who you are rather than on the basis of 
what you have achieved. They will support 
affirmative action, if by affirmative action is 
meant a search for freedom, a search to find 
talented people, the desire to make oppor-
tunities available to people with respect to 
their talent without regard to their race or 
sex. But if you define it in terms of a quota, 
they object.

If you ask returning service people from 
Iraq what they think they have been doing, 
the most common phrase you’ll hear is that 
they’re fighting for freedom. Now that’s a 
rather astonishing remark; American lead-
ers do not think we went to Iraq in order to 

defend freedom, they thought that we went 
there to eliminate weapons of mass destruc-
tion, change the balance of power in the 
Middle East, or combat radical Muslims. But 
when the troops come back they think they 
were defending freedom. Why do they think 
that? They think that, I believe, because that 
is the central organizing story of American 
life. American life is a struggle about freedom. 
And the satisfactions of American life are the 
freedoms that we confer on people, and when 
soldiers fight in any cause in which the U.S. is 
engaged they talk about freedom as the mo-
tive for being there.

for one person to chart his or her course, but 
it does not mean that we are selfish, it does not 
mean that we are indifferent to the interests of 
others, and it does not mean that we wish to 
impose on the opinions of others.

Tocqueville spent much of his time—and 
this is the best part of his book—in talking 
about how we resist majority opinion. All of 
these comments, I think, are familiar to most 
of you. He talked about freedom of associa-
tion; interest groups are an evil, but a neces-
sary one. Americans join interest groups be-
cause of the early absence of government, the 
tradition of weak government, and the influ-

ence of Protestant religions that are 
organized by self-governing commu-
nities of believers. He wrote about 
jury service as a way for individuals 
to participate in the political sys-
tem. He noted that the federal sys-
tem relied on township government, 
and this aided freedom by allowing 
people at the local level to combat the 
possibility of a larger and more pow-
erful government. The only aristoc-
racy to be found in the U.S. was the 
natural aristocracy of lawyers and 
judges. The American Bar Associa-
tion has not quoted this as frequently 
as it might, perhaps because most 
Americans think that the distinc-
tion between aristocracy and the jur-
isprudential tradition is a bit wider 
than Tocqueville imagined.

Habits of the Heart

But his most interesting ar-
gument was that the mores 
and the habits of the people 

are what keep the U.S. great. As you all know, 
many countries have adopted a system of con-
stitutional arrangements very similar to that 
which you find in the U.S. In Mexico, in the 
Philippines, indeed, in most of Latin America 
you find duplicates of the American Constitu-
tion. But despite these duplicates and despite 
the fact that some countries, like Argentina, 
are rich in natural resources, you do not find 
our tradition of settled government, a respect 
for the rights of others, and the slow emer-
gence of freedom which leads you to give due 
regard to the interests of other people without 
abandoning your commitment to the country 
as a whole.

How can you explain this? Tocqueville 
said that our habits of the heart reflected 
self-interest rightly understood. Self-interest 
rightly understood is different from individ-
ualism; because individualism, he argued (I 
think wrongly) means withdrawal into a pri-

Charting a Course

Tocqueville also talked about ex-
cessive individualism, which he de-
plored. Individualism, he said, dries 

up the source of public virtues and ultimately 
converts itself into selfishness; the bond of hu-
man affections, he wrote, is loosened by our 
concern for individualism. Later on he modi-
fied this a bit to say that public opinion is an 
irresistible force that may encourage tyranny 
or at least the omnipotence of the majority. 
But that is not the American experience. Indi-
vidualism is a sense that we are masters of our 
own souls, and although we are individuals we 
have the highest rate of membership in vol-
untary associations to be found in any demo-
cratic nation. How can you reconcile a com-
mitment to individualism with this commit-
ment to group enterprise? I think that in fact 
individualism to Americans means the ability 
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question, they concluded that they wanted lib-
erty. The struggle over the Constitution was 
not a struggle over equality, it was a struggle 
over guaranteeing freedom. And the framers 
by and large succeeded. There are pressures 
to use the national government to encourage 
equality, but those pressures have generally 
been resisted by people who think the purpose 
of the Constitution is to preserve liberty.

When Tocqueville asked the question: 
"how will people act politically," he said the 
country will suffer from uniformity of opin-
ion—the tyranny of the majority. The framers 
didn’t think that; they believed that we would 
form factions. Madison put it in his defense 
of the Constitution: human nature will be 
unchanged, we must adapt the Constitution 
to the realities of human nature and design 
a system in which ambition will be made to 
counteract ambition.

How will we deal with threats to liberty? 
Tocqueville said that we must rely on the cus-
toms and mores of the people to defeat threats 
to liberty. The framers had a different argu-
ment. They said we must rely on institutional 
arrangements: the separation of powers, an 
independent judiciary, and the like. These in-
stitutional arrangements will do more to pre-
serve liberty from the threats of a government 
than relying upon the customs and mores of 
the people.

What role for religion in society? Toc-
queville made the argument that religion will 
improve self-interest, and in this respect I 
think he was correct, more correct than the 
framers. The framers abandoned any inten-
tion to rely on religion in designing the Con-
stitution because they realized that no Union 
would be possible if the Constitution had to 
be written in a way that would accommodate 
the very different religious practices that then 
existed in the 13 colonies. The only way to 
have a national Union is for the national gov-
ernment to be silent on the subject of religion, 
and to make it clear—as the First Amendment 
to the Constitution did—that Congress shall 
not impede the free exercise of religion. And 
the first Congress added the most mysterious 
phrase in the Bill of Rights: Congress shall 
“make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion,” a phrase that 200 years of jurispru-
dential scholarship has never clarified.

vate sphere and the abandonment of collective 
and public action. But self-interest rightly un-
derstood means that individualism has to be 
tempered by the view that Americans feel it 
is in their interest to be perceived to be honest 
and reinforced by a religion which Americans 
practice without shame. This was in strict 
contrast with France. “In France,” and I quote 
from him now, “the philosophers said that re-
ligious zeal will be extinguished as freedom 
and enlightenment increase. It is unfortunate 
that the facts do not accord with this theory.” 
This is a remarkable view for somebody to have 
in 1835. Freedom, enlightenment, the expan-
sion of human opportunities, not only did not 
temper religion in the U.S., they encouraged 
it by turning over religious development to 
people who were in a competitive struggle to 
build religious movements. The place where 
religion suffered was not the places where the 
English Enlightenment spread, it was in plac-
es such as France and Prussia where churches 
had once been controlled by the government. 
These government-controlled enterprises were 
highly vulnerable to political changes that led 
people to oppose religion as a consequence of 
opposing the party in power.

Understanding the Regime

Let me conclude by saying a few things 
about the relationship between Tocqueville’s 
views and those of the framers of the Ameri-
can Constitution. Though I have said some 
things critical of Tocqueville, this is not be-
cause I am critical of him; on the contrary, 
Democracy in America is in fact a great book. 
But I want to put Tocqueville in context; I 
do not want him to be a cardboard hero of 
American thought with all of his arguments 
left unexamined. Tocqueville did remarkably 
well—as I said at the outset, he was the best 
foreign commentator ever to write about the 
U.S.—and you can read his book and learn 
more things that are true about the U.S. today 
than you can learn by reading any other single 
book. But he did not understand, I think, the 
essence of the American enterprise. Let me 
explain why I think that. 

When Tocqueville approached the question 
of what the people want, he said the people will 
want equality. When the framers asked this 

And finally, on the role of business and 
commerce, the founders were divided. Al-
exander Hamilton wanted a national com-
mercial regime; Thomas Jefferson opposed 
it. In the long run Alexander Hamilton suc-
ceeded and the country has been, I think, 
made greater by this: we have a sound cur-
rency, free enterprise, and encouragement for 
entrepreneurship. For Tocqueville commerce 
was vulgar. He was, after all, an aristocrat; 
he thought that a democratic regime would 
sacrifice many of the aristocratic virtues in 
order to achieve some unanimity of opinion. 
To him commerce was undesirable insofar 
as it encouraged a materialistic way of life. 
The American Founders were divided, but 
the ones that prevailed—Hamilton and his 
descendants—I think were correct, and Toc-
queville on this matter was wrong.

In short, I am a huge admirer of Alexis 
de Tocqueville and have learned a great deal 
from his book. I apologize for these critical 
remarks about him, but it is too easy to idol-
ize a person who wrote a century and a half 
ago and to believe that everything he wrote 
must surely be true. Most of the things he 
wrote were completely true, but on these fun-
damental questions where Tocqueville’s view 
of this country and the founders’ view of this 
country differed so profoundly, it seems to me 
that we have to be clear that the founders had 
a better understanding of what would make 
a regime work than Tocqueville did. We have 
become, contrary to Tocqueville’s suspicions, 
a commercial republic that greatly values lib-
erty and in which individualism has coexisted 
with the highest level of philanthropy to be 
found anywhere in the world. As much as I 
admire Tocqueville, what he wrote left a bit to 
be desired.

James Q. Wilson (1931–2012) taught at Har-
vard, UCLA, and Pepperdine for many years, 
and was a senior fellow at Boston College’s 
Clough Center for the Study of Constitutional 
Democracy. A regular contributor to the Cla-
remont Review of Books, he was the recipient 
of the Lifetime Achievement Award from the 
American Political Science Association and the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom. This essay is 
adapted from remarks delivered at Claremont 
Graduate University in May 2008.
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Book Review by Jack Rakove

Hail, Britannia
Liberty’s Exiles: American Loyalists in the Revolutionary World, by Maya Jasanoff. 

Alfred A. Knopf, 480 pages, $30

Back in the 1970s, historians some-
times quipped that while the Loyalists 
had lost the American Revolution, they 

were on the verge of winning its Bicentennial. 
In 1972, Mary Beth Norton, then beginning 
her distinguished career at Cornell University, 
published The British-Americans: The Loyalist 
Exiles in Britain, 1774–1789, which used the 
compensation claims filed by American loyal-
ists to trace their broader experience. The next 
year, Robert Calhoon published The Loyalists 
in Revolutionary America, a wide-ranging nar-
rative that illuminated just how diverse the 
loyalist affiliation could prove. Then, in 1974, 
came Bernard Bailyn’s brilliant biography, The 
Ordeal of Thomas Hutchinson, which acutely 
but also touchingly explained how Hutchin-
son, the last royal governor of Massachusetts 
and an extraordinarily able servant of em-
pire, helped to provoke the controversies that 
brought the British empire in North America 
to its final crisis. It was not the most influential 
of Bailyn’s many books, but some readers con-
sider it his best, since he explains wonderfully 
how Hutchinson’s skills in navigating the path-
ways of imperial influence blinded him to the 
resentments and jealousy his success provoked.

Bailyn’s aim was to present Hutchinson as 
a tragic figure—meaning that American read-

ers should be able to set aside the assumptions 
they bring to written accounts of their nation’s 
political creation, and think just as sympathet-
ically about its victims and foils as they think 
admiringly about its heroes, the revolution-
ary founders. It is a noble scholarly ambition, 
but a difficult task. There is no quorum in 
American culture—no royalist or parliamen-
tarian remnant—maintaining sympathetic 
ties to the Revolution’s losers. That may be a 
suitable role for our great northern neighbor 
in Canada, because the loyalist community 
formed much of the demographic basis for its 
Anglophone society and political culture. In 
the United States, however, the loyalists re-
main an absentee community, with no one to 
speak for their plight or legacy, much less sym-
pathize with their residual devotion to crown 
and empire.

Now maya jasanoff, another har-
vard historian, offers a different kind 
of sympathetic account of the loyal-

ists. Her story begins in Revolutionary Amer-
ica before 1783. But the sympathy readers 
should feel is not for the loyalists’ losses and 
defeats there, but rather for the adventures on 
which they embarked in their flight into exile, 
which gave them new opportunities and chal-

lenges within the empire. Jasanoff’s story fol-
lows two great arcs: one over time, the other 
across distance. Chronologically, her analysis 
really begins in 1783, when loyalists enjoying 
refuge behind British lines—mostly in New 
York City, Charleston, and Savannah—con-
cluded that they would have no future in the 
independent American republic. Geographi-
cally, the story opens with loyalist settlements 
in Canada, and then sweeps down the Atlan-
tic to the Bahamas, the West Indies, and then 
over to the Sierra Leone settlement in West 
Africa. Throughout, Jasanoff suggests that this 
experience of exile was part of what she calls 

“the spirit of 1783.” This is Jasanoff’s literary 
invention, and it operates to establish a dilut-
ed loyalist counterpart to the patriots’ spirit of 
1775–1776, when colonists were broadly unit-
ed in the movement that led to independence, 
and loyalists in most American communities 
had to be extremely careful even about voicing 
their opinions, much less taking the grave risk 
of mobilizing as a political movement.

Jasanoff is a historian of the British Empire, 
not the American Revolution proper, and her 
first chapter on loyalism before 1783 gets her 
book off to a somewhat shaky start. She makes 
one minor error when she has Thomas Paine 
raising a toast at a dinner for the First Con-
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tinental Congress. Unfortunately, Paine did 
not arrive in Philadelphia until a month after 
Congress adjourned; the toaster she quotes 
was actually Robert Treat Paine, one of the 
four Massachusetts delegates and a promi-
nent member of his colony’s bar. Jasanoff also 
gives Joseph Galloway’s plan for an inter-colo-
nial assembly to deal with imperial matters far 
more attention as a potential basis for recon-
ciliation than it probably deserves. True, when 
it was introduced, Congress tabled its discus-
sion by a narrow vote of six colonies to five, but 
that vote was procedural, not substantive, and 
had Galloway’s scheme really enjoyed the sup-
port of five delegations, it likely would have 
been considered on its merits before Congress 
adjourned. Britain’s refusal to accept the po-
litical legitimacy of the Continental Congress 
also indicates how little imagination London 
showed in response to the challenge of govern-
ing its defiant colonies.

The opening chapters have one other 
omission that Jasanoff addresses only 
in an appendix estimating the total 

number of exiles: how many Americans can 
fairly be described as loyalists, and how did 
that political identification change over time, 
especially as British military operations made 
the open expression of loyalist sentiment pos-
sible? John Adams famously and belatedly 
conjured up an American population divided 
into thirds for, against, and neutral on “the 
cause,” but most historians find that estimate 
speculative and useless. Other scholars have 
indicated that perhaps a fifth of the free co-
lonial population had loyalist leanings. Even 
giving that estimate some credit, it is impor-
tant to recall that the ability to align with the 
British through loyalist activities was likely to 
have varied enormously over the course of the 
war. In her appendix, Jasanoff estimates that 
60,000 would be a reasonable estimate for the 
number of exiles. In addition, she broadens 
her description of loyalist exiles to include an 
estimated 18,000 African American ex-slave 
refugees, and the Mohawk who followed their 
leader, Joseph Brant, across the Niagara River 
into Canada.

Jasanoff does not provide an authoritative 
account of the emergence of loyalism as an 
American political phenomenon. But that is 
not her concern. Her real point of departure 
is the situation that loyalist refugees living be-
hind British lines and the empire faced in 1782-
1783, as the negotiations ending the Revolu-
tionary War and the global conflict to which 
it led went forward in Paris. The British might 
have done more to assert and secure the rights 
of potential refugees to remain in America—
but they did not. All the loyalists got from the 
negotiations was an article pledging the Conti-

nental Congress to ask the states to adopt laws 
permitting loyalists to sue for the recovery of 
confiscated property—a measure the states 
were extremely unlikely to adopt. (By contrast, 
the Treaty of Paris explicitly allowed British 
mercantile creditors to sue for the recovery 
of pre-war debts, with interest.) Among the 
three American negotiators, Benjamin Frank-
lin, rather than John Jay or John Adams, was 
most adamant in asserting that the loyalists 
could expect nothing from their former coun-
trymen. Franklin’s attitude owed something 
to his repudiation of his son William, the last 
royal governor of New Jersey, who placed loy-
alty to king above loyalty to father. But it also 
reflected the widespread American conviction 
that key loyalists (most famously Hutchinson) 
were the true source of the misperceptions and 
miscalculations that led Britain to prefer war 
to negotiations in 1775–1776.

With tens of thousands of loyal-
ists concentrated in the main occu-
pied cities (New York, Charleston, 

and Savannah), the British faced the urgent 
task of planning for the evacuation of the 
refugees. Here is where Jasanoff’s key concept 
comes into play. “The ‘spirit of 1783’ had three 
major elements,” she observes. First, the refu-
gees’ flight coincided with the concurrent al-
teration in the global character of the British 
Empire, a process of expansion in which they 
inevitably became involved. Second, the need 
to recompense the loyalists for their losses in 
North America generated a form of paternal-
ism that embraced “a clarified commitment to 
liberty and humanitarian ideals,” an attitude 
that extended even to ex-slaves (although loy-
alists who carried their slaves with them into 
exile retained their ownership rights). Yet, 
in the third place, the empire remained just 
that, and the lessons the British government 
learned by 1783 included the need for “cen-
tralized, hierarchical government”—a com-
mitment to authority that often fitted poorly 
with the traditional Anglo-American belief in 
representation and rights.

This was less a conscious “spirit” of em-
pire, in the same sense that active memories 
of the patriotism of 1775 did stir Americans 
later, than a set of characteristics that applied 
in greater or lesser force over time. The great 
merit of Jasanoff’s deeply researched and en-
gagingly written book is that it links both 
newly formed loyalist communities and a se-
lect group of illustrative individuals singled 
out for special attention, on the one hand, 
with the broad process of restless migration 
that had been so much a part of British im-
perialism since its 17th-century inception, on 
the other. In details too numerous and varied 
to capture here, and with genuine breadth of 

geographical vision, Jasanoff deftly sketches 
the challenges loyalists encountered as they 
struggled to restore a modicum of prosper-
ity in such challenging environments as the 
arid Bahamas, where salvaging goods from 
wrecked ships and raking salt-ponds was the 
best that life seemed to offer.

Resisting any temptation to oversimplify 
the character of her subjects’ experience, or 
give them an ideological coherence they never 
possessed, Jasanoff succeeds in restoring to the 
exiles the complexity of their situation and re-
sponses to it. In her story, the Revolution mat-
tered not for its overt political consequences, 
but for releasing thousands of migrants, white 
and black, newly freed or still enslaved, into 
an ongoing process of building separate com-
munities within an imperial framework. In 
this mobile world, the population of Liberty’s 
Exiles retained a distinct liberty of their own, 
moving and often re-moving opportunisti-
cally, or out of circumstances, across the arc 
of empire. 

Her favorite character seems to 
be Elizabeth Lichtenstein Johnston, 
whose father, a loyalist soldier, began 

life outside St. Petersburg as a German Prot-
estant subject of Catherine the Great. Her fa-
ther emigrated to Georgia in 1762, married a 
Huguenot woman who died when their sole 
child, Elizabeth, was 10, became a small plant-
er, and sided with the king when the Revolu-
tion came. Calling the immigrant Lichtenstein 
a loyalist American colonist makes little sense 
analytically. Elizabeth married William John-
ston, a loyalist officer when she was 15. The 
Johnstons moved from Savannah to Charles-
ton and East Florida, then on to Edinburgh, 
where William became a physician. Then they 
came back to Jamaica, where William prac-
ticed medicine. Elizabeth lived again in Scot-
land, Nova Scotia (on her own), and then in 
Jamaica after her husband died there in 1807 
and she liquidated his affairs.

Elizabeth’s wandering life says little about 
loyalism but much about the physical disrup-
tion and mobility the Revolution generated. 
Like much of the best recent work in the 
complementary fields of Atlantic and global 
history, this book captures what the mobil-
ity of imperialism was like, not only in push-
ing the refugees into new settlements, but in 
making further resettlements possible as well. 
Perhaps the greatest liberty of exile was mo-
bility itself.

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).



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2012 
Page 19

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 Kenneth Minogue

Opiate of the Intellectuals
Why Marx was Right, by Terry Eagleton. 

Yale University Press, 272 pages, $25 (cloth), $16 (paper)

How to Change the World: Reflections on Marx and Marxism, by Eric Hobsbawm. 
Yale University Press, 480 pages, $35

Karl marx virtually invented what 
it was to be an intellectual: it was to 
combine journalism with philosophy. 

Intellectuality demands a grand theory, along 
with opinions on every subject under the 
sun. Learning his philosophy from Kant and 
Hegel, Marx thought that philosophy was 
essentially critical. Criticism meant hostility 
to the society around. It meant unmasking 
truths that were being concealed by sinister 
interests. More than that, Marx was a prophet 
who detested modern societies and predicted 
the coming of an immense event: the uprising 
of the working class against their bourgeois 
oppressors. He died in 1883 and thus did 
not live to see the event he prophesied—the 
Bolsheviks came to power in Russia 34 years 
later—though whether the Bolsheviks were 
real Marxists or a set of damaging imposters 
has been the basic anxiety of the master’s fol-
lowers ever since. 

Marx drew on Hegel’s argument that his-
tory went through different cultural stages on 
its way to our own time, which happened to 
be the marvelously dramatic moment when 
mankind would transcend past ignorance 
and superstition and create, at last, the ratio-

nal community in which true human beings 
could flourish. This penultimate stage was the 

“bourgeois mode of production” in which en-
ergetic capitalists were revolutionizing tech-
nology and commerce, which, in turn, would 
allow the proletariat to introduce the true 
community of the future. To be a Marxist 
was thus to pass one’s time detecting signs—

“crises of capitalism” as they were known—
which indicated that the coming change was 
imminent.

The power of Marxism resulted from the 
fact that it construed a modern economy 
(which came to be called “capitalism”) as a 
system whose real point was concealed by 
the sinister interests which benefitted from it. 
Unlock the system, and the hidden structure 
of oppression from which we suffered would 
be revealed. “Bourgeois morality” taught that 
people largely got what they deserved, but ac-
tually the system worked to produce selfish-
ness and inequality. Economists taught that 
freedom was the operation of markets, but 
modern commerce and advertising turned 
human beings into helpless consumers. And 
if the free society didn’t always work perfectly, 
the afterlife would guarantee that people got 

their true deserts. Religion, Marx explained, 
was a drug to keep them under control. 

The thing called “Marxism” thus had two 
elements. One was the critical unmasking of 
the supposedly real causes of the miseries of 
the modern world; the other was a vision of a 
possibly inevitable future. Put them together 
and they constitute the secret of modernity. 
Secrets appeal to the vanity of many people, 
especially intellectuals. Generations of Marx-
ists have enjoyed the excitement of believing 
themselves to have cracked the secret of a 
world in which everyone else was lost in “false 
consciousness.” Marxism is thus a specific 
form of politico-philosophical thinking, of-
ten called ideology. Just as nationalism reveals 
the hidden scope of imperialism, and Nazism 
the concealed power of the Jews, as feminism 
exposes unrealized dimensions of patriarchy, 
so Marxism reveals the truth of the capitalist 
world we live in. 

The problem with explaining every-
thing as a system is that it reduces hu-
man beings to robots, whereas they 

are, in fact, rational though fallible moral 
agents. Our present debt crisis results in part 
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from governments borrowing too much and 
spending unwisely. The system did not force 
them to do this, and some governments didn’t. 
Again, private debt often resulted from indi-
viduals picking up the idea that the price of 
housing assets never went down. But many 
people of course did not fall into this illusion. 
No doubt some problems result from realities 
that might be described as “systematic,” but 
others result from human folly. It is simple-
minded to think that one type of explanation 
fits all cases. 

The problem for Marxists has long been 
that capitalism seemed to be remarkably re-
silient. As the sociologist Ernest Gellner 
used mockingly to say as he quoted a famous 
Marxist: “Some of Marx’s predictions are so 
far-sighted they haven’t happened—even yet!” 
This was a crucial piece of mockery, for in the 
early 20th century many an ambitious Marx-
ist revolutionary was losing patience with the 
proletariat, too sunk in “economism” to get on 
with their destined business of toppling the 
bourgeoisie. Instead, Marxists like Mussolini 
and Lenin were deciding that only a revolu-
tionary vanguard of active radicals could take 
over the serious work of seizing power. And 
that is how the world got the Soviet Union, 
fascist Italy, Mao’s China, and various other 
adventures in the delights of a true community.

Did these events confirm marx, as 
Marxists in the last century often 
thought, or were they a terrible be-

trayal of the master? Most people, contem-
plating the horrendous death rate and every 
other kind of failure resulting from these rev-
olutions, soon concluded that Marx demon-
strably belonged in Trotsky’s dustbin of histo-
ry, and after the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
it seemed the game was up. But that would 
be to mistake the way some people respond to 
the failure of prophecy. As cognitive psycholo-
gists have observed with fascination, some fol-
lowers of a failed prophecy become even more 
entrenched in the system they have embraced. 
This is now the case of some Marxists. These 
devout followers have dismissed any idea that 
the revolutions of the 20th century reveal any 
problems in the prophecy. They were mis-
understandings of the master’s true message. 
Marx still speaks to us, they believe, with the 
vision of a new future. He was right, and his 
time is yet to come. 

Two recent books demonstrate this re-
markable mutation of old thoughts. Eric 
Hobsbawm, a noted Marxist historian and 
professor emeritus at the New School for 
Social Research, has written a set of histori-
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cal pieces under the curious title of How to 
Change the World. Hobsbawm is not talking 
here about the small changes people make all 
round us, but about a very big, revolutionary 
change. He employs what we might call the 
euphemistic generic, in which “change” is a 
twee way of taking the nasty Bolshevik sting 
out of “revolution.” And the same interesting 
evasion is central to Why Marx Was Right 
by Terry Eagleton, currently Distinguished 
Professor of English Literature at Lancast-
er University. Indeed Eagleton attacks the 
idea that human nature is flawed as a cun-
ning device for discouraging us from trying 
to “change” the world. “Change…is not the 
opposite of human nature; it is possible be-
cause of the creative, open-ended, unfinished 
beings we are.”

Revolutionaries are of course great expo-
nents of “change,” but they face a problem that 
surfaced dramatically the moment the first 
real revolution came to power. The Jacobins in 
the 1790s made the dramatic discovery that 
the only people who can live in a perfect soci-
ety (at that point characterized as a “reign of 
virtue”) were perfect people. Without virtue, 
or the spirit of community, or total obedience 
to the revolution, the thing wouldn’t work. 
What then do you do with the rest? The only 
answer the Jacobins found was: kill them. 
And the same solution to the same problem 
notably afflicted all the later revolutions for 
communal perfection that achieved so much 

“change” in the last century. 

This is the famous omelette prob-
lem. You just have to smash the eggs! 
We may well ask whether the world 

that might delight latter-day Marxists such 
as Hobsbawm and Eagleton would be one 
you and I could live in. No revolution has 
yet solved its problem without a mountain 
of corpses, so that it might well seem better 
to tolerate our present horrible capitalism, in 
which we somehow manage to rub along with 
all the riffraff around us. Given Voltaire’s vi-
sion of history as a story of crimes and follies, 
the achievement of what these two writers re-
gard as our vile liberal democratic capitalism 
ought not to be taken for granted. After all, 
it even tolerates such passionate enemies as 
Hobsbawm and Eagleton without too much 
fuss. And indeed it is striking that, for all 
their complaints about the horrors of capital-
ism, these critics are absolutely determined 
to cling to it. They never think of going any-
where else. And occasionally Eagleton does 
recognize, even if with a sneer, that “[i]t is in 

the nature of capitalism to confound distinc-
tions, collapse hierarchies and mix the most 
diverse forms of life promiscuously together.” 
Marx himself wondered on occasion whether 
he would be suitable material to live in the 
coming Communism. This pair would almost 
certainly be rapidly gulagged. 

Hobsbawm has stayed faithful to one or 
other version of “change” for a long lifetime, 
and his book is saved from much absurdity 
by a professional respect for the discipline of 
history. He can tell us things worth following 
such as the many editions and translations of 
the Communist Manifesto, or the later stages 
of Marxist opinion. Every so often, however, 
one is brought up short by explosions of par-
tisan absurdity. “The systematic attempt of 
Western Cold Warriors to counter the So-
viets’ ‘battle of ideas’ by Congresses of Cul-
tural Freedom,” he tells us, “did not effec-
tively survive the revelation of CIA financing 
in 1967.” There is a whole volume of falsity 
packed into this sentence, but perhaps all we 
need say is that it is a snide dismissal of the 
careers of Raymond Aron, Arthur Koestler, 
and many others. The idea that dubious fi-
nancing refutes an argument comes ill from 
an admirer of much that was long sustained 
by “Moscow gold.” 

Eagleton’s book is a much more eccen-
tric production. It consists of ten un-
titled chapters, each dealing with some 

terrible misunderstanding of Marx. Foolish 
people have believed that Marx was utopian, 
reduced everything to economics, was a ma-
terialist, was responsible for revolutionary 
bloodshed, etc., etc. We discover instead that 
he is a remarkable prodigy of rational open-
ness, and that his thought was “extraordinari-
ly rich [and] fertile.” He produced “the most 
searching, rigorous, comprehensive critique” 
of capitalism ever “launched.” He is a vision-
ary—but also a realist, not to mention a critic 
of rigid dogmatism. What’s more, “Stalinism, 
rather than discrediting Marx’s work, bears 
witness to its validity.” Sinking even further 
into the demotic, Eagleton remarks that “a 
good few of his critics are reluctant to louse 
up their arguments with the facts.” We are in 
Lives of the Saints territory here:

Rather as Newton discovered the 
invisible forces known as the laws 
of gravity, and Freud laid bare the 
workings of an invisible phenomenon 
known as the unconscious, so Marx 
unmasked our everyday life to reveal 

an imperceptible entity known as the 
capitalist mode of production.

Since “the capitalist mode of production” is 
an abstraction, it is hardly remarkable that we 
cannot “perceive” it. The remark is, however, 
suggestive. Much of science is indeed about 
invisibles, but not everything about invisibles 
is science. It can be mere occultist supersti-
tion, and much in Marx is just that. 

 Eagleton has heard of moral equivalence, 
and is sensitive to the charge that Marxist 
societies, as part of “changing” society, have 
killed quite a lot. In what he imagines to be 
the grand clash of world-historical events, he 
is ready to take on any absurdity to arrive at 
a satisfactory equivalence. “Modern capitalist 
nations are the fruit,” he explains, “of a history 
of slavery, genocide, violence, and exploitation 
every bit as abhorrent as Mao’s China or Sta-
lin’s Soviet Union.” Well, nice to be instructed 
on levels of abhorrence! Those “imperceptibles” 
are clearly getting out of hand! The simple 
point, however, is that we know what Stalin 
and Mao did. They are human agents. “Capi-
talism” is not a human agent, merely the puff 
of smoke by which Marx purports to explain 
everything—and explains, of course, nothing. 

The problem is that Eagleton has the slim-
mest grasp of history. Wherever the hint of 
anything empirical occurs, he gets it wrong. 
That the Soviet Union brought backward 
people into the modern world is of course 
one of the standard legends. In fact, Tzar-
ist Russia, in many of the years before 1917, 
was the China of its day, economically leap-
ing ahead. And not a bad culture either, until 
Soviet conformity arrived.

The best one can say of these pro-
ductions is that they are intellectual 
history conducted as a form of grave-

robbing. The great danger is that this recy-
cling of past human folly may spread. Con-
sider the danger we face of—“the wit and 
wisdom of Mussolini.” And perhaps even 
now being completed, “Hitler wasn’t always 
wrong.” We know that reading Marx turns 
some people into monsters. Here is evidence 
that it can turn even engaging and intelligent 
professors of English literature and history 
into witless exponents of agit-prop. 

Kenneth Minogue is emeritus professor of po-
litical science at the London School of Economics, 
and author, most recently, of The Servile Mind: 
How Democracy Erodes the Moral Life (En-
counter Books). 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2012 
Page 22

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

George f. kennan (1904–2005) en-
tered the Foreign Service in 1926, 
the year after he graduated from 

Princeton. A specialist in Soviet affairs, he be-
came a household word in 1947 when Foreign 
Affairs published his “The Sources of Soviet 
Conduct” under the transparent pseudonym 

“Mr. X.” The article reprised the “long tele-
gram” he had sent from Moscow to Secretary 
of State James Byrnes in 1946, explaining that 
the Soviet regime’s very nature doomed any 
diplomatic attempt to placate it. He advised, 
instead, that the Soviets should be “contained” 
with “unalterable counterforce at every point 
where they show signs of encroaching upon 
the interests of a peaceful and stable world.”

Winston Churchill had quipped that 
Soviet international conduct was “a riddle, 
wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma.” 
During the War years, that was as far as 
American officials would go in accounting 
for the Soviet Union’s malevolence. Kennan’s 

“long telegram” and “X” article blew away the 
official fog: Stalin had united Marxist-Lenin-
ist ideology and Ivan the Terrible’s legacy to 
render Soviet Russia implacably militant yet 

averse to foreign war. Since the USSR would 
try to expand through proxies and subversion, 
it would have to be contained externally by 
these very means until it changed internally. 

Popular myth has it that the United States 
pursued containment from 1947 to the 1991 
consummation that Kennan intended. But 
this oversimplifies key facts: the Soviet Union 
never changed but died, and Kennan, the 
architect of containment, became its most 
severe but least coherent critic. Even worse, 
our preoccupation with the sources of Soviet 
conduct distracts us from a more complex and 
enduring question concerning the sources of 
America’s conduct of foreign affairs. Yale his-
tory professor John Lewis Gaddis’s masterly 
biography of Kennan is worth reading, above 
all, for the light it sheds on the intellectual, so-
cial, and political processes by which Kennan 
and other prominent Americans conducted 
our side of the Cold War. 

Kennan’s contributions to U.S. foreign 
policy resulted at least as much from his 
idiosyncratic personality and equivocal pa-
triotism as from his reasoning about interna-
tional affairs. He spoke Russian better than 

most Russians, and Russian literature shaped 
his soul. He knew the Soviet Union well. He 
was a competent practitioner and scholar of 
diplomacy, and wrote solid histories of Rus-
sia’s diplomatic dealings with Europe. But his 
mind worked poetically, especially regarding 
practical matters. Always introspective, he 
was often self-indulgent to the point of so-
lipsism. Never a disciplined thinker, Kennan 
followed the logic of his tastes without asking 
himself where that logic led. His understand-
ing of America and of his own American iden-
tity was contorted by prejudices, moods, and 
passions.

Gaddis’s subtitle, an american life, 
reminds the reader that George 
Kennan’s intellectual and emotion-

al ambivalences are anything but atypical of 
America’s 20th-century upper-middle class, 
that they are interesting to us because they 
explain, to some extent, the class that gave 
the American Century its character, and that 
such things are among the deepest sources 
of American conduct. The most basic factor 
among them was a sense of superiority to the 

Book Review by Angelo M. Codevilla

The Sources of American Conduct
George F. Kennan: An American Life, by John Lewis Gaddis. 

Penguin Press, 800 pages, $39.95
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mass of Americans. Like others of his class, 
Kennan loved the America of his own remi-
niscences, imagination, and close acquain-
tances, while loathing the rest of Americans 
and the civilization they represented. He re-
called lovingly his youth at his family’s com-
pound on a Wisconsin lake, and treasured his 
gentleman’s farm in exurban Pennsylvania, as 
equivalents of Chekov’s spiritual communion 
with the cherry orchard of his doomed char-
acter, Ravenskaya. These “stood for certain 
ideals of decency and courage, and generosity.” 
Kennan’s attitude toward the rest of America 
seems a paraphrase of the Pharisee’s prayer in 
the Temple: “Lord I thank thee that I am not 
like other Americans….”

Thus when Kennan looked at Hitler’s Ger-
many in the 1930s he saw primarily “a great 
garden, well kept and blooming…populated 
by clean and healthy people.” By the same to-
ken, while he recognized that Communism 
negates the soul—Soviet funerals showed 

“the meaninglessness of life expounded and 
argued from the meaninglessness of death”—
he nevertheless thought it was better “to sell 
one’s soul…than to let it dry up in its own bit-
terness and get nothing for it whatsoever.”

Lack of soul, or indeed of anything worthy, 
is what Kennan saw in ordinary Americans. 
He wished that Americans might “have their 
toys taken away from them, be spanked, edu-
cated, and made to grow up.” That would take 
a “strong central power (far stronger than the 
present constitution would allow).” Mean-
while, he expressed revulsion at the sight of 
well-fed, “shapeless, droopy” Americans, get-
ting out of their cars “tired from not walking,” 

“a skin disease of the earth.” He told his diary: 
“I hate democracy; I hate the press…. I hate 
the ‘peepul;’ I have become clearly un-Ameri-
can.” America was unworthy of him.

Representing this motley nation’s interests 
was a continuing emotional burden for some-
one who saw himself on a higher plane of hu-
man existence. Time and again, these hall-
marks of our ruling class’s mentality warped 
the professional diplomat’s judgment. Gaddis 
tells us this attitude was inappropriate but 
only, in his view, because Franklin Roosevelt’s 
New Deal was moving America in the precise 
direction that Kennan desired. 

George kennan, the soviet expert 
and professional diplomat, had a 
tight grip on the fundamentals of 

international affairs. No sooner had Hitler 
invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941 than 
Kennan distilled what should have been 
America’s war policy toward that country: we 

should give the Soviets “whatever called for by 
our own self interest.” We should also, how-
ever, emphasize the differences between our 
own purposes and those of a regime “widely 
feared and detested” because of its policies, 
domestic and foreign. Because the Soviet 
Union had started the war along with Hitler 
and had war aims very different from ours, “it 
has thus no claim on Western sympathies.”

Gaddis calls this clarity “impractical.” He 
writes: “for how were Roosevelt and the new 
British Prime Minister Winston Churchill 
to persuade their democracies to aid the So-
viet Union without identifying politically and 
ideologically with it?” But ordinary Ameri-
cans and Britons understood Soviet real-
ity better than their rulers. Churchill, for his 
part, spoke frequently and forcefully about 
the differences between Soviet and Western 
war aims. Gaddis’s critique of Kennan’s clar-
ity confuses reality with Roosevelt’s felt need 
to please pro-Communists and Wilsonians 
within the Democratic Party.

Kennan’s analysis was equally clear-sight-
ed in 1944, when Stalin: a) refused Soviet 
support for the Polish underground’s heroic 
Warsaw rising against Nazi troops; and b) re-
fused to let American and British aircraft re-
fuel at Soviet bases, making it impossible for 
those allies to help the Poles. Kennan wrote 
that this was the time to force the Soviets to 
choose “between changing their policy com-
pletely and agreeing to collaborate in the es-
tablishment of truly independent countries in 
Eastern Europe or forfeiting Western-Allied 
support and sponsorship for the remaining 
phases of their war efforts.” New Dealers and 
One Worlders had led the American people 
to believe that the Soviets shared our war 
aims. Now that Stalin obviously intended to 
set up an exclusive zone of control, the USSR 
had to be somehow “disabused of this illu-
sion” of limitless American accommodation 
to their designs. Averell Harriman, the U.S. 
ambassador to the Soviet Union and Ken-
nan’s superior, judged Kennan’s suggestion 

“impractical” and did not bother to argue with 
it or mention it to Roosevelt. Gaddis agrees 
with them tacitly.

Events showed, however, that the 
real impracticality was FDR’s aversion 
to concrete political objectives in Eu-

rope. Kennan wrote to Chip Bohlen (Roos-
evelt’s interpreter at Yalta in April 1945) that 
the United Nations, the president’s “grand 
design,” had “no basis in reality.” Pursuing it 
gave the American people “a distorted picture 
of the nature of the problems the postwar era 

is bound to bring.” Necessary as destroying 
Nazi power was, this objective was “purely 
negative.” To get something positive out of 
the war, “We should gather together at once 
into our hands all the cards we hold and begin 
to play them to their full value.” But Bohlen 
thought such words so subversive of the ad-
ministration’s statecraft that he urged Ken-
nan to destroy all copies of the letter. 

As Stalin accomplished his objectives, how-
ever, he quickly ceased hiding his contempt for 
the Rooseveltians. Stalin’s response to Harry 
Hopkins’s final plea to place some kind of fig 
leaf on his takeover of Poland, lest it cause 
domestic political difficulties for U.S. Demo-
crats, amounted to “that’s your problem!” In 
short, by late 1945 Stalin’s behavior was mak-
ing it ever less practical for U.S. officials to 
continue the course of action they had been 
so sure was practical.

Kennan’s “long telegram” of febru-
ary 1946, sent while Ambassador 
Harriman was in Washington, was 

as forthright as his earlier dispatches. But of-
ficials now welcomed its call to reality because 
now reality was forcing them to pay attention 
regardless of what they might wish. The “long 
telegram” was a primer on Communist Russia: 

“archaic in form, fragile and artificial in its psy-
chological foundation, unable to stand com-
parison or contact with political systems of 
Western countries.” That, and the doctrine of 
Marxism-Leninism that justified their despo-
tism, is why Soviet leaders divided the world 
into two parts, between which there could be 

“no permanent modus vivendi.” Through “an 
elaborate and far flung apparatus…of amazing 
flexibility,” they sought to disrupt our society’s 
internal harmony and to destroy our tradition-
al way of life. Coping with the Soviets would 
require the “same thoroughness and care as 
solution of major strategic problem in war.” 
Foremost among Washington’s tasks would 
be to educate the American people about the 
seriousness of the problem.

He expanded these themes in the “X” ar-
ticle, especially his prescription for universal 
containment. Yet the American people soon 
proved that they were far ahead of their offi-
cials in understanding the Soviet threat. Ken-
nan himself spent much of the ensuing half-
century chiding his countrymen for being 
insufficiently accommodating to the Soviets 
pretty much across the board.

Much as Kennan wavered on policy, how-
ever, his judgments on the fundamentals of 
international affairs remained firm and clear. 
His short book American Diplomacy, 1900–
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1950, published in 1951, demonstrated the 
arrant nonsense of the modern American 
foreign policy establishment’s creed of inter-
nationalism. Kennan wrote that while the 
purpose of foreign policy is to advance con-
crete national interests, the internationalists 
had imagined that it should be to improve 
the world, somehow. Their pursuit of un-de-
finable, abstract goals, he argued, had done 
much harm. Kennan displayed the same so-
briety when in 1956 the Eisenhower Admin-
istration and its Wilsonian Secretary of State, 
John Foster Dulles, supported the Egyptian 
dictator Gamal Nasser when he seized the 
Suez Canal: Kennan told the New York Times 
that our leaders had forgotten the difference 
between long-time allies and “tin pot dicta-
tors” who “are not our friends.” The canal was 
Anglo-French property and vital to world 
commerce. He sensed that our foreign policy 
establishment’s courtship of self-appointed 

“Third World” leaders could only have bad 
consequences.

In 1947 kennan became a victim of the 
Peter Principle. Having become a celebri-
ty, he was promoted out of his competence 

as a reporting diplomat and into the role of a 
policymaker, which encouraged him to pon-
tificate, to indulge his prejudices and inner 
instability.

He began well enough. In the spring of 
1947, as the “X” article was being printed, he 
advised Secretary of State George C. Mar-
shall that containing the Soviets in Europe re-
quired relieving the continent’s misery, which 
in turn required massive American economic 
aid with the sole condition that plans for it 
be coordinated among Europeans and agreed 
upon with Americans. The ensuing “Marshall 
Plan” indeed started the process that Kennan 
had advocated, of “turning former enemies 
into allies.” But it was downhill from there.

As theoretically sound and similarly influ-
ential, but pregnant with trouble, was Ken-
nan’s critique of President Truman’s pledge of 
aid to Greece and Turkey. The decision was 
the first manifestation of the “Truman Doc-
trine,” a promise to intervene in any and every 
situation where there might be danger of the 
Soviets gaining any advantage, no matter how 
small or temporary. Kennan’s general point 
was valid enough: surely no principle of policy 
applies automatically to any and all circum-
stances. Indeed, Gaddis reminds us that Ken-
nan’s formulation of containment had implied 
both automaticity and universality, rendering 
his critique of the Truman Doctrine a refuta-
tion of his own words. 

Kennan the policymaker argued strenu-
ously for retrenching U.S. commitments. 
Czechoslovakia should be allowed to fall to 
the Communists, never mind the sad prec-
edents of 1938-39. Even China, he argued, 
on which America had placed so many hopes 
and expended so much blood and treasure, 
should be permitted to go Red—the sooner 
the better. To boot, he urged driving the anti-
Communist side out of Taiwan. He repeated 
that the Soviets could not hold onto such con-
quests, that they would choke on them in the 
long run. But Gaddis notes that in Kennan’s 
original formulation, containment’s virtue 
consisted substantially of depriving the Sovi-
ets of vital psychological satisfaction. Would 
Communist victories in China and Czecho-
slovakia not give them that satisfaction? And 
what would their victories do to us psycholog-
ically? Why would Kennan’s new version of 

“containment,” which seemed to be about con-
taining America more than the Soviet Union, 
not dispirit and destroy us instead of them? 

Because Kennan never addressed such 
questions directly, we may well suspect that 
his enthusiasm for retrenchment came, not 
from any understanding of history or prin-
ciples of statecraft, but instead from his in-
creasing socio-political identification with 
Americans who believed Soviet advances and 
American retreats were inherently good. In-
deed, to the extent he got involved in policy 
and politics, he set principles aside. His mind 
seemed to work on two mutually exclusive lev-
els. For example, he seemed unaware that his 
statement of diplomatic principles in Ameri-
can Diplomacy, 1900–1950 was identical to 
the argument of A Foreign Policy for Ameri-
cans, published in the same year by Robert 
Taft, whom he loathed socio-politically. In 
later years, he reacted with outright disbe-
lief when discovering that his views matched 
those of conservatives.

In 1946-47 kennan delivered a series of 
lectures on strategy at the National War 
College, in which he earnestly committed 

himself to the dangerous contradiction that 
diplomacy itself should become grand strat-
egy. He knew perfectly well that diplomacy 
is only one of several means of communica-
tion, and that the substance of any message 
outweighs the form in which it is delivered. 
Like anyone else, he knew that formulating 
a plan is logically and chronologically prior 
to communicating any part of it. So, what 
sense might it have made for him to speak of 
diplomacy as grand strategy? Behind the lec-
ture’s soaring rhetoric about a battle for men’s 

minds there may well be a pedestrian explana-
tion: he felt that America and especially the 
colonels and generals in the audience needed 
to hear that force was not the key to the Cold 
War. America should cool it. 

Yet in 1948, after the Russians took over 
Czechoslovakia and Italy’s Communists were 
poised, according to some American observers, 
to gain power by winning national elections, 
Kennan panicked at the prospect that the 
Soviets might parlay one victory into another 
and another. As head of the State Depart-
ment’s Policy Planning Staff, he went so far 
as to recommend forcing the postponement 
of the Italian elections and re-invading Italy. 
As a fallback, he urged covert aid to Italians 
thought by the Central Intelligence Agency to 
be likeliest to stop the Communists. He also 
supported covert action against Communist 
regimes in Eastern Europe. But Kennan and 
the CIA knew even less about such things 
than about strategy. Few Italians thought the 
Communist-Socialist coalition stood a chance, 
which is why Eugenio Reale, the Italian Com-
munists’ liaison to the Cominform, had re-
sisted Stalin’s order to set up the electoral 
confrontation. In the end, the Communist 
coalition won only 31% of the vote. In East-
ern Europe, the CIA and State Department 
wasted the lives of countless agents in missions 
without adequate counterintelligence. 

The 1950 Soviet-Chinese-North Korean 
invasion of South Korea caused the same Ken-
nan who had wanted to help deliver Taiwan 
to the Chinese Communists to deem Taiwan 
essential to the defense of the world. But that 
did not diminish his sentiment that diplomacy 
could work wonders: he proposed to drive a 
wedge between Mao and Stalin, and perhaps 
to negotiate an end to the Korean war, by offer-
ing to turn China’s U.N. seat over to the Com-
munists. By this time, his advice was no lon-
ger welcome in the Truman Administration, 
which had embraced Paul Nitze’s prescription 
for conducting U.S.-Soviet relations from a 
position of military superiority. Kennan tried 
his prescriptions on John Foster Dulles, who 
was already the Republican Party’s shadow 
Secretary of State, and was rebuffed.

Never again would kennan take 
an appreciable hand in policy. His 
writings for the next half-century 

however, would contribute to Washington’s 
evolving thinking, and provide insights into 
an influential mentality.

From a post at Princeton’s Institute for Ad-
vanced Studies, and using a celebrity’s access 
to the media, Kennan personified the foreign 
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policy establishment’s new approach to inter-
national affairs between 1950 and the Soviet 
Union’s collapse. This new course was based 
on certain premises that help make sense of 
his affections, disaffections, and reversals of 
previously held positions.

Not the least of these had been formulat-
ed by Bernard Brodie’s 1946 book, The Ab-
solute Weapon. Written within weeks of Hi-
roshima, it posited that “one bomb suffices 
to wipe out a city,” both the U.S. and USSR 
would have “the bomb,” and that “defense 
against atomic bombs is impossible,” render-
ing insignificant an imbalance in which one 
side has 20 bombs and the other 2,000. From 
this starting point followed three precepts: 
major war means mutual suicide; nothing 
justifies undertaking or even risking such 
suicide; and, thus, no effort must be spared 
to avoid incurring that risk. In short, “bet-
ter red than dead,” as Kennan himself put it. 
Consequently, any kind of peaceful arrange-
ment with the Soviet Union was good, and 
anything or any person that stood in the way 
of such an arrangement was bad. 

In 1947-48, while supporting the division 
of Germany, Kennan opposed the creation of 
an Atlantic Alliance on the Western side of the 
line, because that would mean the “final mili-

tarization of the present dividing-line through 
Europe.” That happened to be the Soviet po-
sition. But by 1957 he advocated reuniting 
Germany by neutralizing it, while at the same 
time dissolving both NATO and the Warsaw 
Pact—nominally neutralizing Europe. That, 
too, also happened to be the Soviet position. 
He continued advocating that position into the 
Kennedy Administration, whose Secretary of 
State, Dean Rusk, said that the policy would 
lead to America and its allies being nibbled to 
death like ducks. For Kennan, however, push-
ing away the prospect of war was paramount, 
which made reaching a deal with the Soviet 
Union the overriding objective.

When nikita khrushchev threat-
ened to cut off their access to Berlin 
unless the Allies recognized East 

Germany, France’s Charles de Gaulle and 
Germany’s Konrad Adenauer urged firmness, 
but Kennan advised the Kennedy Adminis-
tration to deal with Khrushchev behind the 
Europeans’ backs. When the crisis culminat-
ed in the Soviet Union’s construction of the 
Berlin Wall, Kennan applauded it, as well as 
the Kennedy Administration’s acquiescence 
in it. In 1989, as the German people swept 
that wall away and rushed to re-unite, Ken-

nan urged preserving the division for the sake 
of the Soviet Union’s stability. 

George Kennan fawned over the Kennedys, 
even though he believed that JFK had reneged 
on promises to be as accommodating to the 
Soviets as Kennan had counseled. He was 
especially sour that the president had gone 
along with Congress’s declaration of “Cap-
tive Nations Week,” keeping alive a vestige of 
the American body politic’s conviction that 
the Soviet Union’s domination of the Bal-
tic States (gained through the Stalin-Hitler 
pact of 1939, which Kennan himself had de-
nounced) was illegitimate. He believed that 
Kennedy secretly agreed with him that all 
the anti-Communist moralism was bunk, but 
that the president needed to throw bones to 
the ignorant, bellicose American people.

There is little doubt Americans were the 
chief culprits in Kennan’s indictment of hu-
manity for being “little microbes” infecting 
the globe’s environment. “The country at 
large,” he wrote, would not recognize any “re-
ally sound and brilliant diplomacy vis-à-vis 
the Soviet Union” and would “call with great 
acclaim for its abandonment.” The “détente” 
policy of the 1970s was what Kennan had in 
mind, personified by Henry Kissinger, whom 
he judged “a wise, learned, and agreeable man.” 
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Kennan was more correct than he realized 
about the American people’s propensities: 
in 1976, future presidents from both parties, 
Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan, simultane-
ously ran national campaigns against détente 
and Kissinger—a record for rejection.

In Kennan’s view no one—not the Ameri-
can people, not even the very best of the Rus-
sian people, like Andrei Sakharov and Alek-
sandr Solzhenitsyn, Chekov’s and Tolstoy’s 
contemporary equivalents—had any right to 
stand in the way of détente and thus to endan-
ger the world. Gaddis points out that contain-
ment, as Kennan had prescribed it in 1946, 
required a steadfast American public to create 
international circumstances in which “vision-
aries-dissidents” would wake Russia out of 
the Soviet trauma. But when the visionaries 
who so nearly fit everything that Kennan had 
admired in Russian culture presented them-
selves on the world stage, he rejected them as 

“dangerous enemies.” 
That made sense only within the pecu-

liar vision of the narrow American social 
class to which he belonged. So did his view 
of Ronald Reagan, whose administration he 
described as “ignorant, unintelligent, com-
placent and arrogant; worse still is the fact 
that it is frivolous and reckless.” The fact that 
Reagan succeeded in removing strategic nu-
clear weapons from Europe, which Kennan 
had long advocated, did nothing to qualify 
his contempt. As Gaddis points out, much 
of the Reagan Administration’s foundational 
document on the Soviet Union (NSDD-75) 

read like a paraphrase of Kennan 1946-47. 
Gaddis writes: “[Kennan] trusted Androp-
ov—until recently head of the KGB—more 
than he did Reagan.” How could Kennan 

“have loved John F. Kennedy, who repeatedly 
rejected his advice, and loathed Ronald Rea-
gan, whose actions…were consistent with 
it?” Because Kennan found it impossible to 
imagine that anyone from an unpalatable so-
cio-political background could be any good. 
Gaddis notes that Kennan “could not share 
aspirations with someone so unlike himself.” 
And since getting along with the Soviets had 
now become his and his class’s touchstone of 
good sense, why not morally reverse the roles 
of the U.S. and Soviet Union? 

It seems that Kennan, and many like him, 
went a long way in this direction. Gaddis tells 
us that Kennan, describing Reagan’s nego-
tiations with Mikhail Gorbachev, reversed 
the roles of Americans and Soviets 40 years 
earlier. Then he had written that Ameri-
cans might have offered Stalin everything he 
asked for, and “Moscow would smell a trap.” 
But now, “Kennan seemed to be saying Gor-
bachev in his dealings with Reagan was facing 
an American Stalin.”

In his epilogue, “greatness,” gaddis ar-
gues that Kennan was very important. I 
suggest that his biography shows that 

Kennan’s insight into the Soviet regime’s evil 
nature was uniquely brilliant only when com-
pared with the dull, three-monkey orthodoxy 
of the Roosevelt Administration, Walter Du-

ranty’s mendacious (Pulitzer Prize-winning) 
dispatches in the New York Times, and the 
useful idiocy of Progressives. Any number of 
scholars, never mind ordinary folks, under-
stood clearly that when Stalin spoke of break-
ing eggs to make omelettes, he meant mass 
murder. After the Stalin-Hitler pact, millions 
of Americans who were somehow connected 
to Eastern Europe, not to mention the Catho-
lic Church itself, were shouting warnings in 
comparison with which the “long telegram” 
and the “X” article were milquetoast. Indeed, 
the Truman Administration’s containment 
was the soft alternative to rolling back Com-
munism, which was the policy America’s ma-
jority preferred.

But, yes, between February 1946 and June 
1947 George Kennan was, at the very least, 
the catalyst of U.S. foreign policy, and for the 
better. Thereafter, as his celebrity grew his 
influence on policy atrophied. For the rest of 
his long life, the media took note of anything 
that issued from the theoretician of “contain-
ment.” But his pronouncements did not so 
much move our foreign policy establishment’s 
consensus as keep pace with it. In opposing 
U.S. policy in Vietnam, dismissing Ronald 
Reagan, or pleading for longer life for East 
Germany and the Soviet Union, Kennan was 
just another member of his class, only more 
visible than most.
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America has a problem, not because 
of our Constitution but because con-
stitutionalism as a theoretical doc-

trine is no longer meaningful in our poli-
tics. A constitution is meaningful only if its 
principles, which authorize government, are 
understood to be permanent and unchange-
able, in contrast to the statute laws made by 
government that alter with circumstances 
and changing political requirements of each 
generation. If a written constitution is to 
have any meaning, it must have a rational 
or theoretical ground that distinguishes it 
from government. When the principles that 
establish the legitimacy of the constitution 
are understood to be changeable, are forgot-
ten, or denied, the constitution can no longer 
impose limits on the power of government. 
In that case, government itself will determine 
the conditions of the social compact and be-
come the arbiter of the rights of individuals. 
When that transformation occurred, as it did 
in the 20th century, the sovereignty of the 
people, established by the Constitution, was 
replaced by the sovereignty of government, 
understood in terms of the modern concept 
of the rational or administrative State. It was 
a theoretical doctrine, the philosophy of his-
tory, that effected this transformation and 
established the intellectual and moral foun-
dations of progressive politics.

 Established on the foundation of natural 
rights, constitutionalism has been steadily 
undermined by the acceptance of the new 
doctrine of History. The Progressive move-
ment, which is the political instrument of 
that theoretical revolution, had as its funda-
mental purpose the destruction of the politi-
cal and moral authority of the U.S. Constitu-
tion. Because of the success of the Progressive 
movement, contemporary American politics 
is animated by a political theory denying 
permanent principles of right derived from 
nature and reason. In exposing the theoreti-
cal roots of progressivism and the liberalism 
it has spawned, it is possible to reveal the dif-
ference between a constitutional government 
and the modern State. That difference, both 
theoretical and practical, becomes apparent in 
comparing constitutionalism as it was under-

stood by the American Founders and Thomas 
Paine, and its transformation at the hands of 
the most successful Progressive politician of 
the 20th century, Franklin Roosevelt. 

Constitutionalism: Two Views

Paine spoke for nearly all the found-
ing Fathers when he wrote “a constitu-
tion is a thing antecedent to a govern-

ment, and a government is only the creature 
of a constitution. The constitution of a coun-
try is not the act of its government, but of 

the people constituting a government.” Paine 
said he had to deny what had “been thought 
a considerable advance towards establishing 
the principles of freedom…that government 
is a compact between those who govern and 
those who are governed.” He knew that the 
defense of the sovereignty of the people and 
the protection of their individual rights re-
quired the firm establishment of the distinc-
tion between government and constitution, 
with the latter resting upon a social compact 
of the people themselves. “The fact therefore 
must be,” he insisted, “that the individuals 
themselves, each in his own personal and sov-
ereign right, entered into a compact with each 
other to produce a government; and this is the 
only mode in which governments have a right 
to arise, and the only principle on which they 
have a right to exist.” 

 The social compact, therefore, must be 
understood in terms of a distinction between 
nature and convention. A constitution, unlike 
government, derives its authority from the 
laws of nature, or reason, which requires the 
protection of the natural rights of individuals 
as the chief purpose of government. It rests 
upon a political theory that established prin-
ciples designed to serve that purpose. Conse-
quently, it is possible to determine the pow-
ers and limitations of government precisely 
because its authority is derived from a more 
fundamental compact. A constitution, there-
fore, Paine noted, 

is the body of elements…which con-
tains the principles on which the 
government shall be established, the 
manner in which it shall be organized, 
the powers it shall have, the mode 
of elections, the duration of parlia-
ments…the powers which the ex-
ecutive part of the government shall 
have…and the principles on which 
it shall act, and by which it shall be 
bound.

Paine assumed that nature and reason, not 
government, established the ground from 
which those principles arose. The distinction 
between a constitution and government must 
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rest upon the possibility of distinguishing 
nature from convention, reason from will (or 
passion), and natural (or fundamental) from 
positive law. The founders, like Paine, had 
been unwilling to risk the defense of human 
freedom and the rights of individuals by reaf-
firming the age-old corrupt bargain between 
the rulers and the ruled. Consequently, the 
American Founders had insisted that the 
social compact is of the people, themselves. 
It was not promulgated with the permission 
and consent of any actual governing body, 
but rested on the eternal laws of nature and 
reason. Only upon the foundation of natural 
right had it become possible to establish the 
rational authority of an enlightened people to 
institute government on its own behalf. 

A written constitution, therefore, is an 
attempt to spell out the conditions of just 
and reasonable government. It separates the 
law made by government (i.e., by legislative 
majorities) from the fundamental law, made 
by the people to protect their natural rights. 
The laws of legislative majorities are legiti-
mate only insofar as they are consistent with 
the principles laid down in the fundamental 
law. A written constitution viewed merely as 
positive law would be wholly unintelligible 
theoretically. But, in 1932, Franklin Roos-
evelt expressed a view, common among lib-
erals, that the time had come to reinterpret 
the social contract in response to modern 
conditions. Animated by a progressive un-
derstanding of History, such a fundamental 
reappraisal was thought necessary because 
it was assumed that there could be no per-
manent principles of political right. In Roo-
sevelt’s creative interpretation, spelled out in 
his Commonwealth Club address in Septem-
ber 1932, he noted: 

The Declaration of Independence 
discusses the problem of government 
in terms of a contract. Government 
is a relation of give and take, a con-
tract, perforce, if we would follow the 
thinking out of which it grew. Under 
such a contract, rulers were accorded 
power, and the people consented to 
that power on consideration that they 
be accorded certain rights. The task 
of statesmanship has always been the 
redefinition of these rights in terms of 
a changing and growing social order. 
New conditions impose new require-
ments upon government and those 
who conduct government.

Roosevelt assumed and simply asserted 
that the compact is between government and 
the people. But that is contrary to both the 
theoretical and practical meaning of the origi-
nal social compact. The principles of the Dec-

laration of Independence, and the political 
theory of constitutionalism, rested upon the 
defense of individual natural rights as the best 
ground to ensure the sovereignty and safety 
of the people.

 Indeed, what established the link between 
the principles of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence and the political science of the Consti-
tution is the notion of the people as sovereign, 
with government as the people’s creation and 
servant. It was on this ground that Jefferson 
could justify the revolution against Britain; it 
had become “necessary for one people to dis-
solve the political bands which have connect-
ed them with another and to assume among 
the powers of the earth, the separate and 
equal station to which the Laws of Nature 
and of Nature’s God entitle them.” Therefore, 
it was with reference to the Laws of Nature 
that it had become possible to say on behalf 
of that people: 

We hold these truths to be self-ev-
ident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Cre-
ator with certain unalienable Rights, 
that among these are Life, Liberty 
and the pursuit of Happiness. That to 
secure these rights, Governments are 
instituted among Men, deriving their 
just powers from the consent of the 
governed. That whenever any Form 
of Government becomes destructive 
of these ends, it is the Right of the 
People to alter or to abolish it, and to 
institute new Government, laying its 
foundation on such principles and or-
ganizing its powers in such form, as to 
them shall seem most likely to effect 
their Safety and Happiness.

This is not a compact of government with 
the people. It is the people who assign govern-
ment its role, which is the protection of their 
individual rights; when it fails to do so, it must 
be altered or abolished.

 Similarly, the Constitution begins by in-
stitutionalizing the authority of the people 
as the foundation of the compact: “We the 
People of the United States, in Order to form 
a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure 
domestic Tranquility, provide for the common 
defence, promote the general Welfare, and se-
cure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and 
our Posterity, do ordain and establish this 
Constitution for the United States of Ameri-
ca.” It is the people who established a constitu-
tion. It was the Constitution, or the compact 
of the people, that instituted and limited the 
power of government, by subordinating gov-
ernmental institutions to the authority of a 
written constitution (and separating the pow-
ers of the branches of government).
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In Roosevelt’s reinterpretation, government 
or the State determines the conditions of the 
social compact, thereby not only diminishing 
the authority of the Constitution but under-
mining the sovereignty of the people. By sug-
gesting that the people accord government 
power on the condition that they are given 
rights, the concept of social or group rights 
(and subsequently entitlements), becomes 
the moral foundation of government. The 
purpose of government is therefore linked to 
the satisfaction of needs, economic and social. 
Consequently, Roosevelt would insist that “the 
issue of government has always been whether 
individual men and women will have to serve 
some system of government or economics, or 
whether a system of government and econom-
ics exists to serve individual men and women.” 
Understood in this way, the economic (and 
social) system must come under the control 
of government before it can serve the people. 
And government must, of necessity, become 
the arbiter of rights, both economic and po-
litical. The will of the people must be estab-
lished by government before it can be put into 
effect by the technical expertise of its bureau-
cracy. At that point, politics must give way to 
administration. In Roosevelt’s view, the moral 
authority of government had come to replace 
the moral authority of the people’s compact, 
and the sovereignty of the State would come 
to replace the sovereignty of the people. By 
undermining the attachment of individuals 
to the constitutional order as the best defense 
of their rights, progressivism teaches them to 
believe that government is the only source and 
defender of their rights.

 
Will or Reason

America still has a written consti-
tution, but it is nearly impossible, the-
oretically or politically, to comprehend 

the distinction between the government and 
the Constitution. Therefore, it is difficult to 
conceive of any rational limits on the power 
of government that can be derived from the 
Constitution. The theoretical foundations of 
social compact theory have been so under-
mined as to make constitutionalism obsolete 
as a political theory. The Progressives insisted 
that rights and freedom could not be under-
stood as natural or individual, but social and 
dependent upon historical development. One 
important American Progressive thinker, 
Mary Parker Follett, who published The New 
State in 1918, outlined the new Progressive 
understanding of freedom and rights that is 
worth quoting at length for its clarity:

Democracy has meant to many natu-
ral rights, liberty and equality. The ac-
ceptance of the group principle defines 

for us in truer fashion those watch-
words of the past. If my true self is 
the group-self, then my only rights are 
those which membership in a group 
gives me. The old idea of natural rights 
postulated the particularist individu-
al; we know now that no such person 
exists. The group and the individual 
come into existence simultaneously: 
with this group-man appears group-
rights. Thus man can have no rights 
apart from society or independent of 
society or against society. Particularist 
rights are ruled out as everything par-
ticularist is ruled out…. The truth of 
the whole matter is that our only con-
cern with rights is not to protect them 
but to create them. Our efforts are to 
be bent not upon guarding the rights 
which Heaven has showered upon us, 
but in creating all the rights we shall 
ever have…. [As] the group process 
abolishes individual right, so it gives 
us a true definition of liberty. We have 
seen that the free man is he who actu-
alizes the will of the whole. I have no 
liberty except as an essential member 
of a group…to obey the group which 
we have helped to make and of which 
we are an integral part is to be free 
because we are then obeying our self. 
Ideally the state is such a group.

Progressives were confident that the re-
placement of natural right (philosophy) by 
History would make it possible to establish 
the conditions for the replacement of politics 
and religion by an uncoerced rational soci-
ety. Political life and religion must vanish to 
enable the perfecting of economic and social 
conditions through the establishment of the 
new social sciences, thereby opening up the 
possibility of complete freedom, or individual 
self-fulfillment. The coming into being of the 
rational or administrative State is possible, 
and necessary, only at the end of History, 
when the rule of the philosopher or statesman 
can be replaced by the rule of organized intel-
ligence, or bureaucracy.  

The American Founders had derived the 
moral law from the laws of nature, or meta-
physical reason. Nature and reason had estab-
lished the theoretical and moral foundation of 
individual rights. Thus, freedom was neces-
sarily subordinate to the moral law; rational 
limits on individual freedom were imposed by 
nature itself, by the natural human desire for 
happiness. As a result, the mind, human in-
telligence, and happiness were thought to be 
the possession of individual human beings. In 
his criticism of the liberalism of the founders, 
John Dewey observed the problem posed by 
the doctrine of natural right:

The earlier liberals lacked historic 
sense…. It blinded the eyes of liber-
als to the fact that their own special 
interpretations of liberty, individual-
ity and intelligence were themselves 
historically conditioned, and were 
relevant only to their own time. They 
put forward their ideas as immutable 
truths good at all times and places; 
they had no idea of historic relativity, 
either in general or in its application 
to themselves.

Dewey insisted that while earlier liberals 
recognized “the public function of free indi-
vidual thought and speech,” they persisted 
in “defending liberty of thought and expres-
sion as something inhering in individuals apart 
from and even in opposition to social claims.” 
In Dewey’s opinion, the new “liberalism has to 
assume the responsibility for making it clear 
that intelligence is a social asset and is clothed 
with a function as public as is its origin, in the 
concrete, in social cooperation.”

In the new social and scientific understand-
ing, freedom cannot be thought of in terms of 
natural or rational limits on human behavior. 
Nor can it be understood in terms of “immu-
table truths” as the foundation of individual 
intelligence, rights, or happiness; but only in 
terms of “historic relativity” and the progress 
of social intelligence. It is social mind, not hu-
man nature, that established and revealed 
social reality as historically conditioned. 
Therefore, it is the progress of social mind, or 
social intelligence, derived from the ongoing 
consciousness of its freedom, that must reveal 
and establish merely relative, or historic, but, 
nonetheless, scientific truth as well. In the 
20th century, the new disciplines of the social 
sciences, the positivism that provided the sci-
entific foundation for the study of law, would 
become the applied sciences of the rational or 
administrative state. These were founded on 
the historicist assumption that evolving con-
sciousness of freedom, or will, would establish 
the intellectual and moral foundations of each 
historical epoch. As Roscoe Pound noted in 
his revealing theoretical work, An Introduc-
tion to the Philosophy of Law (1922): “The 
limitations on human activity” got their war-
rant from the inherent moral qualities of men 
which made it right for them to have certain 
things and do certain things. These were their 
natural rights and the law existed simply to 
protect and give effect to these rights. There 
was to be no restraint for any other purpose. 
Except as they were to be compelled to respect 
the rights of others, which the natural man or 
ideal man would do without compulsion as a 
matter of reason, men were to be left free. In 
the 19th century this mode of thought takes 
a metaphysical turn. The ultimate thing for 
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in its insistence upon abstract equality 
and security for the maximum of indi-
vidual self-assertion. . . took no account 
of the moral worth of the concrete indi-
vidual. Hence an infusion of ideas from 
without has come to be necessary, as be-
fore, and such an infusion has been go-
ing on through the absorption of ideas 
developed in the social sciences.

Consequently, Pound insisted upon a

philosophy of law stated in terms of can, 
not in terms of can’t. It calls for a legal 
science which constructs as well as ob-
serves, for a legal science that observes 
in order that it may construct. It calls 
for a definite, deliberate, juristic pro-
gram as part of an intelligent social pro-
gram, and expects that program to take 
account of the maximum of human de-
mands and to strive to secure the maxi-
mum of human wants.

Pound insisted, therefore, that “the science of 
law is a science of social engineering having 
to do with that part of the whole field which 
may be achieved by the ordering of human re-
lations through the action of politically orga-
nized society.” 

Pound was well aware that intelligent so-
cial action must depend upon the scientific 
method and the technical knowledge generat-
ed in the graduate universities and law schools, 
institutions supported by the State. The so-
cial sciences and the scientific understanding 
of law were meant to replace the authority of 
theology and metaphysics, the authority that 
had established foundations of constitution-
alism. As the applied sciences of the State, the 
new sciences would provide the expertise nec-
essary to carry out the will of the people. But 
for this to work, the people and their repre-
sentatives would have to give up their reason 
so as to enable the social scientists to carry out 
their will. In short, they must give up the right 
to rule themselves. 

Consolidating the Administrative State

America was among the last modern 
industrialized societies to rationalize 
politics by centralizing administration 

in the national government. It had become a 
great and powerful nation before it central-
ized administration in the national govern-
ment. The consolidation of the administrative 
state was not the result of technological, or 
historical, necessity. It was an act of politi-
cal will. The Constitution, its separation of 
powers, and the politics of federalism had 
inhibited Washington from achieving such 
centralization. The Progressive intellectuals 

had advanced the theoretical doctrine of the 
administrative state, and Roosevelt’s New 
Deal attempted to expand and legitimize the 
administrative state. But, the administrative 
state was not institutionalized in any per-
manent way until the Great Society. When 
that task was accomplished politically, by the 
transformation of the central political branch 
of government, Congress, the constitutional 
separation of powers and the federal system 
were fundamentally altered.

At the beginning of the 20th century, 
the progressives looked to the presidency, 
through leadership of the political party, as 
the institutional means to overcome the con-
stitutional separation of powers. Presidents of 
both parties had fought to aggrandize the ad-
ministrative component of government, push-
ing Congress to expand the executive branch. 
Congress, representative of local interests and 
still tied to state power, was reluctant to do 
so. It remained a defender of decentralized 
administration. In 1965, Samuel Huntington 
noted that Congress could not function as a 
national institution because, administratively, 
it represented parochial and state interests. 
As a result, he insisted that the presidency 
had become the dominant force in American 
national politics. As Huntington observed, 

“today’s ‘aggressive spirit’ is clearly the execu-
tive branch.” The loss of power by Congress, 
he suggested, 

can be measured by the extent to 
which congressional assertion coin-
cides with congressional obstruction. 
This paradox has been at the root of 
the “problem” of Congress since the 
early days of the New Deal. Vis-à-vis 
the Executive, Congress is an autono-
mous, legislative body. But apparently 
Congress can defend its autonomy 
only by refusing to legislate, and it 
can legislate only by surrendering its 
autonomy…. Congress can assert its 
power or it can pass laws; but it can-
not do both.

Apparently, Huntington assumed that ad-
ministrative centralization was necessary, and 
perhaps inevitable.

There was another option. Congress could 
adapt itself to the requirements of a central-
ized administrative state. But only if it gave 
up its power to refuse to legislate, which would 
require it to relinquish its primary function 
of deliberation, or public reasoning. Between 
1968 and 1978, Congress passed more regula-
tory legislation in a decade than it had done in 
the whole prior history of the nation. It cre-
ated new agencies, such as the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency, Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration, the Consumer 

juristic purposes is the individual conscious-
ness. The social problem is to reconcile con-
flicting free wills of conscious individuals 
independently asserting their wills in the 
varying activities of life. The natural equality 
becomes equality in freedom of will. Kant ra-
tionalized the law in these terms as a system 
of principles or universal rules, to be applied 
to human action, whereby the free will of the 
actor may coexist along with the free will of 
everyone else. Hegel rationalized the law in 
these terms as a system of principles wherein 
and whereby the idea of liberty was realized 
in human experience.

Consequently, given the metaphysical turn 
after Kant and Hegel, the ground of political 
right, equality and liberty, must originate in 
freedom or will; not nature or reason. Once 
the Constitution came to be understood only 
in legal terms, and positivism established the 
foundation of law in legitimizing will, it be-
came nearly impossible to make a rational de-
fense of constitutionalism. As Harry V. Jaffa 
has written,

For what is most important about left- 
and right-wing jurisprudence today is 
not that they are of the right or of the 
left, but that they are “result oriented.” 
Their so-called principles are not in 
their premises but in their conclu-
sions. They differ in the particulars of 
their “value judgments,” but not in the 
subjectivity of what they propose as 
the ground of constitutional law. Call-
ing their subjective preferences “tradi-
tional morality” (or original intent), or 

“human dignity,” does not make them 
less value judgments, or less subjec-
tive. But if the basis of law is believed 
to be subjective, then the basis of law 
is believed to be will not reason. The 
goal or perfection of the law, accord-
ing to the whole tradition of western 
civilization, is that it should be, in 
Aristotle’s words, “reason unaffected 
by desire.” This is what law means ac-
cording to the natural rights and natu-
ral law teaching of the Declaration of 
Independence. But law that rests upon 
nothing but “value judgments” is de-
sire unaffected by reason. 

In denying the authority of reason, law it-
self, in the service of will, came to be under-
stood in terms of social reconstruction. When 
coupled with the method of positive science, 
the State and its government provide the pos-
sibility of the ongoing transformation of soci-
ety and man

In 1914, Roscoe Pound, soon to be the in-
fluential dean of Harvard Law School, noted 
that law
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Product Safety Commission, etc., to admin-
ister those laws. It required the wholesale del-
egation of lawmaking power to those newly 
created administrative and regulatory bodies, 
whose authority was dependent upon techni-
cal, or rational, knowledge. Congress could 
retain its autonomy as the central political 
body by establishing itself as the overseer of 
the executive branch and the regulatory bu-
reaucracy. In the process, individual commit-
tees and members were empowered to oversee 
the various departments and independent 
agencies of the executive branch. They would 
soon become major players in the administra-
tive policymaking process and would force the 
courts into the policymaking arena as well. 
Subsequently, Congress became, primarily, an 
administrative oversight body, which required 
greatly increasing its own technical staff. And, 
it established itself as the keystone of the 
Washington establishment.

Until the mid-1960s, the American regime 
was centrally governed, but it was still admin-
istratively decentralized. Congress concerned 
itself primarily with the broad and general in-
terests of the nation, and it functioned as a de-
liberative and representative lawmaking body. 
Private or specialized interests were brokered 
in the economic marketplace, or administered 
at the state and local level of government. The 
general interests of government could be ar-
ticulated and partisan compromises could be 
accommodated within the political branches. 
This was so because the administrative func-
tions of the national government were few, as 
were the organized constituencies allied to 
those functions. After the centralization of 
administration, the operation and interests 
of the executive and the legislative branches 
were fundamentally transformed. The role 
of the parties was also diminished, because 
bureaucratic patronage would become more 
important than party patronage. In addi-
tion, the function of the judiciary had to be 
transformed. The bureaucracy has no consti-
tutional authority, but it was given enormous 
power by the political branches. In the admin-
istrative state, the courts have been required 
to enter the policymaking process, as the final 
arbiters in the adjudication of cases arising in 
the administrative process. As a result, they 
have become fundamental players in the po-
litical and policy making process.

By 1975, the characteristic activity of the 
federal government—and the legislature—
had become the regulation or the administra-
tion of the details of the social, political, and 
economic life of the nation. Such a develop-
ment could only strengthen the organized in-
terests and their ties to the legislature, at the 
expense of executive control of the details of 
administration. Even the most sympathetic 
observers of congressional power did not fail 

to notice the change. James Sundquist of the 
Brookings Institution noted then:

As members become managers of pro-
fessional staffs, the chambers disin-
tegrate as “deliberative bodies” in the 
traditional sense of legislators engaged 
in direct interchange of views leading 
to a group decision.... With each pass-
ing year, the House and Senate appear 
less as collective institutions and more 
as collections of institutions—indi-
vidual member-staff groups organized 
as offices and subcommittees.

To the extent that Congress is still tempted 
to make laws, it does so primarily on behalf of 
the expansion of the administrative state. For 
example, Congress passed what appeared to 
be a general law concerning health care reform, 
the Obama Administration’s Patient Protec-
tion and Affordable Care Act (Obamacare). 
But it is clear that this is not a law in the con-
stitutional sense. It makes sense only within 
the context of an administrative State. The 
Health Reform Bill was more than 2,500 pag-
es long. But, it was not a general law; rather, it 
established the legal requirements that would 
be necessary to ensure that the administrative 
apparatus would have the power to formulate 
the rules which would govern health care. As 
Charles Kesler wrote in this magazine (“The 
Tea Party Spirit,” Winter 2009/10): 

When our founders thought about 
law, they often thought along the 
lines of John Locke, who described 
law as a community’s “settled stand-
ing rules, indifferent, and the same to 
all parties,” emphasizing that to be 
legitimate a statute must be “received 
and allowed by common consent to be 
the standard of right and wrong, and 
the common measure to decide all 
controversies” between citizens.

As Kesler noted, you cannot “find any ‘set-
tled, standing rules’ or a meaning that is ‘indif-
ferent, and the same to all parties.’” In fact, he 
suggests that is the point of such legislation: 

They operate not by setting up fences 
to protect each man’s liberty. They 
start not from equal rights but from 
equal (and often unequal) privileges, 
the favors or benefits that government 
may bestow on or withhold from its 
clients. The whole point is to em-
power government officials, usually 
unelected and unaccountable bureau-
crats, to bless or curse your petitions 
as they see fit, guided, of course, by 
their expertness in a law so vast, so in-
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tricate, and so capricious that it could 
justify a hundred different outcomes 
in the same case.

As a result, Kesler insisted that 

a government of equal laws turns 
into a regime of arbitrary privileg-
es. A “privilege” is literally a private 
law. When law ceases to be a com-
mon “standard of right and wrong” 
and a “common measure to decide all 
controversies,” then the rule of law 
ceases to be republican and becomes 
despotic. Freedom itself ceases to be 
a right and becomes a gift, or the fruit 
of a corrupt bargain, because in such 
degraded regimes those who are close 
to and connected with the ruling class 
have special privileges.

This extension of governmental power is 
compatible with the administrative state, but 
it cannot be understood to be within the letter 
or spirit of constitutional government. 

Subverting Justice

The administrative state grew dra-
matically in the last third of the 20th 
century, and it continues to expand. 

But despite its expansion under both par-
ties, it has not attained legitimacy within the 
American constitutional order. The Constitu-
tion, itself, remains the source of legitimacy 
for those in and out of government who are 
opposed to the administrative state. Until the 
administrative state becomes legitimized, or 

constitutionalism delegitimized, an ongoing 
debate within the parties, and the electorate, 
concerning the desirability of expansion, limi-
tation, or diminution of the size and scope of 
the federal government is almost inevitable. 

Many years ago, I attempted to indicate 
the reasons for the failure of the administra-
tive state to gain legitimacy within a constitu-
tional regime of separated powers. I observed: 

In a constitutional system, the powers 
of government are thought to be lim-
ited; in the administrative state only 
resources are limited. In a constitu-
tional regime, the most important po-
litical questions are those of principle 
or public right and how to achieve a 
common good (or justice); in the ad-
ministrative state the most important 
questions revolve around money and 
finance (or entitlements). The consti-
tutional system attempted to embody 
the principles of republican govern-
ment into a structure of democratic 
institutions accountable to the people. 
Although the institutions were sepa-
rated, and constituencies and per-
spectives differed, each branch par-
ticipated in defining and pursuing the 
common good.

The administrative state has undermined 
the capacity of our institutions to pursue 
the public interest. Congress has delegated 
political authority to unaccountable knowl-
edge elites in the bureaucracy shielded from 
the popular control that might be exercised 
through elections. It has forced the unelected 

branch of government, the courts, to enter the 
policy arena to determine the legality of ad-
ministrative decisions made by agencies that 
have no constitutional authority. In legiti-
mizing policies of the agencies, the unelected 
courts have protected the political branches 
from responsibility for policies that are de-
rived almost exclusively from the adminis-
trative process. Even when these policies are 
deeply unpopular, the electorate has no access 
to the centers of power in the administrative 
state that make the policies.

In short, the administrative state reflects a 
concern with administrative detail rather than 
principle, rulemaking rather than lawmaking, 
and the attempt to placate every private in-
terest, rather than the obligation to pursue a 
common good. In these ways, it subverts the 
aspiration for the fundamental ideal of govern-
ment, that which makes human community 
possible, the desire for justice. As James Madi-
son noted, “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.” When 
justice ceases to be the end of government, the 
natural rights guaranteed by the Constitu-
tion, and liberty itself, become ever more pre-
carious. Nonetheless, all is not well within the 
administrative state. It seems that all modern 
bureaucratic governments are faced with the 
paradox of being less able to govern, the more 
completely they try to administer the social 
and economic details of life in society.

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

Essay by James W. Ceaser

Restoring the Constitution

A widespread sentiment today, es-
pecially among conservatives, holds 
that if America could just get back to 

the Constitution, the nation would go a long 
way to resolving its greatest challenges. This 
sentiment has produced celebrations of our 
Constitution at Tea Party rallies, the printing 
and distribution of tens of thousands of hand-
some pocket versions, and a solemn reading of 
the entire document in the House of Repre-
sentatives last year. 

Such displays of enthusiasm are hearten-
ing, but they are no substitute for hard analy-

sis. If the Constitution is being offered as the 
solution, it is necessary to specify what the 
problem is and how a revival of constitution-
alism would help to fix it. 

America’s future well-being is threatened 
today by a federal government characterized 
by a stunning lack of discipline, as it piles up 
debt at an unsustainable rate. The symbol of 
this pathology in the public mind is Greece, 
a nation that has spent itself into bankruptcy 
without apparent shame or regret. By coinci-
dence, the authors of The Federalist also point-
ed to the example of Greece, classical Greece 

in their case, to illustrate the greatest chal-
lenge to popular government in their day: ma-
jority faction. By this James Madison meant 
the enactment of policies, usually encour-
aged by demagogic leaders, that threaten “the 
rights of other citizens, or…the permanent 
and aggregate interests of the community.”

Although our Greek problem may look 
different on the surface, it is in reality a ver-
sion of the same thing. A majority from one 
generation is dispossessing the generation to 
come. Political leaders try to hide this fact by 
calling new spending programs “investments,” 
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but fewer and fewer citizens are fooled by 
such obvious sophistry. Thomas Jefferson 
best expressed the injustice and irresponsibil-
ity of intergenerational factionalism: “suppose 
that…[a previous] generation had said to the 
money lenders…give us money that we may 
eat, drink, and be merry in our day;… Would 
the present generation be obliged to apply the 
produce of the earth and of their labour to re-
place their dissipations?”

Solving the Riddle

If undisciplined government is the 
problem, in what way can the Constitu-
tion help? Taking this question to the 

oracle at Delphi, the answer might be: in one 
sense not very much, but in another sense 
quite a lot. Distinguishing the two is the key 
to solving the riddle. 

The first sense—legalistic constitutional-
ism—understands the Constitution as a set 
of rules that can decide policies or cases; these 
rules are of a sort that can offer definitive 
answers and that could be employed and en-
forced by courts. The second sense—political 
constitutionalism—understands the Consti-
tution as a document that fixes certain ends 
of government activity, delineates a structure 
and arrangement of powers, and encourages 
a certain tone to the operation of the institu-
tions. By this understanding, it falls mostly to 
political actors making political decisions to 
protect and promote constitutional goals.

Both senses of constitutionalism are im-
portant, and they can often work together 
in defense of the Constitution. But when it 
comes to addressing undisciplined govern-
ment, legalistic constitutionalism by itself is 
inadequate and often even counterproductive. 
Political constitutionalism must assume the 
principal role in any campaign for a constitu-
tional revival. Here, however, the nation faces 
what may be its greatest challenge: as a con-
cept or idea, political constitutionalism has all 
but slipped from our grasp. The dominant un-
derstanding today is shaped by the legalistic 
view, which has become the nation’s “episte-
mological” default option. Until the meaning 
of political constitutionalism can be recovered, 
calls for a return to the Constitution will be to 
little avail.

The two labels—legalistic and political—
suggest something about the character of the 
two approaches. Legalistic constitutionalism 
refers to formulas and rules. It makes one 
think immediately of lawyers and judges spin-
ning elaborate constitutional doctrines and 
devising multi-pronged “tests.” Like ancient 

Egyptian priests, these legal experts speak 
an occult jargon that few citizens can grasp. 
Political constitutionalism, by contrast, is pre-
mised on the view that much, even most, of 
what determines whether the Constitution is 
being respected stems from the accumulation 
of ordinary policies on issues ranging from 
education to energy and to the environment. 
The real work of defending the Constitution 
accordingly falls to statesmen and parties 
acting in the political realm and by political 
means; they must embrace positive programs 
to protect the Constitution that go well be-
yond anything that courts could determine.

Understanding the concept of political 
constitutionalism has been made even more 
difficult in recent years because of a new doc-
trine embraced by numerous law professors—
always law professors!—labeled “popular 
constitutionalism.” This muddled idea adopts 

sideshow to the main event of recapturing the 
proper meaning of constitutionalism.

Constitutionality and Political Judgments

Two examples from contemporary 
politics illustrate how legalistic consti-
tutionalism falls short of dealing with 

our current problem. During the Republican 
nomination campaign this year, Texas Gov-
ernor Rick Perry, then the front-runner, was 
pressed in the debates about previous com-
ments he had made questioning the consti-
tutionality of social security. Perry was being 
asked to follow out legalistic logic and say that 
social security should be declared unconstitu-
tional and eliminated. Sensing the political 
risk, Perry backed off and disclaimed inter-
est in engaging in that worst of conservative 
sins, “a nice intellectual conversation.” All the 
air seemed to be let out of the constitutional 
balloon: how was the Constitution the great 
solution if it was to be dismissed at the first 
encounter of political difficulty?

It understandably took the governor some 
time to begin to explain what he had in mind, 
although even then, with his rhetorical limi-
tations, the argument remained muddled. As 
someone running for the presidency, not for 
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, Perry 
struggled to convey that his main task was 
political—to set the nation in a direction that 
would restore constitutional balance between 
the levels of government. It made sense there-
fore to challenge a way of thinking about the 
Constitution that grew up during the New 
Deal era, according to which the federal gov-
ernment was understood to possess plenary 
power to legislate and administer affairs in 
virtually any matter of domestic policy. With 
the acceptance of this view, it is no surprise 
that the federal government came to oper-
ate without discipline. To have completed an 
explanation on these lines, Perry would have 
had to make clear that the job of a political 
leader acting to defend the Constitution is 
not to undo every past obligation that has 
been voted into law, but to chart a course from 
where we are now. The Constitution is a guide 
to political action, not a punishment pact. 

Another example of the risks entailed by 
legalistic constitutionalism is found in the 
lawsuit currently pending against the Or-
wellian-named Patient Protection and Af-
fordable Care Act, better known as Obam-
acare. The main legal challenge is to the in-
dividual mandate, which requires Americans 
not otherwise insured to purchase health in-
surance, with a financial penalty assessed for 

Political 
constitutionalism 

allows for common 
sense, whereas common 

sense is often beside 
the point in legalistic 

reasoning.

roughly the same understanding of constitu-
tionalism as the legalistic view, only it invites 
the public, not judges, to make many of the le-
gal decisions. It is a doctrine directed against 
courts and judicial review. Though some 
conservatives have swallowed this bait, popu-
lar constitutionalism has been championed 
mostly by liberals, who fashioned it during 
the Bush years in the anticipation of a possible 
conservative majority on the Supreme Court. 

Political constitutionalism is a different 
thing altogether from popular constitution-
alism. Political constitutionalism is distin-
guished from legalistic constitutionalism (and 
popular constitutionalism) not chiefly on the 
grounds of who is doing the talking but on the 
grounds of what kind of instrument the Con-
stitution is. Conservatives today need to take 
their bearings from political constitutional-
ism. They need to get past their own obses-
sion that the sum and substance of serious 
constitutional thinking consists in the assault 
on the principle of judicial review or activism. 
Judges and courts may well need to be held 
to greater account, but this issue is a minor 
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aspect of the policy is just one dimension of 
constitutionalism. If the legal question alone 
is thought to determine constitutionality 
(which is the dominant way of thinking), and 
if the Court holds the law to be constitution-
al, no space is left afterwards for questioning 
the constitutionality on the basis of another, 
larger criterion. With so many people now 
having bought into a legalistic understanding 
of constitutionalism as the criterion of consti-
tutionality, conservatism would have suffered 
a devastating blow: everything liberal would 
be constitutional.

It is counted a distinct rhetorical advantage 
these days to boast that one is not a lawyer. 
A gift of this magnitude would be a terrible 
thing to waste. So I am tempted to conclude, 
speaking as a mere professor of political sci-
ence, that an examination of Commerce 
Clause cases over the years suggests that, at 
the end of the day, this may be one of those ar-
eas in which no effective or sensible legalistic 
rule can ever be devised to settle the constitu-
tional boundary. It may be further asked, in 
fact, if the entire domain of determining enu-
merated powers can ever be settled by a legal 
rule. Americans today need to free themselves 
from the monopoly of legalistic constitutional 
thought; they need to recapture the view that 

constitutionality often can only be decided by 
political judgments. 

Recovering Political Constitutionalism

To judge by the views of many of our 
younger citizens, the dominion of le-
galistic constitutionalism has become 

nearly absolute. Or so I conclude from sur-
veying the undergraduates who enroll in my 
introductory American Government course 
at the University of Virginia. Their mental 
map of constitutionalism has three features: 
(1) the Constitution’s meaning is made known 
through legal rules decided mostly by the Su-
preme Court; (2) the Supreme Court’s deci-
sions are final and definitive (unless or until 
they are replaced by another decision); and 
(3) the most important constitutional matters 
revolve around individual rights. Assign stu-
dents today a case about gay marriage, abor-
tion, or prayer in the schools—where someone 
claims a right to have been violated—and they 
feel comfortably at home in Constitutionland. 

The most important implication of the 
Students’ Constitution is found not in what 
it affirms, but in what it excludes. Today’s stu-
dents assume that if a matter is not or cannot 
be brought into a court, then it is not a consti-

failure to comply. The suit charges that the 
federal government has no power under the 
Commerce Clause to impose such a penalty. 
Legal analysts are largely in agreement that 
this challenge could likely have been avoided 
if the law had designated the penalty as a tax. 
For political reasons its supporters never did 
so, although now the Obama Administration 
is claiming that it can be considered—just for 
legal purposes, of course—a tax.

Commentators on both sides have begun to 
speak of a “landmark case” that will define fed-
eral power. Here we see all the limitations of 
legalistic constitutionalism. Does it not seem 
odd that the “great” constitutional question 
focuses on an avoidable point, while the main 
substantive matter—whether the federal gov-
ernment could tax individuals in this way, or, 
even more importantly, whether the federal 
government can take full control of this area of 
economic and social activity—need never have 
raised a serious constitutional issue? Doesn’t 
this way of looking at matters trivialize the 
Constitution, as if it were concerned more 
with procedural rules than with broad ends? 

The point here is not to criticize question-
ing the legal basis of the individual mandate, 
which surely is an important matter. It is 
instead to remind Americans that this legal 
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tutional matter. They distinguish between a 
constitutional realm, which is legalistic, and 
a political realm, which encompasses every-
thing else, ranging from subsidies of pork bel-
lies to efforts to protect states’ prerogatives. 
The category of promoting constitutional 
objectives through political means does not 
exist. From this way of thinking follows the 
further notion, utterly antithetical to politi-
cal constitutionalism, that what the Supreme 
Court does not declare to be unconstitutional 
is constitutional. 

In an earlier era, I surmise that the Stu-
dents’ Constitution would have considered 
expressions of constitutionalism not only in 
court decisions but also in the positions of 
political officeholders and in the programs of 
political parties. Students would have expect-
ed key constitutional questions to be debated 
by the parties and within the Congress before 
being “decided” in statutes and policies. Such 
debates would of course have had a legalistic 
element to them—the Constitution is, after 
all, the supreme law of the land—but the ar-
guments would often connect a legal position 
to a political program designed to sustain a 
broad constitutional objective.

Political constitutionalism consists of the 
public presentation of views of what is (or is 

not) constitutional policy, not just in a legal 
sense, but in a way that looks to the goals the 
Constitution was meant to promote and the 
kind of government it was designed to create. 
Political constitutionalism was once a concept 
widely understood. Virtually no one before 
the 1960s would ever have thought that courts 
should—or could—be tasked with resolving 
all, or even most, constitutional issues. Very 
few would have thought that the Constitu-
tion was exclusively or primarily a matter for 
determination by legal experts operating in a 
judicial setting. Instead, most would have ex-
pected something as fundamental as the Con-
stitution to be defended by political means in 
a political context. Political constitutionalism, 
a concept that had no name because it was so 
much a part of the nation’s thinking, would 
have been seen as the main “instrument,” 
aided by judicial interpretation, separation of 
powers, and federalism, in maintaining the 
Constitution. 

It is important to distinguish political 
constitutionalism from other kinds of politi-
cal programs or ideologies. Political consti-
tutionalism covers only part of the political 
landscape, the part touched and guarded by 
the Constitution; it does not seek to stretch 
its authority beyond its domain. The Con-

stitution by design leaves most policy deci-
sions to the discretion of governing officials. 
It does not, for example, dictate what kind of 
foreign policy to follow—internationalist or 
isolationist, assertive or pacifist; nor does it 
prescribe a specific economic policy, whether 
Keynesian or monetarist. Political constitu-
tionalism is not laissez-faire, Hayekian, lib-
eral, or conservative. These political schools 
all contain premises about politics that do not 
derive from the Constitution. Each school can 
pursue its aims, up to a point, under the Con-
stitution. A true constitutionalist may there-
fore be a certain kind of liberal or conserva-
tive, but only a liberal or conservative within 
the boundaries and jurisdiction fixed by the 
Constitution. Those who begin from ideology 
and pretend that the Constitution requires 
their preferred policy goals are not engaged 
in elaborating a genuine program of political 
constitutionalism. They are committing con-
stitutional fraud. 

Some of the properties of political consti-
tutionalism are best understood by drawing 
contrasts with the parallel characteristics of 
legal constitutionalism. 

(1) Political constitutionalism has a dif-
ferent understanding of “decision” than that 
found in legal constitutionalism. A decision 
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fidelity to a prevailing rule. The corollary to 
this point is that political constitutionalism 
allows for common sense, whereas common 
sense is often beside the point in legalistic 
reasoning. Courts do what courts do. They 
often cannot reach behind the law to the gen-
eral policy. As long as a law meets a certain 
threshold, it passes legal muster. Political 
constitutionalism goes to the broader policy. 
In instances, for example, of laws passed un-
der the Commerce Clause, political constitu-
tionalism will focus on whether the purpose 
of the policy is in fact to facilitate commerce 
among the states, or whether instead the real 
aim is to exercise a plenary national police 
power to regulate conduct or mores. The error 
in these examples is not with legalistic reason-
ing, which has a proper and important role to 
play. It is in thinking that legalistic reasoning 
is the sole and definitive form of constitution-
al thought. This misconception is what holds 
Americans in intellectual bondage and threat-
ens a directive role for the Constitution.

(3) Political constitutionalism has a dif-
ferent standard of consistency than legalistic 
constitutionalism. Under legal constitutional-
ism, something is either constitutional or it is 
not, according to a rule. If A is allowed and B 
is analogous to A, then B must be allowed. If a 
court cannot square two situations according 
to an existing rule, but wishes to have them 
squared, it will look for a new rule. Political 
constitutionalism is concerned with promot-
ing a goal, not with achieving perfect consis-
tency. It is the direction that counts most. Just 
because A was done (wrongly) in the past is no 
reason why B, which is also wrong, should be 
done today. Two wrongs do not make a right. 
And though the first wrong, for many reasons, 
cannot or should not be undone, the second 
wrong should not be allowed to proceed. 

Political constitutionalism puts up with a 
good deal of inconsistency because this is the 
way the political world works. Liberalism did 
not win its war for Big Government in one fell 
swoop under the auspices of the open declara-
tion of the legal rule that the federal govern-
ment has a plenary economic and welfare po-
lice power. The same is likely to apply in the 
second war, now underway, to place limits on 
the federal government. The big changes of 
government power are often decided inch by 
inch in the course of many battles on different 
fronts. The only question is whether the com-
manding officers are in sufficient possession 
of their wits to appreciate the real character 
of constitutional warfare. Only then can they 
develop a sound strategy based on reflection 
and choice. 

The Liberal Trojan Horse

Understanding the formal proper-
ties of political constitutionalism is a 
necessary first step in reviving the con-

cept. But it can only be restored if it is put to 
work in the form of an actual program, which 
means that there are likely to be competing 
programs that are offered. Political constitu-
tionalism is often partisan, as is evident from 
examining the positions of the political par-
ties for much of the 19th century. Each party 
had its own interpretation of the Constitution 
which it pressed openly and vigorously. Only 
in our times has political constitutionalism 
died out or been turned into the deceptive ex-
ercise of hiding a party’s real intent. 

What would be added to our politics to-
day by the articulation of a program of po-
litical constitutionalism? No one can say for 
sure, since the result will depend on what is 
proposed. It is a near certainty, however, that 
bringing the Constitution back into our poli-
tics would operate, relative to where we are 
today, to promote the principle of limits on 
government. It is hard to imagine reading the 
Constitution in any other way. Indeed, for 
just this reason proponents of Big Govern-
ment over the past century have preferred for 
the most part to operate without the Consti-
tution, usually disguising or obfuscating this 
fact.

Conservatives today have shown the great-
est interest in restoring the Constitution. 
But they face major obstacles of their own 
in developing a credible program of political 
constitutionalism. Many conservatives need 
to resist the temptation to “ideologize” the 
Constitution by imagining that their politi-
cal theory is not just permitted under it, but 
dictated by it. It cannot be forgotten that the 
Constitution was instituted to replace the Ar-
ticles of Confederation in order to allow for 
the exercise of broad powers in certain areas. 
How such powers are to be used is left to the 
winners of elections, who are entitled to pro-
mote their ideas of good government within 
the boundaries of the supreme law. If conser-
vatives believe that some of these powers are 
being exercised in an undisciplined way, it is 
for a conservative party to make this case. The 
Constitution cannot do all the work that a 
party must do on its own. To think otherwise, 
and to hold that courts could enforce most 
conservative doctrines, amounts to legalistic 
thinking with a vengeance.

Conservatives should have little difficulty, 
however, in articulating a compelling pro-
gram that includes an emphasis on the limi-

by a court, ideally at any rate, is a principled 
legal ruling, offered as authoritative or final. 
A decision in the arena of political constitu-
tionalism, by contrast, is an outcome deter-
mined by the existing array of political forces, 
at least insofar as the contending parties have 
offered constitutional arguments. What oth-
er meaning could “decision” have? The fact 
that something was once decided one way 
does not preclude a matter being reopened 
later and decided differently. A frequent 
claim of liberals today—that the New Deal 
and subsequent precedents settled that the 
federal government has full power to regu-
late everything in the national interest—is 
nothing more than a partisan debating point. 
Something that was “settled” at one point 
may become unsettled at another. A prece-
dent established in response to one great cri-
sis, e.g., the Depression, can be challenged in 
light of a new crisis, e.g., the Debt. 

(2) Political constitutionalism rests on a 
different standard of judgment from legalistic 
constitutionalism. Legalistic constitutional-
ism seeks to decide by a rule; political consti-
tutionalism eyes conditions and overall results. 
Proportion and quantity therefore count more 
than fidelity to a formula. On a judgment, for 
example, about the constitutional division of 
powers between federal government and the 
states, the legalist might ask if a law, passed 
under the authority of the Commerce Clause, 
is in accord with a legal formula for regulating 
commerce, or if a law, passed under the tax 
and spending powers, meets some test that 
guards state choice in exchange for receiving 
(or not being denied) certain funds. Political 
constitutionalism, by contrast, demands con-
sideration of other questions: Has the net sum 
of all the laws and regulations on the books 
produced a result in which state governments 
have lost their will or capacity to act with the 
degree of autonomy and vigor that the Consti-
tution envisaged? Can states today be so easily 
coerced or browbeaten—are they so depen-
dent on federal largesse—that they have lost 
the degree of autonomy that the Constitution 
intended for them? Have systems of sharing 
powers between the federal government and 
states reached a point that the design of the 
Constitution is now in jeopardy? 

It follows that the two approaches have a 
different understanding of a solution. Politi-
cal constitutionalism is less concerned with 
checking the box for a particular method than 
in securing a net result over a longer time pe-
riod. It will consider the direction in which 
we should now be moving, e.g., more or less 
autonomy for state governments, rather than 
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tation of federal powers and on a proper un-
derstanding of the character of constitutional 
rights. As for the first point, wherever the 
exact line of federal authority begins or ends, 
conservatives should be able to convincingly 
show that federal authority in many areas has 
gone too far. Providing greater power to the 
states would not only redress a constitutional 
imbalance, it would set a strong precedent for 
restraint, teaching the lesson of limitation. 
As for the conception of rights, conserva-
tives must reject, as a matter of constitutional 
standing, the liberal wish list of social and 
economic rights that has been proclaimed 
since the 1940s. As defined in a recent mani-
festo, signed by many intellectuals, “the great 
principle of liberalism” is “that every citizen is 
entitled by right to the elementary means to 
a good life…[which includes] rights to hous-
ing, affordable health care, equal opportunity 
for employment, and fair wages, as well as…a 
sustainable environment for ourselves and fu-
ture generations.” The various items on this 
list may or may not be sound objectives of 
social policy, but none represents an explicit 
constitutional right that requires federal ac-
tion annulling or canceling structural limita-
tions on governmental powers. The explicit 
constitutional rights are limited in number 
and derive from an understanding of natural 
rights, not the new kind of rights that liberals 
have sought to import into the Constitution. 
Only by insisting on this point and rethink-
ing the kind and level of benefits that are in 
line with what the nation can afford will it be 
possible to resolve the pathology of undisci-
plined government. 

There is an obvious reason why liberals 
have sought to erase the concept of political 
constitutionalism from our collective memo-
ry. It is that the actual Constitution stands 
as an impediment to liberal political theory 
and political ambition. Ask liberals what they 
want from government and they will readily 
admit to the following two propositions: (1) 
that the federal government should possess 
any power that the majority believes operates 
for the public good; and (2) that the public 
good is promoted by enacting a set of new 
economic and social rights said to be funda-
mental to human beings in a modern society. 
Whether this theory of government is good 
or bad, it is not constitutional, a point that 
Progressives themselves originally empha-
sized at the beginning of the 20th century. 
The leading Progressive thinkers at that time 
launched an open assault on the Constitu-
tion, arguing that the powers given to the na-
tional government were inadequate to meet 
the needs of a modern society and that the 
structural division of authority among our 
institutions made effective administration 
impossible. (If anything, Progressive theo-
rists probably exaggerated the constitutional 
impediments to federal power, preferring to 
make the Constitution look like a far more 
laissez-faire document than it was, in order 
to discredit it.) The Progressives favored a 

“living constitution,” which in their account 
was said to be wholly at odds with the actual 
Constitution. 

This open attack on the Constitution failed 
to win the support of the American people. 
Grasping this error, the liberal heirs of the 

Progressives changed tactics, replacing frank-
ness with stealth. Instead of opposing the liv-
ing constitution to the actual Constitution, 
they decided to bring the living constitution, 
like a Trojan Horse, inside the Constitution. 
At first the doctrine of the living constitution 
was interpreted to mean that the Supreme 
Court should step aside and allow the politi-
cal branches of the federal government to do 
their will; later, with a transformation of legal 
philosophy to embrace progressive ideas and a 
more friendly Court, the doctrine was conve-
niently amended to allow judges to enact parts 
of the living constitution that legislatures 
were too timid to pass. Finally, to assuage 
the misgivings of some who fretted about the 
intellectual integrity of a process of judicial 
interpretation that counseled ignoring the 
actual text of the Constitution, liberals an-
nounced that none of this mattered anyhow. 
The Constitution, they declared, could be ef-
fectively altered by what the public decided in 
a critical election: the people spoke in 1936 
against the written Constitution, settling this 
issue for all time. 

These arguments of distortion and evasion 
worked for a generation. Ignoring our Con-
stitution became our constitution. Now that 
we face a new crisis created by undisciplined 
government, the moment is ripe for a revival 
of political constitutionalism. Without it, we 
shall soon be a constitutional people in name 
only. 

James W. Ceaser is professor of politics at the 
University of Virginia and a senior fellow at the 
Hoover Institution. 
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Book Review by Jonathan V. Last
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How powerful is america’s geron-
tocracy? In One Nation Under 
AARP: The Fight Over Medicare, So-

cial Security, and America’s Future, Frederick 
Lynch contends that you can’t properly under-
stand senior citizens’ political power without 
understanding AARP, the organization that 
purports to speak for them.

In 1950, 12.2% of all Americans were at 
least 60 years of age. In 2000, 16.3% were. 
By 2030, according to Census Bureau projec-
tions, 24.7% of our population will be 60 or 
older. Steadily growing life expectancy, the 
birth of 78 million baby boomers between 
1946 and 1964, and markedly lower birth 
rates since then made this demographic shift 
inevitable.

It has been clear for many years that our 
geriatric baby boomers would: 1) be ill pre-
pared to provide for their retirement; 2) have 
very few children to care for them in their dot-
age; and thus 3) demand a continuing supply 
of entitlement goodies from the government. 
The aging baby boomers have not coalesced 
into any kind of coherent political movement, 
however—not yet, at least. This group’s enor-
mous diversity, argues Lynch, a professor of 
government at Claremont McKenna College, 
guarantees that affinities based on race, reli-
gion, education, or income trump any genera-
tional political solidarity.

You can see the practical effects of these 
differences in boomers’ relationship with 
President Obama. Highly-educated, afflu-
ent, urban boomers were a pillar of Obama’s 
coalition, even as working-class, suburban, 
religious boomers formed the backbone of 
the Tea Party, which rose up to oppose him. 
As one Republican strategist tells Lynch, “By 
the numbers, boomers are the ‘pig in the py-
thon.’ But that’s about it.” In other words, 
they’re massive and unavoidable, but as a po-
litical force they lack any sort of central ner-
vous system.

Enter the American Association of Retired 
Persons, which a retired high school principal 
from California, Ethel Percy Andrus, found-
ed in 1958. Under Andrus the group’s motto 

was “What we do, we do for all” and its mis-
sion was to advocate for better benefits for re-
tirees. The organization would have been just 
another civic group except that Andrus’s suc-
cessors hit upon an ingenious formula, turn-
ing the Association into an enterprise that 
partnered with investment firms and insur-
ance providers to offer discounted deals for its 
members. Joining AARP once you turned 50 
became like joining AAA after you got your 
first car: the fee was so nominal and the ben-
efits so substantial that lots of people joined 
simply because it was easy and there was no 
reason not to.

Today AARP has 40 million members, 
making it, after the Catholic Church, the sec-
ond-largest organization in the country. (This 
number is particularly impressive considering 
that 2 million members die every year.) All 
those membership checks add up to an op-
erating budget of $1.4 billion, money that’s 
put to numerous but not necessarily modest 
uses. For instance, in the early ’90s AARP 
built an 820,000 square foot headquarters in 
downtown Washington, D.C.—a building so 
massive it sports its own zip code. The group’s 
bi-monthly magazine has 23.7 million sub-
scribers, the largest circulation of any Ameri-
can periodical.

What aarp really does is lobby. so 
do many organizations based in 
Washington, of course, but what 

makes AARP so distinctive is the disconnect, 
sometimes even the contradictions, between 
its organizational agenda and its members’ 
interests. In 1993, for instance, AARP vig-
orously supported Hillary Clinton’s health 
care reform program, then did the same for 
Obamacare 18 years later—even though in-
ternal polling showed that its membership 
was solidly opposed to the plan. In a giant 
report issued by AARP in 2006, the group 
advocated raising taxes, also not particularly 
popular with seniors. In 2008, it lobbied for 
expansion of the States Children’s Health 
Insurance Program (SCHIP), a non-sequi-
tur if ever there was one. After that crusade 

failed, it championed the TARP bailout plan 
for banks and lobbied in favor of President 
Obama’s stimulus package in 2009.

AARP’s membership is overwhelmingly 
white and middle-class—88% are non-His-
panic Caucasian and 65% have at least some 
college education. Yet the group is relentlessly 
committed to the idea of diversity. Not only 
in the pandering, pedestrian sense—it fre-
quently sponsors conferences with groups 
such as the NAACP—but in the radical, 
redistributionist sense, too. Lynch notes a 
speech by the group’s “chief diversity officer,” 
Percil Stanford, which helpfully explained to 
members that “diversity may be difficult to 
accept, for it means sharing or giving up of 
power and resources.”

It might seem odd for an organization de-
signed to amass power on behalf of its mem-
bers to lecture them about the virtue of giv-
ing up power. But, like SCHIP and all the 
rest, it’s ultimately of a piece with AARP’s 
organizational worldview: look down that 
list of advocacy and it’s plain that AARP isn’t 
really an advocate for the needs and concerns 
of seniors. It’s simply a client of the Demo-
cratic Party.

Frederick lynch’s deep point about 
boomers and the gerontocracy is that 
even though senior citizens themselves 

haven’t organized into an effective political 
movement, AARP has made itself a de facto 
power by speaking in their name. The group 
has done it not by channeling its members’ 
political convictions, but by offering cheap in-
surance and good discounts to old people who 
don’t care much about progressive politics, 
but know a good deal when they see one. In 
a way, Lynch’s book is comforting. If retirees 
ever did organize and wage generational war 
against the young, it would tear at America’s 
social fabric. All things considered, AARP’s 
dull-witted partisanship seems a far less de-
structive alternative.

Jonathan V. Last is a senior writer at the Week-
ly Standard.
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Book Review by Daniel DiSalvo

State of the Union
Collision Course: Ronald Reagan, the Air Traffic Controllers, and the Strike that Changed America, 

by Joseph A. McCartin. Oxford University Press, 504 pages, $29.95

After the 2010 tea party elections, 
American politics was consumed with 
disputes over public sector labor re-

lations. To balance their budgets, governors 
across the country demanded that public 
employees accept salary freezes, furlough 
days, and less generous pension and health-
care benefits. Republican Chris Christie of 
New Jersey and Democrats Jerry Brown of 
California and Andrew Cuomo of New York 
wrestled with government workers’ unions 
over wage and benefit concessions that would 
close budget deficits without raising taxes. 
Other governors, such as Republicans Scott 
Walker in Wisconsin and John Kasich in 
Ohio, sought to go further and enact struc-
tural reforms eliminating collective bargain-
ing with most state workers’ unions, halting 
government collection of union dues, and 
giving agency managers greater workplace 
discretion.

The unions and their allies in the Demo-
cratic Party met these efforts with massive 
resistance. Angry protests in the Wisconsin 
capital lasted for weeks. Democratic state 
legislators fled to neighboring Illinois to pre-
vent a vote on the proposal, but succeeded 
only in postponing legislative defeat. The 
unions are now spearheading a recall elec-

tion to remove Walker from office before the 
scheduled conclusion of his term in 2014. In 
Ohio, the unions and their allies responded 
by quickly putting the new law on the bal-
lot in a referendum, then vastly out-spending 
and out-mobilizing the measure’s supporters 
to defeat it handily. 

Trying to understand this new area of 
political conflict forced policymakers, union 
leaders, journalists, and citizens to play 
catch-up. Scholars, having neglected public 
employee unions for decades, had few in-
sights to offer. Most political scientists don’t 
even bother to distinguish public from pri-
vate sector unions, preferring to lump them 
under the catch-all category of organized 
labor. And while historians have written 
enough studies of Walter Reuther and the 
United Auto Workers to fill a shelf, there 
is not a single scholarly treatment of Jerry 
Wurf or the American Federation of State, 
County, and Municipal Employees, which 
he led for 27 years before his death in 1981, 
laying the foundation that made AFSCME 
the most politically powerful union in the 
country today.

Why have scholars neglected government 
unions? Perhaps college-educated teachers 
and the “bad proletariat” of cops and cor-

rections officers lacked the clear victimhood 
status of industrial workers battling capital-
ist barons. It might also be that dealing with 
public sector unions’ unique features would 
require revising the traditional story of orga-
nized labor in the United States.

Joseph mccartin’s excellent new book 
is a timely contribution that helps fill this 
gap. In Collision Course: Ronald Reagan, 

the Air Traffic Controllers, and the Strike that 
Changed America, McCartin, an associate 
professor of history at Georgetown Univer-
sity, provides a richly detailed account of the 
Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organi-
zation (PATCO) from its founding in 1968 
through its demise after President Ron-
ald Reagan fired and replaced all the strik-
ing controllers in 1981. The book clarifies 
distinctions usually left blurred—between 
unions in the public and private sectors, and 
between labor relations in federal and state 
government. 

The job of the air traffic controller migrat-
ed from the military to the civilian sector as 
the commercial airline industry grew rapidly 
after World War II. It promised entry into 
the world of white-collar professionalism to 
men (and a handful of women) without col-
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as it solved. Indeed, the workplace issues of 
pay, benefits, and management’s prerogatives 
to hire, fire, and transfer employees were all 
excluded from negotiations. (They remain so 
to this day, even though these issues are sub-
ject to collective bargaining by public employ-
ee unions in many states.)

Nonetheless, the number of federal em-
ployees belonging to unions and covered by 
negotiated contracts shot up. The air traffic 
controllers broke from ATCA and eventu-
ally formed PATCO in 1968—with the help, 
in one of the strangest connections in labor 
history, of the nation’s most famous trial 
lawyer, F. Lee Bailey. (Bailey had successful-
ly defended a doctor accused of murdering 
his wife, a case that became the basis for the 
long-running television series The Fugitive.) 
Over the next decade EO 10988 did more to 
frustrate than facilitate PATCO’s efforts to 
win improvements for its members. It was 
able to induce changes only through a series 
of semi-legal “ job actions.” In these “slow 
downs” controllers coordinated “sick outs” 
and “worked to code,” following the safety 
rule-book to the letter, clogging air traffic 
and causing huge delays, harming airlines, 
passengers, and commerce.

Unable to make much headway on 
core issues, by the end of the 1970s 
PATCO was more militant than ever. 

Salaries had not kept pace with inflation, in-
asmuch as Jimmy Carter’s administration 
had held down federal salaries as an austerity 
measure. As a result, even though “their ob-
jective economic positions were better than 
that of most American workers,” McCartin 
notes, union members were ready to push for 
more. As the sole representative of workers 
providing a vital service over which the gov-
ernment held a monopoly, PATCO believed 
it had enough leverage by the late 1970s to 
assert itself in ways that would halt and even 
reverse trends unfavorable to its members—
irrespective of economic conditions. This un-
shakeable conviction led to disaster. Even af-
ter winning a better contract from the Carter 
Administration than other federal workers 
received, PATCO militants staged a palace 
coup that dethroned the union’s moderate 
president in favor of a less experienced but 
more assertive leader. 

Despite its rising militancy, PATCO had 
endorsed Ronald Reagan after he made some 
vague promises to the union during the 1980 
campaign. Reagan had reached out to the air 
traffic controllers as part of his campaign’s 
strategy of courting more conservative work-
ers—a strategy that paid off when Reagan 
won almost as many votes from union house-
holds as Carter did. McCartin argues the 

union deceived itself by imagining Reagan to 
have endorsed their demands because he did 
not explicitly reject them. 

The problem was that PATCO’s demands—
including wage increases and a shorter work-
week—went well into “non-negotiable” ter-
ritory under existing law. Yet it clung to the 
idea that a serious strike threat would get 
the Reagan Administration to roll over. Al-
though strikes by federal workers were ille-
gal, PATCO leaders regularly reminded FAA 
officials in early 1981 that “the only illegal 
strike is an unsuccessful strike.” Surprisingly, 
the Reagan Administration went a long way 
toward meeting the union’s demands, in part 
because it feared that a strike would cost the 
economy $150 million per day. “Never be-
fore had the government offered so much in 
a negotiation with a federal employees’ union,” 
McCartin argues. But PATCO ignored sev-
eral warning signs—including pleas to desist 
from the AFL-CIO and Democratic Speaker 
of the House Tip O’Neill—ultimately reject-
ing the administration’s offer and calling a 
strike anyway.

Reagan reacted adamantly. In a White 
House meeting, he said: “Dammit, the law is 
the law and the law says they cannot strike.” 
He then issued an ultimatum that all control-
lers who did not return to work within 48 
hours would be fired and replaced. The FAA 
swung into action, putting supervisors, most 
of whom had once been controllers, back to 
work and calling in controllers from the mili-
tary. The nation’s airline system struggled for 
the next few years as new controllers were 
trained and hired. In a departure from past la-
bor conflicts in the federal government, how-
ever, the FAA never rehired most of the fired 
PATCO strikers. 

“There was deep irony here,” McCartin 
writes, because Reagan was “the only presi-
dent ever to have led a labor union [the Screen 
Actors Guild], a man who as governor had 
presided over the extension of collective bar-
gaining rights to California’s public workers, 
[and] who as president had been prepared to 
break new ground in negotiating with federal 
workers.” Nonetheless, breaking the PAT-
CO strike forged a lasting image of Reagan’s 
toughness as a leader. 

A more fundamental result was legit-
imizing the “fire and replace” response 
to strikes by employers, which blunted 

unions’ most powerful weapon in industrial 
relations. Because the entire nation witnessed 
Reagan’s decision, McCartin argues, it encour-
aged business managers to see the tactic as 
justifiable. And once “remember PATCO” be-
came a watchword, it became more difficult for 
unions to mobilize their members for strikes. 

“A jury book unlike any other.” 
  – Anthony Kronman 

Drawing on her experience as  foreperson of  the 
jury  in  a  murder  trial  that  ended  in  deadlock, 
Norma  Thompson  addresses  the  evasion  of 
judgment she observed during deliberations, and 
relates  that  evasion  to  contemporary  political, 
social,  and  legal  affairs—then  shows  how  the 
works  of  Plato,  Tocqueville,  and  Jane  Austen, 
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ity for “prudential judgment.” 
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lege degrees—many of whom had received 
their initial training in the armed forces. 
By the 1960s and ’70s controllers’ salaries 
allowed them to join the suburban middle 
class. Responsible for the lives of thousands 
of airline passengers while directing dozens 
of flights simultaneously, controllers endured 
harrowing stress on the job. The Federal 
Aviation Administration’s (FAA) hierarchi-
cal management style often grated, the hours 
could be grueling, and forced overtime was 
commonplace. Equipment was frequently in 
a state of disrepair, safety rules disregarded, 
and hazing by senior employees often harsh. 
Consequently, controllers formed the Air 
Traffic Control Association (ATCA) as a 
vehicle to get their grievances heard. Like 
many public employee associations, ATCA 
extended membership to managers too and 
dismissed the tactics of traditional unionism 
as unprofessional. 

On January 17, 1962 President Kennedy 
issued Executive Order 10988, which opened 
a new avenue of collective action for federal 
employees, allowing them to organize into 
unions and negotiate with their agency man-
agers. As McCartin’s thorough analysis of 
EO 10988 shows, however, Kennedy’s order 
did not provide for full collective bargaining 
rights—words which appeared nowhere in 
the order—and it created as many problems 
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Indeed, since the 1980s, strikes in the public 
and private sectors have declined dramatically. 
In 2009 there were only five major work stop-
pages, involving a mere 13,000 workers, ac-
cording to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The 
ultimate source of organized labor’s strength 
has been rendered nugatory, for which unions 
in the private sector can reasonably blame 
PATCO and President Reagan.

In telling the story of the most dramatic 
public employee strike in the nation’s his-
tory, McCartin is remarkably even-handed. 
Deftly showing how the union’s sociological 
and psychological dynamics made a strike 
almost inevitable, he makes a powerful case 
that the strike was a huge mistake, especial-
ly after PATCO had won so much from the 
Reagan Administration at the bargaining ta-
ble. At the same time, McCartin makes clear 
that the Reagan Administration had little 
choice but to respond forcefully: no union can 
(or should) back the president of the United 
States into a corner. The author laments how 
the administration’s decision to bar strikers 
from ever working at the FAA again took a 
toll on their lives. Even so, he lays the ultimate 
blame at the door of the PATCO leadership 
and its militants. It was suicidally obtuse 
for federal workers with higher salaries than 
most taxpayers to call an illegal strike against 

a popular president in the midst of an eco-
nomic downturn. 

Unfortunately, McCartin’s evenhanded-
ness occasionally leads him to straddle con-
troversial questions. Although he implies, for 
example, that had the full panoply of collec-
tive bargaining rights been imported into fed-
eral labor relations the crisis could have been 
averted, he never argues the point explicitly. 
Nor does he engage with any but the most ex-
treme—and therefore easily dismissed—crit-
ics of public sector unionism. 

These flaws aside, collision course 
offers two important lessons. First, la-
bor-management relations in the feder-

al government more closely resemble those in 
right-to-work states of the South than in the 
public sector union strongholds in the North. 
Union rights in the federal government are 
more restricted and managers have far more 
flexibility than in states like New York or 
California, which have strong agency shop 
provisions, government dues collection, and 
mandatory collective bargaining on a wide 
range of topics. (Bear in mind state and local 
governments employ far more people than the 
federal government.)

Second, public and private sector unions 
emerged at different times, from different 
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legal sources, and have followed different tra-
jectories. Federal laws, especially the Wag-
ner Act of 1935 and the Taft-Hartley Act of 
1947, have set the conditions for private sec-
tor unionism. Public sector unionism, on the 
other hand, is primarily the creation of state 
laws from the 1960s and 1970s. After hitting 
a high point in the 1950s, with about a third 
of the U.S. workforce belonging to unions, 
private sector union membership has since 
declined steadily. Battered by global compe-
tition, technological innovation, and politi-
cal impediments, only 6.9% of private sector 
workers belong to unions today. 

In contrast, public-employee unionism 
has been an island of stability: about 36% of 
workers in state and local government have 
belonged to unions since the early 1980s. 
That figure is likely to remain unchanged—
government never goes out of business, so its 
unionized employees tend to stay unionized—
unless governors and state legislatures can 
sustain Wisconsin-style reforms in the states, 
beginning with Wisconsin itself. 

Daniel DiSalvo is an assistant professor of po-
litical science at the City College of New York, a 
senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute, and the 
author of Engines of Changes: Party Factions 
in American Politics (Oxford University Press).
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Essay by William Voegeli
-

Reclaiming Democratic Capitalism

The woman’s face trembles from what 
appears to be early-stage Parkinson’s 
disease. Combined with the charged 

words she speaks to the filmmaker’s camera, 
however, her shaking leaves the impression 
she is also battling to control her anger and 
despair:

They have families; have little 
ones…. Their livelihoods was there. 
They were making a good wage. And 
this company comes in and they 
knocked it all away. They knock their 
wages down, they take their jobs away, 
and then eventually they close the 
plant.

We feel like if he would have wanted 
to, he was in a position that he could 
have said, “Hey—these people still 
got time left.” No, that was not the 
deal. They wanted the machinery; they 
didn’t want us. And that’s what they 
got.

Let’s look deeper. Let’s look deeper 
in his life. I think he’s a money man…
and he’s gonna look out for the money 
people. He didn’t look [out] for us 
little peons, anyway.

“He” is Mitt Romney and “this company” 
is American Pad and Paper—“AmPad”—in 

which Bain Capital, the investment firm Rom-
ney co-founded and led, once held a control-
ling interest. In July 1994 it acquired SCM, a 
manufacturer of hanging folders and writing 
products with a factory in Marion, Indiana. 
After the acquisition, according to a New York 
magazine story on Romney’s business career, 
AmPad

fired all of the union workers [at the 
Marion plant], more than 250 people 
in total, then hired most of them back 
at much lower wages; for years, they 
had gotten health-care coverage as 
part of their pay package, but now 
AmPad asked them to pay half of the 
costs. The whole plant walked out.

In February 1995 AmPad gave up on solv-
ing its labor problems and closed the Marion 
factory, moving its equipment to facilities in 
other states.

The remarkable thing about When Mitt 
Romney Came to Town, the documentary fea-
turing the woman from Marion, is its prov-
enance. The 28-minute film is a morality play, 
contrasting smug, hyper-rich capitalists with 
salt-of-the-earth Everymen whose hopes have 
been shattered by economic upheaval. Its por-
trayal of the suffering in Marion is not, how-
ever, Michael Moore’s sequel to Roger and 

Me (1989), his depiction of Flint, Michigan’s 
death spiral. Instead, When Mitt Romney 
Came to Town is a campaign commercial pro-
duced by Winning Our Future, a political ac-
tion committee supporting Newt Gingrich’s 
presidential campaign. Thus the 1990s’ most 
prominent conservative, whom liberals hated 
and feared, is now supported by donors who 
have put up a website deriding “Romney and 
his cronies” as “predators” who “searched out 
vulnerable companies, took them over, loaded 
them with debt, and collected obscene fees 
while doing so.”

Gingrich expressed some misgivings 
about When Mitt Romney Came to Town, 
calling on Winning Our Future, which is 
distinct from his presidential campaign, to 

“either edit out every single mistake or pull 
the entire film.” Another candidate was less 
fastidious. Before ending his misbegotten 
quest for the GOP nomination Governor 
Rick Perry called Romney a “vulture capi-
talist,” not a “venture capitalist,” the differ-
ence being that after acquiring troubled 
companies, Romney and Bain Capital set 
about “picking their bones clean” rather than 
working to “clean up those companies, save 
those jobs.” Romney possesses an odd gift 
for getting other Republican politicians in 
touch with their inner proletarian: in 2008 
when Governor Mike Huckabee was run-

cartoon by C. Kesty, c.1912
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ning against Romney he said, “I want to be 
a president who reminds you of the guy you 
work with, not the guy who laid you off.”

Liberalism after Socialism

During franklin roosevelt’s first 
term a worker who still had a job 
said, “Mr. Roosevelt is the only man 

we ever had in the White House who would 
understand that my boss is a son of a bitch.” 
It’s not surprising that similar resentments 
echo in the worst economic downturn since 
the Great Depression. Nonetheless, it’s un-
usual to hear Republicans accusing other Re-
publicans of exploiting the workers. 

America has had other recessions, some 
more severe at least by some measures. Unem-
ployment rose to 10.8% by the end of 1982 as 
the Federal Reserve, with the support of the 
Reagan Administration, tightened the mon-
ey supply—interest rates would climb above 
20%—in order to strangle inflation. The Left-
to-Right political spectrum remained intact 
during these downturns, however. Liberals 
sought greater government intervention into 
economic activity on behalf of FDR’s “forgot-
ten man,” while conservatives emphasized 
the government’s capacity to do harm and 
the unregulated economy’s capacity to cor-
rect itself. The first sign that old rules had 
been suspended came in 2009, when the mo-
ment of greatest economic peril gave rise to a 
populist movement on the Right, as the Tea 
Party strenuously demanded less government, 
not more. This was the first serious economic 
downturn since the collapse of Soviet Com-
munism, a denouement that also marked the 
last gasp of socialism as an economic ideal. 
The New Deal, by contrast, struggled to end 
the Great Depression at a time when some se-
rious people still took socialism seriously. 

In 1947, for example, the late Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., assured the readers of Par-
tisan Review, “There seems no inherent ob-
stacle to the gradual advance of socialism in 
the United States through a series of New 
Deals.” (In A Life in the Twentieth Century 
[2001], Schlesinger described having become 
an “ardent New Dealer” while a Harvard un-
dergraduate in the 1930s, and remaining “to 
this day a New Dealer, unreconstructed and 
unrepentant.” Indeed, “I am somewhat em-
barrassed to confess that I have not radically 
altered my general outlook in more than half 
a century.”) Schlesinger was confident about 
America’s ability to achieve “democratic so-
cialism”—or “libertarian socialism” or, more 
disquietingly, “a not undemocratic socialism.” 

The “New Deal greatly enlarged the reserves 
of trained personnel; the mobilization of in-
dustry during [World War II] provided more 
experience; and the next depression will cer-
tainly mean a vast expansion in government 
ownership and control.” Schlesinger voiced 
contempt for capitalists—even for their abil-
ity to protect their own interests—and disap-
pointment in the workers’ political will and 
skill. There was, however, a more promising 
vehicle for achieving a not undemocratic so-
cialism, the “politician-manager-intellectual 
type—the New Dealer,” provided he is “intel-
ligent and decisive.” 

By the time Schlesinger died in 2007 it had 
become impossible to imagine a public intel-
lectual this side of Noam Chomsky enthusing 
over “a vast expansion in government owner-
ship and control.” In 1991 Paul Starr, a Princ-
eton sociologist and co-founder of the Ameri-
can Prospect, wrote an article, “Liberalism Af-
ter Socialism,” advising that magazine’s read-
ers, “It is now indisputable that communism 
impoverished the people who lived under it, 
and it is not clear how or why a more demo-
cratically planned socialist economy would do 
much better—or that such a system is feasible 
at all.” Repudiating the vision Schlesinger had 
embraced 44 years earlier, Starr contended 
that the “synthesis of liberalism and socialism 
that once excited imaginations now seems al-
most drained of content.” As a result, he urged 
liberals “to give up on the idea of a grand syn-
thesis or a third way…between capitalism and 
socialism or an alternative altogether ‘beyond’ 
them.” 

The task for liberalism after socialism, ac-
cording to Starr, is, “Reform capitalism, yes; 
replace it, no.” This is, of course, the only pos-
sible mission left for the Left, once it concedes 
that no one has any idea what to replace capi-
talism with. To re-form capitalism, however, 
implies that it will be made to con-form to…
something, some intelligible standard of a just, 
efficient economic system. Socialism, despite 
fatal theoretical and practical flaws, had an 
elevator pitch. Socialists’ efforts would culmi-
nate in a centrally directed economy, where 
the government owned or managed key in-
dustries to advance the comprehensive plans 
it formulated for blending economic growth 
with social justice.

Liberalism’s lack of an elevator pitch makes 
it impossible to describe the culmination of 
liberals’ efforts. Innumerable books, articles, 
and seminars have tried and failed to define 
the central liberal idea that explains and 
justifies all the individual reforms. None of 
this rhetoric or theorizing has been able to 

demonstrate how liberalism after socialism 
amounts to something bigger and nobler than 
just messing around. There are worse things 
for the politician-manager-intellectual type to 
do than mess around, of course. But no one 
can find coherence or inspiration in the liberal 
promise that messing around today will pave 
the way for more messing around tomorrow.

Stuck with Capitalism

Counterintuitively, america’s polit-
ical history since the fall of the Berlin 
Wall suggests being incoherent and 

uninspiring is more of an advantage than a 
burden for liberalism. In the five presidential 
elections before November 1989 the Demo-
cratic nominee won 43% of all the popular 
votes, added together, compared to the 54.3% 
cast for the Republicans. In the five elections 
since then, the Democrats have won 48.6% of 
the popular votes, compared to the Republi-
cans’ 44.8%.

It was widely and correctly predicted at the 
time that the collapse of Communism would 
take away the one issue on which all factions 
of the conservative movement agreed, how-
ever else their concerns were disparate or even 
irreconcilable. It was also understood that the 
demise of the Soviet Union would reduce the 
political salience of national security, an is-
sue that had given Republicans an important 
advantage over a Democratic party that came 
to rue but not reject McGovernism. The only 
Republican presidential nominee who failed 
to win a popular majority in the five elections 
from 1972 to 1988 was Gerald Ford. Even he 
came close, receiving 48% of the vote in 1976 
despite bearing the standard of a party whose 
previous nominee had brought the nation Wa-
tergate. The only Republican nominee since 
the Soviet Union’s dissolution to win, barely, 
a popular majority was George W. Bush in 
2004 with 50.7% of the vote. In the first presi-
dential election after the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001, Bush stressed national 
security over all other concerns, making his 
argument a throwback to the successful Re-
publican campaigns in the final two decades 
of the Cold War.

The new political realities since 1989 have 
also reordered America’s domestic policy de-
bates. Capitalism has won, in the sense that 
every alternative to capitalism has lost. Being 
the only option left is not the same as being 
one that’s desired, however. The “triumph” 
of capitalism seems to have done more to 
increase the number of people resigned to it 
than the number committed to it.
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Furthermore, if the post-socialist liberal 
prospect of endless messing around does not 
impress, neither does it alarm. Europe’s so-
cial democracies have serious problems, which 
America will do well to avoid—but they don’t 
have gulags. The warning in Friedrich Hayek’s 
The Road to Serfdom (1944) will never become 
obsolete: a slippery slope leads from govern-
ment planning to government tyranny. Limit-
ing government defends the space necessary for 
capitalism, and freedom generally, to flourish.

That contention is not sufficient to secure 
democratic acceptance of capitalism, however. 
In a nation that has known democracy for over 
200 years the road to serfdom is too long, the 
existence of detours too plausible, the pros-
pect of tyranny too abstract, for avoiding to-
talitarianism to be the sole basis for opposing 
this regulation or that redistribution. The po-
litical case for free markets has always relied 
less heavily on the argument that inhibiting 
capitalism engenders dictatorship than on the 
claim that unshackling capitalism engenders 
prosperity. Freedom Works is the name of 
one group advocating limited government. At 
the midpoint of the 1920s President Calvin 
Coolidge declared that Republican policies of 
holding down government spending and taxes 
had bequeathed “peaceful and prosperous in-
dustrial relations” in a nation where “employ-
ment is plentiful, the rate of pay is high, and 
wage earners are in a state of contentment sel-
dom before seen.” 

Coolidge’s successor was considerably 
more emphatic. Upon receiving the Republi-
can presidential nomination in 1928 Herbert 
Hoover declared:

We in America today are nearer to 
the final triumph over poverty than 
ever before in the history of any land. 
The poorhouse is vanishing from 
among us. We have not yet reached 
the goal but given a chance to go 
forward with the policies of the last 
eight years, we shall soon with the 
help of God be in sight of the day 
when poverty will be banished from 
this nation…. This is the primary 
purpose of the economic policies we 
advocate. [Emphasis added.]

Ask to be judged for delivering prosperity, 
and prepare to be condemned when some-
thing very different materializes. As Hoover 
admitted at the start of his doomed 1932 
reelection campaign, the nation was endur-
ing “a time of unparalleled economic calam-
ity,” bringing “greater suffering and hardship 

than any which have come to the American 
people since the aftermath of the Civil War.” 
The GOP has been more and less competitive 
with the Democrats since 1932, but has never 
again been the dominant party it was for most 
of the 64 years separating the Civil War from 
the Great Depression.

“All of these rights,” Franklin Roosevelt said 
of the “Second Bill of Rights” he put forward 
in his 1944 State of the Union address, “spell 
security.” Their implementation will realize 

“new goals of human happiness and well-being.” 
Coolidge, Hoover, and Roosevelt agreed on 
the basic point that greater economic security 
is always desirable and increased vulnerability 
never welcome.

Sturdy Self-Interest

Americans are no different from 
other peoples in wanting more rather 
than less, preferring to stand on solid 

ground than traverse thin ice. The political 
problem of economic security poses special 

exchange will help the other parties to it, not 
because he cares about that outcome for itself, 
but because it helps him devise ways to “show 
them that it is for their own advantage to do 
for him what he requires of them.” Thus, “It is 
not from the benevolence of the butcher, the 
brewer, or the baker, that we expect our din-
ner, but from their regard to their own interest. 
We address ourselves, not to their humanity 
but to their self-love, and never talk to them 
of our own necessities but of their advantages.”

This constant need to induce others to act 
in ways that advance our interests does more 
to promote economic vitality than it does to 
secure psychological or political stability. “It 
is the manners and spirit of a people which 
preserve a republic in vigor,” Thomas Jeffer-
son wrote in Notes on the State of Virginia, first 
published in 1785. For this reason he hoped 
the ever more elaborate division of labor that 
Adam Smith had delineated would be held in 
abeyance by the American continent’s “im-
mensity of land courting the industry of the 
husbandman.” Jefferson believed that, “Those 
who labor in the earth are the chosen people of 
God, if ever he had a chosen people” because:

Corruption of morals in the mass of 
cultivators is a phenomenon of which 
no age nor nation has furnished an 
example. It is the mark set on those, 
who not looking up to heaven, to their 
own soil and industry, as does the 
husbandman, for their subsistence, 
depend for it on the casualties and 
caprice of customers. Dependence be-
gets subservience and venality, suffo-
cates the germ of virtue, and prepares 
fit tools for the designs of ambition. 

Free Men

We should resist the tempta-
tion to dismiss Jefferson’s fears 
by ascribing them to agrarian 

mysticism. As Drew McCoy shows in The 
Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffer-
sonian America (1980), Jefferson’s apprehen-
sions about the tensions between a booming 
economy and a sturdy republic were widely 
shared among America’s founders. Even 
Benjamin Franklin, the prototypical shrewd 
Yankee go-getter, wrote in 1773, “Farm-
ers who manufacture in their own families 
what they have occasion for and no more are 
perhaps the happiest people and the healthi-
est.” Franklin had earlier expressed the belief 
that “no man who can have a piece of land of 
his own, sufficient by his labor to subsist his 

Capitalism has won, 
in the sense that 

every alternative to 
capitalism has lost.

challenges for the United States, though, 
given the complex way it intersects with our 
principles and character. American conserva-
tives believe their entire political mission was 
laid out in a single year, 1776, which saw the 
signing of the Declaration of Independence 
and the publication of The Wealth of Nations. 
Adam Smith’s book, however, is a stern Dec-
laration of Dependence: “In civilized society 
[man] stands at all times in need of the co-
operation and assistance of great multitudes, 
while his whole life is scarce sufficient to gain 
the friendship of a few persons…. [Man] has 
almost constant occasion for the help of his 
brethren, and it is in vain for him to expect it 
from their benevolence only.”

Smith’s famous solution to this dilemma 
was to render generosity unnecessary by rely-
ing on the stronger, steadier force of self-inter-
est: it is “by treaty, by barter, and by purchase, 
that we obtain from one another the greater 
part of those mutual good offices which we 
stand in need of.” We make these exchanges 
thinking all the while of how they will ben-
efit us. A man bothers to examine how an 
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family in plenty, is poor enough to be a man-
ufacturer and work for a master.” (The word 

“manufacturer” in the 18th century could sig-
nify anyone who made articles or materials, 
by hand or by mechanical power, as well as 
the owner of such shops of factories.)

The husbandman, being in the ultimate 
commodity business, sells products to cus-
tomers who neither know nor care about his 
manners and spirit, which means he has no 
reason to adjust them to please his buyers. 
Jefferson thought it impossible for a man to 
spend his days cringing and flattering in front 
of a boss’s desk or from behind the counter to 
his customers, and then acquit himself after-
hours as a confident, candid citizen who dis-
charges civic duties by clearly assessing the 
objective public interest, rather than pursuing 
the private concerns that dominate his work-
ing and waking life.

Arthur Miller’s epitaph for Willy Loman, 
his protagonist in Death of a Salesman (1949), 
describes the vulnerability of those unable to 
rely on heaven and their own soil and industry 
for dignity and survival. All such must submit 
to the life-long grind of winning and keeping 
the good opinion of the people to whom they 
sell their products and services. That good 
opinion often needs to encompass not just the 
quality and price of the goods or services for 
sale, but the attractiveness and worth of the 
people who bring them to the market:

For a salesman, there is no rock bot-
tom to the life. He don’t put a bolt to 
a nut, he don’t tell you the law or give 
you medicine. He’s a man way out 
there in the blue, riding on a smile and 
a shoeshine. And when they start not 
smiling back—that’s an earthquake.

By 1859 America’s economy was more com-
plex and less agrarian than the one Jefferson 
had known in Virginia. The portion of the la-
bor force engaged in agriculture fell from 74% 
in the 1800 census to 53% in the 1860s. None-
theless, Abraham Lincoln contended that ev-
ery American still had sufficient capacity to 
avoid dependence and subservience. Speaking 
that year before the Wisconsin State Agricul-
tural Society, Lincoln—a recently defeated 
senatorial candidate and a prospective presi-
dential one—quickly dispensed with Jeffer-
sonian praise of the husbandman’s singular 
virtues: “My opinion of [farmers] is that, in 
proportion to numbers, they are neither bet-
ter nor worse than any other class.” Lincoln 
believed that through their own industry men 
in all occupations could secure their liveli-

hoods and honor. Looking to heaven and their 
own soil was one way, but neither the best nor 
only way: “In these Free States, a large major-
ity are neither hirers or hired. Men, with their 
families—wives, sons, and daughters—work 
for themselves, on their farms, in their houses 
and in their shops, taking the whole product 
to themselves, and asking no favors of capital 
on the one hand, nor of hirelings or slaves on 
the other.”

The crucial point for Lincoln was that the 
only Americans forced to ask for favors were 
those who would not or could not take advan-
tage of the nation’s abundant opportunities:

The prudent, penniless beginner in 
the world, labors for wages awhile, 
saves a surplus with which to buy 
tools or land, for himself; then labors 
on his own account another while, 
and at length hires another new be-
ginner to help him. This, say its advo-
cates, is free labor—the just and gen-
erous, and prosperous system, which 
opens the way for all—gives hope to 
all, and energy, and progress, and im-
provement of condition to all. If any 
continue through life in the condition of 
the hired laborer, it is not the fault of the 
system, but because of either a dependent 
nature which prefers it, or improvidence, 
folly, or singular misfortune. [Emphasis 
added.]

Creative Destruction

Lincoln was describing a reality that 
had existed, but which was giving way 
to a new and very different one. The 

census of 1800 did not even have a category 
for manufacturing workers but by 1860 they 
accounted for 14% of the labor force, with 
another 8% in trade. After seven subsequent 
decades of industrialization, the Depres-
sion was not only an economic calamity but 
marked the final disappearance of the world 
that Jefferson and Lincoln had known and 
hoped to perpetuate, one where “the system” 
condemned no one to “continue through life 
in the condition of the hired laborer.” The 
percentage of the labor force engaged in agri-
culture continued to decline, to 22% in 1930 
(and less than 2% by 2010), while 37% were in 
manufacturing or trade. Employment in, and 
dependence on, large enterprises manufactur-
ing goods or providing services became the 
rule. The official statistics do not give distinct 
categories for the self-employed, or the size of 
enterprises, but a reasonable inference is that 

fewer and fewer employed Americans worked 
alongside their employer in small enterprises, 
while more and more worked with hundreds 
of thousands of others for a boss that none of 
them ever met or could realistically hope to 
emulate. As the late political scientist John 
Wettergreen put it:

The Great Depression [struck] a fa-
tal blow against the bulwark of Jef-
fersonian democracy, the middle 
class—that is, the small-business 
men and small farmers who had been 
assumed by politicians of all types to 
be the backbone of the nation. One 
should not be complacent about this; 
the Great Depression, together with 
World War II, left us what we have 
been ever since, a nation of wage 
workers; 95 percent of us are without 
independent means of subsistence in 
the Jeffersonian…sense. 

One of the New Deal’s forgotten battles 
was to re-secure a defensible space for those 
who were not wage workers. The Second Bill 
of Rights included planks that would codify 
that concern by committing the government 
to guarantee “The right of every farmer to 
raise and sell his products at a return which 
will give him and his family a decent living,” as 
well as, “The right of every businessman, large 
and small, to trade in an atmosphere of free-
dom from unfair competition and domination 
by monopolies at home or abroad.”

Even the liberal legal scholar Cass Sun-
stein, who devoted a book to celebrating the 
1944 State of the Union Address as the great-
est speech of the 20th century, was dubious 
about this effort. Rather than guarantee 
farmers’ profits, he would have government 
acknowledge, “In fact some farmers should 
go out of business. There is no more reason 
to guarantee ‘every’ farmer a reasonable profit 
than to make this guarantee for computer 
companies, airlines, or real estate agents.” It 
follows that some airlines, real estate agents, 
and other enterprises of all types should also 
go out of business, and even that some entire 
industries that once made profits and played a 
valued role—travel agencies and video rental 
stores are examples—should disappear.

One of today’s most committed champi-
ons of the New Deal, then, acknowledges the 
futility and damage from attempting meteo-
rological interventions meant to abate what 
economist Joseph Schumpeter called capital-
ism’s “perennial gale of creative destruction.” 
Lest we miss the point, Schumpeter resorted 
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to lectern-thumping repetition in Capitalism, 
Socialism, and Democracy (1942): “This pro-
cess of Creative Destruction,” which is “the es-
sential fact about capitalism,” is one that “in-
cessantly revolutionizes the economic struc-
ture from within, incessantly destroying the 
old one, incessantly creating a new one.” Marx 
and Engels had made the same argument a 
century before in the Communist Manifesto:

Constant revolutionizing of produc-
tion, uninterrupted disturbance of all 
social conditions, everlasting uncer-
tainty and agitation distinguish the 
bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. 
All fixed, fast frozen relations, with 
their train of ancient and venerable 
prejudices and opinions, are swept 
away, all new-formed ones become 
antiquated before they can ossify. All 
that is solid melts into air, all that is 
holy is profaned, and man is at last 
compelled to face with sober senses 
his real condition of life and his rela-
tions with his kind.

Since the Marxist program for controlling 
and then expropriating this rollercoaster has 
failed and been abandoned, we are left to de-

vise the best way to survive and enjoy the ride. 
The liberal response aims to mitigate creative 
destruction by regulating the process itself, 
and by redistributing some of the gains made 
by those shrewd or lucky enough to partici-
pate in rising firms and industries to those ob-
tuse or unfortunate enough to have thrown in 
their lot with declining ones. The conservative 
position is that liberalism’s interventions do 
more harm than good, stifling prosperity and 
jeopardizing liberty: we are better advised to 
accept creative destruction as a package deal 
that will ultimately help everyone, even those 
it harms in the near- and mid-term. As Mitt 
Romney is shown saying to a group of college 
students in the Winning Our Future film, 

“Creative destruction does enhance produc-
tivity. For an economy to thrive as ours does, 
there are a lot of people who will suffer as a 
result of that.”

Take This Job

Neither position deals with our 
situation adequately. Believing that 
spontaneous order is a better bet 

than liberalism’s engineered disarray, conser-
vatives contend that the problem with messing 
around is that it routinely leaves things a mess. 

Worse still, if politician-manager-intellectual 
types get carried away with their use of plena-
ry government power to build the society they 
think we want or should want, they may wind 
up impoverishing or even imprisoning us.

Having said everything there is to say 
about the harm government can do to us, con-
servatives would do well to give equal empha-
sis to the harm it can do to itself. When gov-
ernment undertakes tasks for which it is ill 
equipped it squanders the authority necessary 
for carrying out its core responsibilities. Per-
vasive rent-seeking, bad for our economy and 
worse for our republic, should be discouraged 
instead of rewarded. If government becomes 
integral to securing every advantage and as-
suaging every grievance, then governance be-
comes impossible. We do our republic no fa-
vors by promoting the belief that government 
can and should acquire, as FDR said in 1936, 

“the vibrant personal character that is the very 
embodiment of human charity,” in order not 
merely to “share the wealth” but to impart 

“the true sympathy and wisdom [that] helps 
men to help themselves.”

A republic’s government cannot be that 
sympathetic and wise, and should not be 
that powerful. Given the extent and limit of 
the president’s important constitutional du-
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ties, there’s no reason for him to know or care 
that my boss is a son of a bitch, nor for me 
as a citizen to care whether he cares. Barbara 
Walters revealed, idiotically but clarifyingly, 
the depths to which a regime committed to 
embodying human charity will descend when 
she concluded a television interview 35 years 
ago by imploring president-elect Jimmy Cart-
er, “Be wise with us, Governor. Be good to us.”

When an American says, “Don’t tread on 
me,” he’s supposed to be warning, not plead-
ing. Someone who hates his job should not 
seek help from the president, the National 
Labor Relations Board, the Equal Employ-
ment Opportunity Commission, or the Cali-
fornia Task Force to Promote Self-Esteem 
and Personal and Social Responsibility. He 
shouldn’t, in general, beseech some politician-
manager-intellectual type to be wise with him 
and good to him.

No, what an American who is miserable 
at work, all day and every day, ought to do is 
walk into his boss’s office and tell that son of a 
bitch to take this job and shove it. The country 
song by that title, though remembered as an 
anthem of defiance, was actually a lament for 
the prohibitive cost of defiance in a nation of 
hirelings. The song’s protagonist makes clear 
that after working “in this factory for nigh on 
fifteen years,” he knows what he wants to tell 
his boss before walking out the door. But it 
is precisely what he hasn’t said, and probably 
never will, because he only wishes he had the 

“guts” and the “nerve” to quit so boldly. For the 
handful of listeners unsure why workplace 
courage was difficult to summon, the singer 
on the 1977 country hit had fortuitously 
changed his name in the 1960s from Donald 
Lytle to Johnny PayCheck.

We should want a society where people 
lacking a hero’s guts and nerve still have ways 
to find employment they don’t detest. The 
point is not to build an insolent nation but a 
free one. No longer possessing an immensity 
of land courting the industry of the husband-
man, we must still contend with Jefferson’s di-
lemma: we can’t count on people whose adult 
lives are spent biting their tongues as employ-
ees to speak their minds as citizens.

The single most important requirement for 
minimizing the number of people stuck and 
stifled in dead-end jobs is a strong economy 
and a tight labor market. If there are attrac-
tive employment opportunities elsewhere, no 
one will waste nigh on 15 years seething about 
working for the “dog” or “fool” that David Al-
len Coe’s lyrics described—Jane or Jack Pay-
check would have long since moved on to a 
better gig. And even the fools who run the en-

terprise the Paychecks quit would eventually 
realize they’ll have to comport themselves so 
as to attract and retain the workers their busi-
ness depends on. As Adam Smith explained, 
it is not from the benevolence of the employer 
that we expect to be paid competitively and 
treated respectfully, but from his regard to his 
own interest.

Who’s In Control?

If there were a prosperity button the 
government could push, the problem of 
being trapped in, much less desperate to 

fill, bad jobs would have been solved long ago. 
There appears to be no recipe that guarantees 
the strong growth and low unemployment 
Americans enjoyed in the early 1960s, middle 
1980s, or late 1990s. Until that formula is dis-
covered, we must concede that macroeconom-
ic policy proposals do not get us to the heart 
of the matter. Too many people are dubious 
about capitalism, despite the awareness that 
there are no alternatives to it. C.S. Lewis ac-
knowledged that every new cancer diagnosis 
made it a little harder to believe in God. In the 
same way, every downsizing or home foreclo-
sure makes it a little more difficult to accept 
that giant corporations and investment banks 
are led by an invisible hand to promote soci-
ety’s best interests simply by pursuing their 
own. Recessions make the destructiveness 
of capitalism more palpable than its creativ-
ity. And if, in a nation of employees, we feel 
diminished and vulnerable when economic 
necessity keeps us stuck in a bad job, that fear 
turns into terror when a firing or plant closure 
raises the prospect of being homeless, without 
health insurance, or otherwise consigned to 
society’s shadowy margins.

Conservatives need to address these doubts 
with a compelling account of democratic capi-
talism. The liberal understanding of that con-
cept is long-settled. In 1932 Franklin Roos-
evelt said, “The day of the great promoter or 
the financial Titan...is over…. The day of en-
lightened administration has come.” Its work 
will consist of “modifying and controlling our 
economic units.”

The results of that 80-year experiment 
are in: administration is seldom enlightened 
enough to carry out the broad mandate FDR 
gave it, and democracy is less likely to temper 
than be corrupted by this administration. The 

“economic units,” that is, do not submit meek-
ly to being modified and controlled. Rather, 
they have every incentive to use every avail-
able political means to modify and control the 
enlightened administrators ostensibly modi-

fying and controlling them. Entrepreneurial 
energies that would otherwise be devoted to 
improving goods and services; strengthen-
ing relations with investors, suppliers, and 
customers; and discerning and responding to 
market signals will, of necessity, be redirect-
ed to winning friends and gaining influence 
among regulators and legislators.

In the competing conservative version, 
democratic capitalism means that more and 
more people have a stake in the system, in a 
way that is neither mediated by government 
nor limited to being hired laborers dependent 
on other people’s capitalist practices. The 
woman in Marion, Indiana is correct—as a 
general partner of Bain Capital, Mitt Romney 
was a “money man” looking out for the “money 
people.” Specifically, he had raised millions of 
dollars when Bain Capital was founded, not 
by persuading individuals and institutions 
to donate to a charitable organization, but by 
persuading them that the risk they would lose 
some or all of their money was outweighed by 
the prospect they would realize a handsome 
return on it. Romney would have violated his 
obligations to those investors by perpetuating 
an enterprise Bain could not make profitable 
in order to avoid disrupting the lives of its em-
ployees or the equanimity of the city where it 
was located.

The woman’s complaint that Romney had 
the capability yet failed in his duty to care 
for AmPad and Marion’s “little peons” does 
not hold up under scrutiny. The fact she feels 
that American economic life has reduced her 
and her friends to peonage, however, is a sen-
timent no one who cares about capitalism’s 
political prospects, or America’s republican 
future, can disregard. A nation of employees 
becomes an electorate that listens—bemused, 
skeptical, or infuriated—as competing elites 
argue about whether the partisans of enlight-
ened administration or the partisans of spon-
taneous order will do more to augment the 
quantity and quality of the nation’s jobs.

What’s missing from both appeals is a 
democracy of agency. One small group of 
Americans, with degrees from famous col-
leges and boundless confidence in their own 
intelligence and motives, proposes to regulate 
capitalism; and another small group, equally 
credentialed and self-satisfied, proposes to 
practice it. The rest of us are left to make an 
Election Day choice on the basis of incom-
prehensible arguments we can’t evaluate, and 
spend all the other days of the election cycle 
hoping that the group that won meant what it 
said, knows what it’s talking about…and has 
more good luck than bad.
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Capitalism will receive and deserve greater 
political support by steadily becoming some-
thing more people do and fewer people have 
done to or for them. The necessary changes 
will have more to do with the conduct and even 
the sociology of capitalism than with public 
policies. The most fundamental change would 
be for Americans to become a nation of sav-
ers. Household savings rates in the U.S. have 
been below 5% for most of the past two de-
cades, among the lowest rates in the developed 
world. The best safety net is the one families 
build and own, giving them the wherewithal 
to get through tough economic times and take 
the risks of seizing more promising employ-
ment and business opportunities.

A Nation of Investors

Economist martin weitzman advocat-
ed another idea to moderate the business 
cycle from within. In The Share Economy 

(1984), he proposed a system where employees’ 
compensation would be based, in large part 
if not entirely, on receiving an agreed-upon 
percentage of the employer’s revenue stream. 
During good times paychecks would automati-
cally increase, while the automatic reductions 
during downturns would curtail the need for 
layoffs. Weitzman’s principal concern was to 
provide a stabilizing macroeconomic alterna-
tive that would see the business cycle move gen-
tly rather than violently between inflationary 
booms and recessions.

But the share economy also strengthens 
capitalism at the microeconomic and even 
moral level. In the “wage system” Weitzman 
wants to replace, employees receive a stipu-
lated amount of dollars, which employers gen-
erally try to continue for as long as business 
conditions permit…and then reduce to zero 
when that compensation level becomes unsus-
tainable. The share system, by contrast, would 
banish “the illusion that the welfare of a firm’s 

employees is independent of the economic 
condition of the employer.” In an economy 
where employees prosper when their firms 
prosper and suffer when their firms suffer, all 
become, in effect, capitalists. It is not from the 
employer or employee’s benevolence but from 
their mutual self-interest that we expect them 
to work together to expand the pie they’ve 
agreed to divide.

The greatest monument to the illusion that 
employees can and should prosper regardless 
of the economic condition of their employer 
is the rusting ruin that’s the American labor 
movement. In Which Side Are You On? (1991), 
labor attorney Thomas Geoghegan lamented 
that the failure to take the biggest equity po-
sition it could in the industries where it rep-
resented workers “was the longest-running 
mistake in the history of labor, the unwitting, 
almost Gandhi-like renunciation of power.” 
Geoghegan’s explanation is that unionists 
were so strongly committed to the idea that 
workers and employers’ relationship had to be 
adversarial that they never accepted the pos-
sibility of it being collaborative. “The attitude 
in labor was: collective bargaining is for adults, 
stockholder meetings are for kids.”

And despite all the rhetoric about “solidar-
ity,” labor’s acquiescence in the layoffs that 
Weitzman’s share economy would obviate re-
flects an “I’ve-got-mine” outlook, red in tooth 
and claw. As Geoghegan wrote, “Once people 
become unemployed, even if they were always 
good union members, they are out of the labor 
movement. They become lepers, or untouch-
ables: they become, at least potentially, scabs.”

Non-spurious solidarity was economically 
important when America was a nation of 
joiners. From Mutual Aid to the Welfare State 
(2000), by historian David Beito, shows how 
social capital and economic capital can reinvig-
orate one another. He describes how fraternal 
societies in the late 19th and early 20th cen-
turies, emphasizing “mutual aid and reciproc-

ity,” pooled members’ resources to provide life 
and health insurance, and to establish clinics, 
hospitals, orphanages, and homes for the el-
derly. As Beito chronicles, once the New Deal 
asserted that the government, not voluntary 
private organizations, was the proper source 
of this kind of assistance, fraternal organiza-
tions, their endeavors made redundant, went 
into a steep decline.

Conservatives should promote the revival 
of that approach, and foster others, to make 
Americans true stakeholders in our private 
enterprise system. To paraphrase John Dewey, 
the cure for the ailments of capitalism is more 
capitalism. “More capitalism” means steadily 
increasing the number of Americans with a 
piece of the action, while decreasing the num-
ber whose only connection to free enterprise 
is filling the jobs that successful ventures cre-
ate and being laid off from ones that faltering 
enterprises destroy.

The word “invest” originally meant to en-
dow with authority, as when donning gar-
ments that showed military or clerical rank. 
Conservatives want more Americans, and 
ultimately all Americans, to be investors, 
endowed with authority over their families’ 
destinies and the economic life of the nation. 
Advances toward that result mean advances 
toward the goal Lincoln described 153 years 
ago, when many Americans could aspire to 
be self-employed. Today, most of us spend 
most of our lives as hired laborers. That fact 
makes it all the more important to constant-
ly extend and deepen confidence in our econ-
omy as a just, generous, and prosperous sys-
tem, one which opens the way and improves 
conditions for all, giving energy, progress, 
and hope to all.

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 Stephen H. Balch

How the West was Won
Why the West Rules—For Now: The Patterns of History, and What They Reveal about the Future, by Ian Morris.

Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 768 pages, $35 (cloth), $22 (paper)

Civilization: The West and the Rest, by Niall Ferguson. 
The Penguin Press, 432 pages, $35

Ian morris’s new book is important, less 
for its intellectual content (though it pro-
vides some stimulating provocations) than 

its likely influence. Jacketed with prestigious 
endorsements and written with a lively insou-
ciance, it clearly aims at winning more than 
just History Book Club kudos. Why the West 
Rules is laid out as a textbook, giving a chron-
ological account with tons of picturesque de-
tail of the history of Europe, the Middle East, 
and China (India receives rather short shrift). 
World history courses are a growth indus-
try at the college level, and my guess is that 
Morris, a professor of classics and history at 
Stanford, conceived the volume with the in-
tent of becoming their text of choice. A large 
number of American university students (and 
honors high-schoolers as well) will probably 
be taking their bearings on human history 
through the lens Morris grinds. Alas for that.
It’s not so much that the book is anti-Western 
(though the jabs increase as the West rises). 
Morris’s tone is one of amused, universalized 
asperity, finding foibles and cruelties, idiots 

and occasional geniuses, in all of humanity’s 
haunts. Nor is Why the West Rules politically 
radical. Morris appreciates capitalism’s pro-
ductive powers and foretells a West eventually 
eclipsed by entrepreneurial Asians. What it is, 
is dreary. Morris formulates as simplistic and 
mechanical a theory of human achievement as 
one could credibly get away with, yielding a 
historical narrative bereft of adventure, hero-
ism, or surprise. Despite its literary craft, the 
book’s monotony eventually exhausts. 

Basically, Morris argues that humans are 
problem-solving machines that, when pres-
ent in large enough numbers and allowed 
sufficient time, will progress adaptively in 
a more or less linear fashion, given one ca-
veat: that the geographic surroundings of-
fer a sufficient variety of resources and 
challenges (the focus of Jared Diamond’s 
Pulitzer Prize-winning Guns, Germs, and 
Steel [2005]). Thus, Western Eurasia kicks 
off the Neolithic breakthrough to civiliza-
tion by virtue of the plenitude of domesti-
cable plants found within Mesopotamia’s 

hilly borderlands. Less abundantly blessed, 
East Asian and other civilizations begin 
later. As productive innovations tend to be 
retained, each civilization advances, its prog-
ress tracked by Morris’s ingenious four-item 
scale, measuring city size, information stor-
age, energy control, and war-making capacity. 
The “West,” as he broadly construes it, hav-
ing started ahead, naturally stays there until 
the 10th century or so, when China, having 
colonized the agriculturally rich Yangtze 
Valley, overtakes it in a sudden acceleration. 
China’s lead is lost only when the discovery 
of America stimulates an enormous burst of 
innovation that launches the West into the 
scientific, industrial age. It’s all location, lo-
cation, location.

Well, not quite. Morris does occasion-
ally concede something to political events. 
Rome’s demolition by barbarians enables me-
dieval China’s seizure of primacy, and Islam’s 
cultural demoralization follows its ravaging 
by the Mongols. But this is merely byplay in a 
narrative with just three essential elements: a 

The Discovery of America; drawing by Elliott Banfield after a painting by Stradanus, c.1587-89
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fixed level of human adaptiveness, the reten-
tion of helpful adaptations, and the opportu-
nities afforded by land, air, and water. Ideas 
and culture are treated as the most dependent 
of variables, conveniently called into exis-
tence as humanity requires them. As Morris 
baldly puts it, “each age gets the thought it 
needs.” This indifference allows him to lump 
the Muslim Middle East with Europe in the 

“West,” and to regard the so-called “Axial 
Age” thinkers—Socrates, Confucius, and 
Buddha—as representing pretty much the 
same intellectual outlook.

Even if this were the very big picture—
the path that human reason must inevitably 
take—one comes away feeling that some 
pretty vital details have been lost along the 
way. Morris’s scheme ignores a whole batch 
of things that a snooping Martian might 
think trifles but about which we humans do 
care. His four measures of civilizational ac-
complishment take no notice of the arts, re-
ligious belief, the incidence of war and peace, 
security of property, status of the sexes, or 
individual, intellectual, and political free-
dom. The aesthetic, spiritual, social, psycho-
logical, and normative dimensions of life, its 
quality as opposed to its quantity, simply lie 
outside Morris’ interpretive scheme. Why 
they flourish, or what they produce, doesn’t 
interest him. 

This leads to a yawning gap in his 
analysis considered even in its own 
crude terms. No doubt if one counts 

by millennia there is world enough and time 
for almost everything finally to get done. 
Had the West fumbled the technological ball, 
it probably would have been recovered again, 
if not by Westerners than by Easterners, 
Africans, American Indians, or Antarcticans. 
From a merely mortal perspective, however, 
the relative pace of progress matters. It cer-
tainly mattered to the British that their gun-
boats steamed up the Yangtze instead of hav-
ing to watch Chinese vessels plowing up the 
Thames—a counterfactual playfully laid out 
by Morris at his book’s outset. 

It is here that the author’s materialist as-
sumptions fail to persuade. It is hardly con-
vincing to attribute the West’s modern ad-
vantage to voyages of discovery, which Morris 
asserts juiced its brain cells just enough to 
invent science and industrial technology. 
Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler, and Newton 
weren’t, after all, trying to explain the mo-
tion of the trade winds, but those of planets 
equally visible in the skies over Persia, India, 
and China. Newcomen and Watt, for their 

part, were trying to pump mines, not power 
shipping. If geographically expansive mo-
ments inevitably spark breakthroughs of this 
type there were certainly such in Chinese 
history—but without comparable effect. 
Something else was impelling these discov-
eries that had never really been at work, and 
might have been quite a while in the making, 
beyond the West’s borders. And that some-
thing surely had more to do with the land-
scape of ideas than of continents. 

Morris’s interpretive scheme has 
power only insofar as it deals with 
what might be called “first-order” 

cultural adaptations, that is to say, those that 
produce something immediately useful—a 
stone blade, reaped wheat, woven cloth, etc. 
Such inventions have obvious utility and don’t 
require any special augmentation of basic 
human problem-solving technique. Several 
quite critical innovations fall under this ru-
bric. Agriculture, for instance, seems to have 
been invented several times in separate parts 
of the world. Once population pressure be-
came sufficiently intense it was not difficult 
for humans to recognize that the seeds of the 
plants they already gathered could be delib-
erately sown. 

Harder are “second-order” adaptations, 
in which what is created is not immediately 
useful except as a means of generating other 
adaptations. Patents are one example, first 
emerging as a protection for inventors, as op-
posed to a privilege for favorites, in 17th-cen-
tury England and Holland. By far the most 
important second-order adaptation, how-
ever, is experimental science, which entailed 
much more than an innovation in law, and 
arose less through deliberation than a fortu-
nate combination of cultural circumstances. 

Experimental science required at a mini-
mum four cultural elements, none of which 
implied the others. It required a willingness 
and ability to analogize the world as a me-
chanical system governed by clear-cut rules. 
This was a Greek achievement, crystallized 
by Aristotle, and found elsewhere only via 
inheritance. It required an intellectual en-
vironment sufficiently open to permit sus-
tained speculation along these lines, eventu-
ally denied Islam’s Aristotelians. It required 
a system of mathematical notation capable of 
describing complex, dynamic relationships, 
passed to Europe during the high middle 
ages from India via the Middle East. And it 
required a willingness on the part of men to 
get their hands dirty working with contrap-
tions (or at dissecting tables), a kind of un-

snobbish marriage of philosophy with craft 
not historically easy to come by, indeed, only 
likely in societies where commerce wasn’t 
deeply déclassé. The West, or parts of it, by 
complicated happenstance, ended up with 
all four items in this package. Other civili-
zations lacked one or more and—until im-
ported from the West—were never close to 
having the full set.

 Undoubtedly geography had a role in as-
sembling this amalgam but not in any direct 
or determining way. If one thing needs to 
be understood about the West’s ascent it is 
how little of it was inevitable and how read-
ily it could have had, and still could have, its 
foundations undone. Complexity, contingen-
cy, improbability, are what make the West’s 
story so worth telling, among other reasons 
because the fragility of its achievements em-
phasizes the need for serious stewardship. In 
hindsight they also imbue Western history 
with a drama not found anywhere else. No 
other history can offer such an inspiring tale 
to an American youth culture now so sorely 
in need of inspiration. Too bad that that in-
spiration can’t be found amid Morris’s geo-
graphic determinism.

Niall ferguson’s approach con-
tains more uplift. Though it’s hardly 
a panegyric, Civilization: The West 

and the Rest makes no bones about ascrib-
ing the West’s recent supremacy to what 
Ferguson, a celebrity historian at Harvard 
and Oxford, calls its six “killer apps”—pecu-
liarities of ideas and institutions, not dumb 
geographic luck. Ferguson brings no novel in-
sights to his definition of these—competition, 
science, property rights, modern medicine, 
mass consumption, and the work ethic—but 
in each case he supplies reams of persuasive, 
fascinating narrative about how it conferred 
unique advantages on the West and, through 
the West, transformed the world. Before 
modern medicine, for instance, genius com-
monly died young, cities were pestilential 
sinkholes, and the tropics were full-fledged 
killing grounds for outsiders. Secure proper-
ty rights distinguish the exuberant develop-
ment of North America from the economic 
aridity of South America. And so forth. 

Each killer app stands on its own, no 
simple system here, and they’re exportable. 
Ferguson’s statistics make clear the extent to 
which the work ethic has fled from Europe 
and North America to various points east. 
Like Morris, he foresees a China ascendant 
by mid-century (underestimating, in my 
view, its current regime’s grave illegitimacy 
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and cronyism). About the West’s future, on 
the other hand, Ferguson is much less san-
guine. Sudden collapse is not a far-fetched 
possibility.

Civilization isn’t textbook-shaped 
but, as with Why the West Rules, it 
aims to educate a mass audience, 

and is coupled with a television series the au-
thor hosts. (Its title, not coincidently, echoes 
the great cultural panorama presented to 
TV viewers by Sir Kenneth Clark in 1969.) 
If ideas count, then historians and educa-
tors count, too, and Ferguson thinks their 
conduct may actually be counting Western 
civilization out. “Throughout the English-
speaking world…the argument has gained 
ground that it is other cultures we should 
study, not our own.” His killer appraisal:

Yet any history of the world’s civili-
zations that underplays the degree 
of their gradual subordination to 
the West after 1500 is missing the 
essential point—the thing most in 
need of explanation. The rise of the 
West is, quite simply, the preeminent 
historical phenomenon of the second 
half of the second millennium after 
Christ. It is the story at the very heart 
of modern history. It is perhaps the 
most challenging riddle historians 
have to solve. And we should solve 
it not merely to satisfy our curiosity. 
For it is only by identifying the true 
causes of Western ascendancy that 
we can hope to estimate with any de-
gree of accuracy the imminence of our 
decline and fall.

Ian Morris might reply that he’s done just 
that, and in his way he has. But unless one 
is satisfied with what is, at best, a coarse-
grained, idea-blind, exospheric take on hu-
man history, he obscures far more than he 
reveals. Could Ferguson have had Morris’s 
book in mind when he muses at the end of his 
own that “[m]aybe the real threat is posed not 
by the rise of China, Islam or CO2 emissions, 
but by our own loss of faith in the civilization 
we inherited from our ancestors…and by the 
historical ignorance that feeds it?” 

Appropriately, Civilization is dedicated to 
Ayaan Hirsi Ali, a veritable Joan of Arc in 
her courageous and eloquent defense of the 
Western heritage, who hails from—Somalia.

Stephen H. Balch is the founder and president 
of the National Association of Scholars.
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Book Review by Neil Rogachevsky

Losing Their Religion
How Civilizations Die (And Why Islam Is Dying Too), by David P. Goldman. 

Regnery, 256 pages, $27.95 

In the decline of the west (1918–1923), 
Oswald Spengler predicted that the 
Western countries would depopulate and 

decay. The European nations had become 
too urbane to sustain what he called (in pop-
Nietzschean fashion) the “organic logic” of 
life. “Children do not happen,” he wrote, “be-
cause intelligence at the peak of intensity can 
find no longer any reason for their existence.” 
The West, according to Spengler, was dying 
of civilization. 

The massive growth of the world’s popu-
lation, including the population of the West, 
over the second half of the 20th century put 
something of a dent in Spengler’s reputa-
tion and put to rest for the moment concerns 
about population decline. Worrying about 
demographics became mostly the province of 
environmentalists and others fearing various 

“population bombs.” 
In recent years, however, demographic 

questions have risen again to urgent impor-
tance—for almost Spenglerian reasons. Cur-
rent data do point to demographic decline. 
America has a children-to-women “total fertil-
ity rate” just barely at replacement level (2.1), 
and countries as diverse as South Korea, Italy, 
and Germany all have birthrates at or below 
1.5. The “demographic argument” has been 
pressed by Mark Steyn, Melanie Phillips, and 

many of conservatism’s brightest lights (even 
David Brooks in the New York Times!) but it 
owes its resurgence to a series of articles that 
began in the mid-1990s in the Asia Times un-
der the pseudonym “Spengler.”

Since 1999, the prolific “Spengler” has pub-
lished more than 400 columns with titles as 
varied as “Zombinomics and Volatility,” “The 
World isn’t flat—but flattened,” “Putin for 
President…of the United States,” and “Why 
you pretend to like modern art.” These online 
columns are said to have received hits measured 
in the millions, and among those millions are 
many smart, influential people. Online read-
ers speculated that the mysterious “Spengler” 
could be anyone from a rogue philo-semitic 
Leo Strauss-reading Chinese Communist Par-
ty economist to a Russian plant. In 2009 he 
finally identified himself as David P. Goldman, 
a top-ranked bond strategist at Credit Suisse, 
Bear Stearns, and Bank of America, classically 
trained musician, and erstwhile follower of 
Lyndon Larouche. 

How Civilizations Die is a general synthe-
sis of the ideas that Goldman developed in 
his Spengler columns. It offers a brilliant and 
highly idiosyncratic analysis of contemporary 
demographic collapse and civilizational de-
cline. Its chapters focus on resilient American 
and Israeli birthrates, European sterility, and 

the dramatic decline in Muslim birthrates, 
subjects about which Goldman has been writ-
ing since the tech bubble burst in 1999—at 
least half a decade ahead of the now well-es-
tablished civilizational collapse punditry. 

Like the Spengler columns, How Civili-
zations Die has the tone of an exceptionally 
well-written investment or intelligence report, 
featuring very frank qualitative assessments il-
lustrated with telling empirical proofs drawn 
from statistics, science, and history. But just 
as interesting as the book’s argument is Gold-
man’s arch-modern German-Jewish or “Yekke” 
set of interests, which color the text: high 
Wilhelmian culture, classical music, late 19th-
century theology, geopolitical and economic 
strategy, financial recommendations. I am not 
qualified to judge this last interest, but a friend 
who works in the financial services industry 
reports that “analysts who are that good usu-
ally sell their ideas to people or, if they’re crazy 
enough, try to invest on the basis of them.” 
Goldman, in contrast, spent the years of the 
financial crisis offering free advice at a separate 
Asia Times Online blog called Inner Workings. 

His book offers both a predic-
tive account of the demographics 
of the Muslim Countries, Europe, 

America, Israel, Japan, and others, and a po-
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litical theory explaining the ultimate cause of 
the various demographic winters and springs 
he sees and predicts. He combines a social 
scientific “how civilizations die” with a philo-
sophic “why civilizations die.” He is more con-
vincing with the how than the why. 

Goldman’s financial background comes 
in handy in his explanation of current de-
mographic trends, and he has produced a far 
more robust account than any of the others 
who have tackled this subject. All honor to 
Mark Steyn, whose influence over a genera-
tion of younger conservatives, especially in 
Canada, will be felt in the years ahead, but 
Goldman actually runs the numbers himself. 
Other writers have seen current European 
demographics as a prelude to “Eurabia,” and 
Goldman shares the mostly gloomy view of 
Europe. He believes that, by 2050, women in 
childbearing years in Europe will be one third 
of today’s number. In Japan there will be half 
as many as today. By 2090, 50% of Japanese 
and 40% of Europeans will be over 60. 

Goldman does not envision a mus-
lim takeover of Europe, not because 
he has any particular faith in Euro-

pean governments (although he suggests that 
Britain and France are better than others), but 
because Islam itself is in the process of implo-
sion. Across ethnicities and regions Muslim 
birthrates have been falling precipitously. 
Since 1950 Iran’s fertility rate has fallen by six 
children per woman, Turkey’s by five, Egypt’s 
by four, Pakistan’s by three. He predicts that 
the average age in Europe by 2050 will in-
crease slightly from 40 to 46 years. The av-
erage ages in many Muslim countries, today 
ranging from the late teens to the late twen-
ties, will rise to 40 or more, and, unlike the 
Europeans, these countries lack the resources 
to manage this sudden inversion in the popu-
lation structure. 

Goldman attributes the decreasing fertil-
ity rates in Muslim countries to what he con-
siders their loss of “connection to the past and 
their confidence in the future.” Traditional 
Islamic societies exhibit extremely high birth 
rates when they first encounter modern nu-
trition and medicine, but once modern life 
intervenes, measured by literacy rates, the 
birth rate does not merely edge downwards 
(as it did in Western countries) but “collaps-
es” within a generation or two. He sees signs 
of extreme decay everywhere in the Muslim 
world, including Turkey, often touted as a 
model for other Islamic countries, and, most 
jarringly, Iran, whose birthrate is now just 1.7 
children per woman (1.5 for Tehran). Iran is 
in extreme social decay: Goldman says that 
12% of the non-elderly adult population use 

hard drugs and that highly educated women 
often prostitute themselves, hoping to share 
in some of the country’s still significant oil 
windfalls. The mullahs have managed to kill 
off much of the faith of Iranians; mosque at-
tendance has plunged to as low as 2% (though 
this is hard to measure because any street cor-
ner can serve for Islamic worship). 

Goldman’s view surely conflicts with 
the “realist” take on Iran, dominant among 
American pundits since at least the myopic 
2006 Iraq Study Group Report described 
it as a large, stable Shiite country with lots 
of oil, governed by clerics who might wish 
America ill but who will ultimately restrain 
themselves through “rational calculations.” 
Goldman helps us see that, to recognize 
Iran’s instability, one need not believe that 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad wants to hasten his 
tête-à-tête with the hidden Imam. In the face 
of social decay, imploding demographics, and 
perhaps an impending decline in oil revenues, 
the mullahs might actually have very good rea-
son to engage in risky belligerent activity that 
complacent Western political analysts would 
call irrational.

How civilizations die attributes 
the failure of Islamic societies to 
Islam itself. Islam, he argues, is an 

“all or nothing” proposition. Seemingly so 
strong when contained in pre-modern cir-
cumstances, Islam crumbles when it brushes 
up against a modern world built on a doctrine 
of individual rights, along with the science, 
technology, and globalization that this world 
has produced. 

According to Goldman, Judaism and 
Christianity are premised on a covenant that 
limits God’s power within the framework of 
promises He has made, leaving the individual 
sovereign over what God omits. Christianity 
and Judaism render to God what is God’s and 
to Caesar what is Caesar’s. Islam, in contrast, 
has no concept of individual rights because 
this would imply a limit on Allah’s power: 
there is no god like Allah, no prophet like 
Mohammed, and nothing that Allah cannot 
do. Late modernity is hard on religion, but at 
least modernity’s stress on freedom is compat-
ible with those faiths that focus on the free 
individual’s relation with God. 

The collapse of Islamic birthrates is not 
historically unique. “Spengler” claims that 
when other “national religions” have con-
fronted modernity, the nation decayed once 
the religion was forsaken. For example, Que-
bec had a de facto and almost de jure national 
church throughout Canadian history. During 
the “Quiet Revolution” of the 1960s, the fer-
tile paysans of Quebec were educated, moved 
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to the cities, ultimately left their beloved 
Church—and their fertility dropped by two-
thirds to 1.5 by the mid 1980s (slightly higher 
now due to immigration). 

In one of the more surprising parts of the 
book, Goldman tells a similar story about the 
death of Christianity in Europe. He makes 
much of Cardinal Richelieu and the Thirty 
Years’ War. Richelieu’s support of German 
Protestants even as he suppressed French ones 
allegedly started a “re-paganization of Eu-
rope” during which nations came to worship 
themselves in the guise of Christianity. This 
argument ignores the fact that the Christian 
religion grew in Europe and even perpetuated 
itself abroad with great ardor for hundreds of 
subsequent years. European Christianity re-
tained its strength in the face of modernity at 
least until the 20th century.

The author’s judgment of why civilizations 
decline ultimately depends on his interpre-
tation of political theologies. Civilizations 
of our day die because their religions die, he 
argues, unable to sustain themselves or adapt 
in the face of the upheavals produced by mo-
dernity. How does his account measure up? In 
the first instance, one must be grateful to him 
for getting us beyond the type of saccharine 
discussions of “Religion and Politics” found 
in most contemporary academic and politi-

cal discourse—as if all religions, by virtue of 
receiving this common name of Latin origin, 
would have the same or even similar influence 
in the political sphere.

As interested as some students of politi-
cal philosophy may be in the more general 
theologico-political problem, Goldman re-
minds us that theologies are not all alike; 
some contain wiser and more durable phil-
osophical content than others and beget 
different politics. The character of a state 
animated by Jewish ideas would be entirely 
different from a Mayan state, because the 
religions of the Mayans and of the Jews are 
so very unlike. The most “theocratic” Jews in 
Israel are often compared to Iranian mullahs, 
but though the historian Josephus invented 
the term theocracy to explain ancient Israel 
to Romans, it has virtually no applicabil-
ity to post bronze-age Judaism. The laws of 
Judaism have governed a political commu-
nity since the fall of the Second Temple. The 
kratia in Jewish “theocracy” rests in laws that 
are not in the hands of any particular leader, 
can be revised by any of his contemporaries, 
and deliberately avoid commanding political 
action. Discussions of “religion and politics” 
ought to be premised on the histories and 
doctrines of the religions being discussed—
and not generic ideas. 

The problem with goldman’s analy-
sis is that, however ingeniously he 
sets out the issue, he does not seem 

to possess the kind of in-depth knowledge 
required to characterize the religions he is 
studying. For instance, his speculation that 
the absence of a covenant in Islam is the fault 
line between it on the one hand, and Judaism 
and Christianity on the other, is provocative 
and interesting—but incomplete. Though it 
is true that the Koran does not possess any 
explicit notion of a covenant, it’s not the case 
that Islamic thinkers did not wrestle with this 
issue over the history of Islam, beginning with 
the Mutazallites in the 9th century. If this at-
tempt failed, one would need to show it not 
only by looking at a few passages of the Koran 
and al-Ghazali but via an examination of the 
whole religious and political history of Arabia 
and Islam (à la Bernard Lewis), an especially 
daunting linguistic task. Goldman is out of 
his element here. 

Goldman likewise attributes the perpetu-
ity of the Jews to the yearning for eternal life 
that the religion imbues in its practitioners. 
This relies on a very selective interpretation of 
Judaism. He follows the lead of Franz Rosen-
zweig, author of The Star of Redemption (1922), 
who came to Judaism by way of Christian-
ity, and other 19th- and 20th-century Jewish 
scholars who had to contend with “theology,” 
which had hitherto been viewed by Jews as a 
characteristically Christian activity. He fails 
to mention the efforts of medieval scholars, 
most strikingly Maimonides, to downplay the 
significance of messianic ideas in Judaism and 
redirect attention towards God’s gift to man-
kind, the creation of the world in time, and 
the perpetual call to return to the beginning. 
Goldman writes movingly about the mysteri-
ous, indeed miraculous, survival of the Jews. 
But this is a mystery (as he himself would 
probably acknowledge) that is by no means 
easily solved. 

In many respects David Goldman’s proj-
ect must be considered incomplete, but it 
has already offered up many gems, as can be 
seen in what he calls “Spengler’s universal 
laws.” Favorites: #7 “Political models are like 
automobile models: you can’t have them un-
less you can pay for them”; #11 “At all times 
and in all places, the men and women of ev-
ery culture deserve each other”; #14 “Stick 
around long enough, and you turn into a 
theme park”; and #15 “When we worship 
ourselves, eventually we become the God 
that failed.” 

Neil Rogachevsky is a Ph.D. candidate in his-
tory at Sidney Sussex College, University of 
Cambridge.
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Book Review by John R. Bolton

Against the Globalistas
Sovereignty or Submission: Will Americans Rule Themselves or be Ruled by Others? 

by John Fonte. Encounter Books, 280 pages, $25.95 

Global governance, the next 
new thing in trendy international 
thought, has been typically por-

trayed as the nearly inevitable evolution up-
ward from the primitive nation-state and its 
antiquated notions of constitutionalism and 
popular sovereignty. Not “world government,” 
wildly unpopular among knuckle-draggers in 
America, but a rebranded alternative, more 
nuanced and sophisticated, would creep in on 
little cat feet before the Neanderthals knew 
what was up. 

American exceptionalism was on its way to 
the ash heap. Terms like shared and pooled 
sovereignty were bandied about like new 
types of cell phones rather than fundamental 
shifts in the relationship between citizens and 
state. Multilateral treaties on an astounding 
array of issues were in prospect—not just the 
usual subjects of international relations, but 
matters heretofore quintessentially decided 
by nation-states: gun control, abortion, the 
death penalty, among others.

Although George W. Bush’s troublesome 
flag-waving tenure represented an unwelcome 
bump on the road, Barack Obama’s 2009 in-
auguration was surely the high point of global 
governance’s advance. Here was a president 
who saw global warming as the threat it was, 
promising to stop the seas from rising. This 
self-proclaimed “citizen of the world” re-
jected U.S. unilateralism, took the United 
Nations seriously, and understood that Eu-
ropean Union-style institutions were the real 
future. Not only would America have social 

democracy domestically, but it would join its 
like-minded confreres worldwide to celebrate 
global governance’s emerging transcendence. 

What could go wrong? Fortunately, while 
globalista academics, their handmaidens 
in the political commentariat, leftist think 
tanks, and non-governmental organizations 
were hard at work, others, in the late ’90s, 
were awakening to the consequences of all 
that buzz. Sometimes derided as “new sover-
eigntists” by the multilateralist chorus, these 
analysts and practitioners began examining 
both the precepts and the implications of the 
global-governance agenda.

Prominent among them was John Fonte, 
then at the American Enterprise Institute, 
now at the Hudson Institute. His latest effort, 
Sovereignty or Submission, has as its subtitle 
the sobering question: Will Americans Rule 
Themselves or Be Ruled by Others? That is, in-
deed, the question. 

Fonte warns against the “globalista” tech-
nique of international norm setting, whereby 
self-selected, transnational elites fashion rules 
of conduct through multilateral negotiations, 
which are then carried down to the nation-
state level to be rubber-stamped by pliant 
parliaments. This model is actually not far 
from current European Union (E.U.) gover-
nance practices. U.K. Prime Ministers Gor-
don Brown and David Cameron, for example, 
have both estimated that approximately 50% 
of significant parliamentary actions involving 
economic policy simply ratify, without pos-
sibility of amending or rejecting, what E.U. 

bureaucrats or diplomats in Brussels have 
already decided. These are not choices by of-
ficials actually elected by real people, the only 
legitimate basis for the state’s monopoly of co-
ercive power.

We are not considering here au-
thoritarian or less-developed coun-
tries where free expression and 

representative government are absent or in-
adequate. One could argue in such cases that 
international norm setting might provide 
standards or models from which emerging 
free governments could pick and choose. (Of 
course, one could also argue that the United 
States provides a perfectly acceptable model 
all on its own, which emerging democracies 
can emulate or not, without any need for 
America to “multilateralize” its uniqueness.) 
Ironically, however, the global governance ad-
vocates focus less on countries like Iran, Cuba, 
and North Korea than on the United States.

There is a reason for this skewed focus. The 
United States is the main threat to global gov-
ernance, with its antiquated attachment to 
its Constitution rather than to multilateral 
human rights treaties and institutions. Fonte 
explains the philosophical development of this 
antagonism toward the United States (and 
others holding similar views elsewhere), and 
poses his own alternative, which he labels 

“Philadelphian sovereignty,” in contrast to the 
more familiar term, “Westphalian sovereignty.” 
The point is more than semantic, because Fon-
te is not simply defending national sovereignty 
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in the abstract (and indeed the concept has a 
plethora of sometimes contradictory defini-
tions). Instead, he is defending how America 
has developed the concept, resting on the Con-
stitution’s opening phrase, “We the People.”

For Americans, sovereignty is not an ab-
stract concept of international law and poli-
tics, nor was it ever rooted in an actual “sov-
ereign” as head of state. Starting with the 
Revolution, we rejected sovereignty and legiti-
macy outside of a constitutional framework 
of representative government. “No taxation 
without representation” was one early formu-
lation, and “We the People” the most famous 
and broadly influential. 

Americans see themselves as personally 
vested with sovereignty, an ineluctable attri-
bute of citizenship, and they therefore react 
with appropriate concern when globalistas in-
sist that “pooled” or “shared” sovereignty will 
actually benefit them. Since most Americans 
already believe they have too little control 
over government, the notion of giving up any 
authority to unfamiliar peoples and govern-
ments whose tangible interests likely bear 
little relation to our own is decidedly unap-
pealing. Moreover, for those watching recent 
E.U. developments, events there are a source of 
considerable concern rather than admiration. 
Euroskeptics (or Eurorealists, as they prefer) 
have repeatedly highlighted the E.U.’s “demo-
cratic deficit,” a phrase often associated with 
Margaret Thatcher’s E.U. critique. Not only 
are E.U. institutions and processes remote, 
opaque, and unaccountable but also, as a con-
sequence, they lack the legitimacy so funda-
mental to acceptable governance. The Euro’s 
unfolding debacle only underlines this point.

Fonte provides several case studies 
of the global-governance philosophy at 
work, including international efforts to 

direct U.S. domestic policy; transmogrifying 
the laws of war to constrain U.S. options and 
practices; the International Criminal Court 
(ICC); isolating and delegitimizing Israel; and 
international migration and assimilation poli-
cies. The globalista agenda is lengthy, includ-
ing major issues such as climate change, but 
Fonte’s examples certainly rank among their 
top priorities.

In describing the intrusion of foreign ac-
tors into U.S. domestic policy, Fonte uses a 
phrase of former German Foreign Minister 
Joschka Fischer, “global domestic politics,” 
which neatly captures the problem. In the 
globalista view, there is no room for national 
variation from their norms, or tolerance for 
contrary majorities in different countries. 
This attitude explains the ongoing efforts to 
homogenize E.U. member states, and the 
growing tendency to second-guess what have 
been seen historically as entirely domestic 
issues. Fonte focuses primarily on how vari-
ous seemingly innocuous international “hu-
man rights” conventions, and numerous U.N. 
bodies (such as the United Nations Human 
Rights Council), have been used to criticize 
and harass the United States in recent years. 

Fonte does considerable original thinking 
about how America has assimilated immi-
grants, cutting through much of the current 
debate about illegal immigration and how to 
deal with it. By stressing the longstanding im-
portance of Americanizing newcomers to the 
United States, an approach directly contrary 
to the “multicultural” view now embraced by 
the international Left, Fonte explains why 
the globalistas are so irritated by our adher-
ence to the Constitution and our other basic 
values. The debate here is not about enforce-
ment versus amnesty or any of the other hot 
buttons, but what to do with people who are 
in this country and almost certainly staying. 
During the height of immigration in the late 
19th and early 20th centuries, our ancestors 
had no hesitancy in tossing millions of new 
arrivals straight into the melting pot, and no 
one was embarrassed by Americanization. 
Because the melting pot directly forms the 
shared values of citizens who see themselves 
as “We the People,” when assimilation is dis-
rupted or frustrated, the unifying bonds of 
citizenship are similarly weakened. These are 
critical issues regardless of one’s views on the 
broader question of who should be let in and 
who excluded.

In considering traditional foreign af-
fairs issues, the laws of war, the ICC, and 
the isolation of Israel are all excellent ex-

amples of the globalist approach. They seek to 

exploit both international law and domestic 
U.S. law to limit, constrain, and intimidate 
the United States and its political and military 
leaders from robustly defending our national 
interests abroad. One should begin here with 
skepticism for the very idea of international 
law, a skepticism now increasingly justified by 
a torrent of wide-ranging scholarship. Jeremy 
Rabkin, John Yoo, Jack Goldsmith, Eric Pos-
ner, and many others have dealt the globalists 
setback after setback, precluding even the 
Obama Administration from following its 
basic proclivities.

Nonetheless, there is no doubt that the 
proponents of “lawfare” have used this strat-
egy successfully against Israel, and increasing-
ly against the United States. By threatening 
U.S. officials with prosecution for alleged war 
crimes or human rights abuses, asserting ju-
risdiction over them when they travel abroad, 
for example, the globalistas seek to impose 
their version of international law over our 
own constitutional authorities. The Ameri-
can response should be that we recognize no 
higher earthly authority than the Constitu-
tion, which no valid treaty can supersede or 
diminish. And we certainly do not accept that 

“customary international law” which we do not 
voluntarily follow can bind us, especially to-
day’s variety, formed not by actual custom but 
by leftist academics who hardly have our best 
interests at heart.

John Fonte deserves our thanks and 
praise for wading through the morass of 
globalista writings, conference papers and 
speeches, U.N. resolutions and reports, and 
the panoply of studies written over decades 
while many in the United States proceeded 
blithely on their way, unaware of the mount-
ing challenges to “Philadelphian sovereignty.” 
The struggle to preserve our constitutional 
system of liberty and representative gov-
ernment is a great unfolding political war, 
and the outcome is far from certain. Those 
armed with Fonte’s analysis, however, will 
be well-armed and heavily armored for the 
battles ahead.

John R. Bolton, a former U.S. permanent repre-
sentative to the United Nations, is a senior fellow 
at the American Enterprise Institute.
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Essay by Michael Anton

Paradise Lost and Regained

The release last fall, after 44 years, 
of the Beach Boys’ abandoned master-
piece Smile is a milestone of American 

popular culture. Rolling Stone has called it “the 
most famous unfinished album in rock & roll 
history.” But Smile is also something much big-
ger. It is the pinnacle artistic achievement of a 
lost civilization, the middle-class, baby-boom, 
sun-soaked, clean-cut, work-hard-play-hard, 
bungalow-and-car culture of post-war South-
ern California. It was a paradise for the com-
mon man, one that produced legions of loyal 
and productive citizens, developed the mod-
ern aerospace industry, helped the West win 
the Cold War, and exported an attractive and 
fundamentally decent (if often vapid) vision of 
American life to every corner of the globe.

Western Migration

To understand smile, you have to 
start by understanding the Wilsons, 
which requires understanding Haw-

thorne, California, circa 1961. In 1922, Murry 
Wilson arrived in Los Angeles at age five from 
Hutchinson, Kansas. His family was part of 
what journalist Carey McWilliams described 
in his classic 1946 study Southern California: 
An Island on the Land, as one of Los Angeles’s 
frequent “quantum leaps, great surges of mi-
gration”—in this case the 1920s oil boom that 
flooded L.A. County with white low-church 
Protestant burghers and strivers (mostly the 
latter) from the Plains and the Midwest.

They came for the jobs but soon learned 
to appreciate the region’s many other charms. 
McWilliams, who migrated west the same 
year as Wilson, was struck immediately by 
the landscape, “above all by the extraordi-
nary greenness of the lawns and hillsides. It 
was the kind of green that seemed as though 
it might rub off on your hands; a theatrical 
green, a green that was not quite real.” Of 
course, it wasn’t quite real. At least, it wasn’t 
natural. That green was the product of Wil-
liam Mulholland’s “rape of the Owens Valley,” 
the massive project to irrigate the bone-dry 
Los Angeles Basin later immortalized in Rob-
ert Towne’s screenplay for Chinatown. L.A. in 
its natural state, as God intended, is the color 
of straw eleven months of the year. 

And then there was the weather: mild, dry, 
predictable, and clear 329 days a year. An-
gelinos worshiped the sun with a fervor not 
seen since the Temple of Ra. Novelist Eugene 
Burdick—yet another member of L.A.’s class 
of ’22—described that beneficent god thusly: 

“This is not the almost tropical sun of Hawaii 
or the alternately thin and blistering sun of 
Arkansas or the moderate bourgeois sun of 
France. This is a kind sun, a boon of nature, a 
sun designed for Utopia.”

In a classic essay penned to explain to 
mystified (and horrified) eastern academics 
the election of Ronald Reagan as governor of 
California in 1966, political scientist James 
Q. Wilson contrasted the manufacturing 
middle-class standard of living for New York-

ers versus Southern Californians. The former 
lived mostly

in a walk-up flat in, say, the Yorkville 
section of Manhattan or not far off 
Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn. Given 
their income in 1930, life would have 
been crowded, noisy, cold, threaten-
ing—in short, urban. In Long Beach 
or Inglewood or Huntington Park or 
Bellflower [or Hawthorne!], by con-
trast, life was carried on in a detached 
house with a lawn in front and a car 
in the garage, part of a quiet neighbor-
hood, with no crime (except kids rac-
ing noisy cars), no cold, no smells, no 
congestion.

He adds, just to rub it in, “[t]he monthly 
payments on that bungalow…would have 
been no more than the rent on the walk-up 
flat in Brooklyn or Yorkville.”

Beach Themes

What was true in 1930 was expo-
nentially truer in 1960. Indeed, 
historian Kevin Starr subtitled the 

seventh volume of his epic history of the state, 
which covers the postwar period, California in 
an Age of Abundance. 

Plenty of jobs, plenty of space, plenty of sun, 
plenty of everything—that was the environ-
ment in which the Wilson brothers grew up. 
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Three boys sharing one bedroom might not 
sound like abundance in the age of the Mc-
Mansion but that was also an era in which a 
machinist without a college education, moon-
lighting as a musician, could comfortably if 
not lavishly raise a family on one income. It 
sounds idyllic, and for those who lived it, it 
was. Tom Wolfe made his career on noticing 
what was going on in Southern California be-
fore anyone else: “Suddenly classes of people 
whose styles of life had been practically invis-
ible had the money to build monuments to 
their own styles. Among teen-agers, this took 
the form of custom cars, the Twist, the Jerk, 
the Monkey, the Shake, rock music generally, 
stretch pants, decal eyes….”

And the Beach Boys. Murry Wilson al-
ways wanted to be a songwriter. He scored a 
few minor successes on the side but never hit 
big. Success would come vicariously. The three 
sons whom he taught to play piano and guitar 
began by singing doo-wop songs (with a first 
cousin and a classmate) in impromptu sessions 
at Hawthorne High School and moved on to 
concerts at high schools and teen hangouts 
throughout the L.A. Basin. They were popu-
lar enough that in 1961 Murry was able to get 
the boys an audition in front of some music 
publishers, who unfortunately weren’t inter-
ested in another cover band. Show us some 
original stuff, they said, and…maybe.

Middle brother Dennis was getting into 
the growing nascent SoCal surfing craze and 
was pushing big brother Brian, leader of the 
group, to incorporate beach themes into their 
music. Brian had been working on just such a 
tune but it was far from finished. That didn’t 
stop Dennis from offering it up anyway. Now 
they were on the spot. One weekend, the par-
ents took off for Mexico City and left the boys 
enough money to feed themselves. They took 
the cash, rented a bunch of instruments and 
equipment, and practiced for three solid days. 
They had a tape of an original song ready 
when mom and dad returned. “Surfin’”—
a crude but catchy doo-wop with a bluesy 
bassline number—blanketed the Los Angeles 
airwaves and cracked the national top 100.

Rivalry

Murry assumed duties as manager 
of the band without asking, or ex-
plicitly gaining, anyone’s permis-

sion. He was a tough taskmaster and stories 
of serious abuse emerged later—including 
smashing a 2x4 into Brian’s head causing 
him to go deaf in his right ear. As Raymond 
Chandler and James M. Cain had already 
taught us, not everything happening under 
that beneficent sun was as pretty as the sur-
roundings. But Murry was effective—at get-

ting bookings, at forcing the boys to practice 
and write more songs, at placing their singles 
on the radio, and eventually at landing their 
career-making deal with Hollywood’s Capitol 
Records. Brian took the lead in firing his fa-
ther in 1964 but his filial affection never quite 
died. In liner notes written in 2011 for The 
Smile Sessions box set, Brian credits Murry’s 
perfectionism for inspiring his own.

The band racked up a string of big hits in 
its early years—enduring classics from “Cali-
fornia Girls” to “Surfin’ USA” to “Fun, Fun, 
Fun”—that define their time and place. The 
British Invasion ended the Boys’ dominance 
of the U.S. charts but as popular as the Bea-
tles became stateside, the Beach Boys were 
doing just fine, thank you, in Old Blighty.

The rivalry between the two bands is the 
underappreciated spring that produced Smile. 
With at least two world-class songwriters, the 
Beatles had a definite edge. For deep thoughts 

of, and departure from, all that came before. 
There are no surfin’ or cruisin’ lyrics, but one 
paean after another to the perils and pains 
of young love. The rest of the Boys returned 
from an Asian tour to find the album writ-
ten and ready to record; they were nonplussed 
by Brian’s new direction. Superficially, the 
sounds are the same—five high male voices 
slipping in and out of falsetto—but there is 
more harmonic interest, more instrumental 
variety, or—when the moment requires—no 
instruments at all. Every track flows inexora-
bly from the prior one and as such the album 
had no stand-out hit, though Paul McCartney 
proclaimed “God Only Knows” the “greatest 
song ever written” and Pet Sounds “a total, 
classic record.” Legendary Beatles producer 
George Martin would later say of the Fab 
Four’s most famous album that “Without Pet 
Sounds, Sgt. Pepper wouldn’t have happened.... 
Pepper was an attempt to equal Pet Sounds.”

A Strange Time

Before pet sounds was even finished, 
Brian dragooned the Boys into at-
tempting their most ambitious project 

yet. More than even Pet Sounds, Smile was 
from the beginning a virtual Brian Wilson 
solo project with the other Boys serving es-
sentially as back-up singers and session musi-
cians. The entire concept and all the composi-
tions were Brian’s.

Except for the lyrics. Brian’s most artisti-
cally ambitious collaborations to date had 
been with Tony Asher, who penned most 
of the words for Pet Sounds and also for the 
single “Good Vibrations.” Brian described 
the latter as a “pocket symphony” in three 
movements. It took 90 hours in the studio 
to record and was, at the time, the most ex-
pensively produced song in history—indeed it 
cost more than most albums—and became the 
Beach Boys’ first million-seller.

But for the new project Brian wanted 
something even more different. He turned to 
a little-known Southern poet, musician, sing-
er, and former child actor named Van Dyke 
Parks. As a young man, Parks wandered the 
country like a troubadour, scratching out a 
subsistence strumming chords on a guitar 
while intoning Beat-inspired poetry in smoky 
coffee houses. The problem was, by the mid-
1960s, the Beats were so over. So, at age 21, 
Parks arrived in Hollywood determined to 
make it. . . as something or other.

It was a strange time in California. The 
shiny surface looked more or less the same as 
it had for 20 years: buzz cuts, button downs, 
tail fins, palm trees, and plenty of prosperity. 
But things were changing. Up north, young 
wastrels from all over the country—differ-

and profound inspiration, the Boys had only 
Brian—but that would be enough, for a while.

Emotional problems began to take their 
toll in 1963 and the following year Brian 
stopped touring permanently to focus on stu-
dio work—two years before the Beatles’ final 
concert at San Francisco’s Candlestick Park. 
The Fab Four’s first true studio album, Rub-
ber Soul, represented a great leap forward not 
just for the lads from Liverpool but for pop 
music. Darker, more thematic, far more in-
ventive than anything they or their peers had 
hitherto attempted, the album was not a mere 
collection of singles, with A songs and B-side 
fillers crammed together haphazardly, but an 
organic whole with a beginning, middle, and 
end. That, in any case, was the way Brian Wil-
son heard it—over and over and over. He de-
termined to strike back.

The result was the harmonic and melodic 
masterpiece Pet Sounds, certainly the Beach 
Boys’—and arguably any American band’s—
first successful “concept album.” With the 
nearly-forgotten 1965 single “The Little Girl 
I Once Knew”—a song John Lennon called 

“fantastic” and “all Brian Wilson”—Brian 
had already begun to stretch his wings be-
yond the bubble gum pop that made him rich 
and famous. Pet Sounds was a continuation 

Smile is the pinnacle 
artistic achievement of 
the middle-class, baby-

boom, sun-soaked, 
clean-cut post-war 

Southern California.
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Instead of a series of discreet songs of more 
or less the same length, the longer tracks on 
Smile are interspersed with snippets, instru-
mental bridges, and goofy, near-throwaway vo-
cals—techniques the Beatles would not utilize 
(and even then not fully) until three years later 
with their last album, Abbey Road. Brian was 
also experimenting technologically with tricks 
well ahead of their time and that contempo-
rary audio equipment could scarcely handle. 
He borrowed from the movies the technique 
of cutting and splicing tape, something hardly 
ever done in music before “Good Vibrations” 
and usually only to cover up mistakes. Brian 
elevated “modular recording” to an art form, 
allowing the music to turn on a dime in ways 
impossible to achieve if the songs had to be 
played straight through in one take. Sgt. Pep-
per—with its array of jump cuts, sound effects 
and multi-track overlays that could only be 
accomplished in a studio—has gone down in 
rock history as the first album to blast away the 
boundaries of traditional stage pop in ways that 
made it absolutely unperformable in a live act. 
Smile, which was written and recorded earlier, 
was even more sonically inventive. Had it been 
released on schedule, undoubtedly Wilson’s 
masterpiece would have earned that honor.

That’s not to suggest that the genius of Smile 
is merely in the inventive use of gimmicks. 
There is real musical greatness here, and lots 
of it. “Heroes and Villains,” the lynchpin of 
the album, is a psychedelic epic that either 
introduces or recapitulates themes that unify 
the whole work. “Surf ’s Up,” the album’s best 
song, so impressed Leonard Bernstein that he 
included, in his December 1966 CBS televi-
sion special, a lengthy segment of Brian alone 
at the piano playing the tune. The voiceover 
was rhapsodic:

There is a new song, too complex to 
get all of first time around. It could 
come only out of the ferment that 
characterizes today’s pop music scene. 
Brian Wilson, leader of the famous 
Beach Boys, and one of today’s most 
important musicians, sings his own 

“Surf ’s Up.” Poetic, beautiful even in 
its obscurity, “Surf ’s Up” is one aspect 
of new things happening in pop music 
today. As such, it is a symbol of the 
change many of these young musi-
cians see in our future.

Rebellion and Loss

As to the lyrics, that’s where the 
trouble really hit. Parks’s idiosyncrat-
ic and whimsical words fit the overall 

tone perfectly even if they don’t always—or 
often—make sense. The overarching theme 
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ing from Parks only in being more overtly 
unkempt—were flooding into the broken-
down, half-abandoned, dirt-cheap old Vic-
torians in the Haight-Ashbury. The Black 
Panther party was founded in Oakland that 
fall. The Summer of Love (1967) was a year 
away. Down south, the Sunset Strip was hop-
ping like it hadn’t since Mickey Cohen was 
shipped to Alcatraz—the honky-tonks and 
gambling dens replaced by hip nightclubs 
like the Whisky a Go Go, where the Doors 
were the house band and during breaks the 
tunes were spun by a mini-skirted D.J. in a 
cage hanging from the ceiling. Statewide, the 
old order was reasserting itself in the form of 
Ronald Reagan, whose promise to “clean up 
the mess in Berkeley” would help him ride the 
Hawthorne vote to a historic demolition of 
incumbent Governor Pat Brown. The Beach 
Boys embodied both the new and the old, and 
also the transition.

Teenage Symphony to God

At the time of their auspicious meet-
ing, Brian Wilson was 24 and already 
a huge international star. Van Dyke 

Parks was a year younger and basically a no-
body. He lived above a garage at La Brea and 
Melrose, in a single room without plumbing, 
and had to use the pay toilet at the nearest gas 
station, which was his only reason for going 
as he had no car. Wilson by contrast lived in 
a Beverly Hills mansion. “Mansion” may have 
been an accurate description structually, but 
inside the decor was more Little Rascals than 
Architectural Digest. One gained access via a tree 
house out front, there was a massive tent in the 
dining room, and the living room was made 
into a home studio—replete with a grand pia-
no nestled in seven tons of sand so Brian could 
feel the beach between his toes as he composed.

His initial investment in Parks amounted to 
one used car, $5,000 in cash, and $2,000 worth 
of Afghani hash, which they smoked together 
in Brian’s indoor sandbox as Brian wrote the 
music and Parks the words. In a 1966 inter-
view, Brian famously described Smile as a “teen-
age symphony to God.” All other attempts at 
brief description fail; that one is actually not 
bad. The album is certainly as complex as any 
symphony—Wilson claims Rhapsody in Blue 
as a great influence—yet the teen appeal is evi-
dent in the music’s youthful sense of slapstick. 
At times, it plays almost like the soundtrack 
to a Saturday morning cartoon. And Wilson’s 
heartfelt if nebulous spiritualism suffuses every 
track from the opening “Our Prayer”—a con-
trapuntal, a cappella hymn written not for the 
cathedral but for the Manhattan Beach pier—
to the encore “You’re Welcome,” which is struc-
tured monophonically, like a Gregorian chant.
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ishly produced, the song was a harbinger of 
what was to come from the Fab Four. Brian 
heard it as a challenge he could not meet, a 
sign that he had already lost.

He was wrong, but the damage was (al-
most) done. The last blow came when The 
Beach Boys released “Heroes and Villains” as 
a single. Brian hoped that it would top “Good 
Vibrations” (it’s a much more sophisticated 
composition) and reestablish the Boys as the 
Beatles’ creative peer. It peaked at #12 on the 
Billboard charts and then sank fast. Brian spi-
raled into a serious depression from which it 
would take decades to recover fully.

Smile was officially shelved in May 1967. 
To meet their obligations to Capitol Records, 
the Boys slapped together the most polished 
tracks and banged out some filler. The result 
was Smiley Smile, an album youngest brother 
Carl aptly described as “a bunt instead of a 
grand slam.” It bombed.

The Beach Boys churned out a lot of me-
diocre, and some almost good, work over the 
following half-decade. The 1974 release End-
less Summer—a compilation of pre-Pet Sounds 

“fast cars, cute girls, and sunny beaches” clas-
sics—not only sold millions, it established the 
band as the one of the first Boomer nostalgia 

“oldies” acts, less than 15 years after their de-
but. From that moment on, they would never 
lack for bookings, even if creatively they were 
all but finished.

It would be only a mild exaggeration to 
say that Brian lost three decades of his life 
to mental illness and drugs—illicit and pre-
scribed. It’s no exaggeration at all to say that 
the failure of Smile was the reason why. “As 
the years passed, Smile became this legend-
ary thing, this giant weight on my shoulders, 
around my neck. It just choked me to death,” 
Brian wrote. In the midst of all that haze and 
pain, he made a few desultory attempts at cre-
ative and even performing comebacks, with 
the Beach Boys and solo. They all went no-
where, or close.

What Might Have Been

The fog in brian’s brain was fully 
cleared by around 2000. In 2003 he 
reconnected with Parks and the two 

of them set about exorcising the Smile demon. 
First, they finished the writing, ensured that 
each song was a completed whole, and put to-
gether a coherent track order. Then Brian as-
sembled a new band. No other Beach Boys—
his brothers Dennis and Carl had died years 
before—were included. Various disputes over 

the intervening years had soured his relation-
ships with his former band mates—and the 
wound of Mike’s Love intense opposition to 
the original project hadn’t healed.

Smile was premiered live in London on Feb-
ruary 20, 2004—with Paul McCartney and 
George Martin front row, center. The 45-min-
ute concert garnered a 10-minute standing 
ovation. Later that year Brian recorded the 
work, which was released to exuberant critical 
praise and solid sales.

But the demon wasn’t fully gone. Capi-
tol Records began gingerly approaching the 
four surviving Beach Boys in the run-up to 
the 50th anniversary of their first hit to see if 
they could be cajoled into doing anything to-
gether. Brian demurred but floated the idea of 
putting out the Smile recording sessions and 
packaging them into something close to how 
a finished version might have sounded in 1967. 
It was a project long intensely desired by the 
fans (and the record company) but one that 
was impossible without Brian’s full coopera-
tion and attention. After 44 years, he finally 
gave both.

The 2004 release is better than good. As 
a composition, Smile has few if any peers in 
pop. But the original sessions are magic. One 
should not presume to explain magic, so I 
won’t, except to say that Brian’s voice circa 
1966 is positively angelic compared to the 
smoke-and-booze-cured version of 2004. And 
it doesn’t hurt that of the six voices harmo-
nizing on those old tapes, four are related by 
blood. The similarity of the tones at once en-
hances the harmony and highlights the subtle 
differences.

The tragedy is what might have been. Bri-
an Wilson was one of those rare composers 
whose work only got better and deeper as he 
matured. In this, it’s fair to compare him not 
just to the Beatles—“Surf ’s Up” is at least as 
far beyond “Surfin’” as side 2 of Abbey Road is 
from “Love Me Do”—but also to Beethoven 
and Verdi. Every song and every album was 
better than the one that came before. Until 
he imploded. We’ll never know what else 
might have emerged from his fertile, func-
tioning brain.

Brian himself has mused, “Probably noth-
ing I’ve ever done has topped the music I made 
with Van Dyke, my old crew in the studio and 
the voices of my youth—me and The Beach 
Boys.”

Not probably. But that’s okay. It’s enough. 

Michael Anton is a Californian living in New 
York.

is America, a deliberate reaction or response 
to pop music’s then-reigning British Inva-
sion. The lyrics cover the nation geographi-
cally from Plymouth Rock to Hawaii, and 
historically from the Pilgrims through the 
Chicago fire, the Wild West, the railroads, 
and the Gilded Age. Snippets of standards 
from the Great American Songbook are wo-
ven in throughout, as are various pop culture 
jingles and theme songs. The words don’t so 
much tell a story as set a mood, one that is 
often just plain silly. “I’m gonna be ’round my 
vegetables / I’m gonna chow down my veg-
etables” isn’t exactly “Fall in love—you won’t 
regret it / That’s the best work of all—if you 
can get it.”

Yet despite their incomprehensibility, 
the lyrics for Smile remain fresh because of 
the music’s optimism and exuberant inno-
cence. That beneficent Southern California 
sun shines through in every word. Though 
penned in the mid ’60s, there is scarcely a 
trace of the America-bashing then sweep-
ing the intellectual and artistic classes. The 
Boys—and especially Brian—certainly suc-
cumbed to the carnal temptations of the time. 
But they never bought into the dystopic New 
Left vision of “AmeriKKKa.” In 1983, Presi-
dent Reagan’s buffoonish Secretary of the In-
terior James Watt canceled a planned Beach 
Boys concert in Washington, claiming that 
the Boys drew “the wrong element.” Both the 
president and the vice president publicly de-
murred; Watt was forced to relent. President 
and Mrs. Reagan warmly received the Boys 
at the White House. They later performed—
gratis—before more than half a million fans 
on the National Mall. Front man Mike Love 
described singing on the Fourth of July in the 
heart of the nation’s capital as the greatest 
moment of his life.

But back in 1966, Love objected to Brian’s 
abandonment of the “fast cars, cute girls, and 
sunny beaches” formula for Pet Sounds—a 
commercial disappointment though a critical 
favorite whose reputation has only risen. He 
rebelled over Smile. During a recording ses-
sion for “Cabin Essence,” whose lyrics are eso-
teric even for Parks, Love lost it. He unloaded 
on Parks, demanding that he explain what the 
hell the words meant. Parks instead walked 
out—and soon withdrew from the project.

It all fell apart quickly after that. Brian’s 
drug use intensified. The pressure to best the 
Beatles ate away at him. One night in Feb-
ruary 1967, while driving home, he heard 

“Strawberry Fields Forever” on the radio. He 
was so overwhelmed he had to pull over. Lav-
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Book Review by Rita Koganzon

Rumor Has It 
Gossip: The Untrivial Pursuit, by Joseph Epstein. 

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 256 pages, $25

Gossip is the latest in joseph ep-
stein’s send-ups of America’s venial 
sins, coming after Ambition (1980), 

Snobbery (2002), and Envy (2003). No longer 
receptive to sermons condemning such un-
neighborly behavior, we have fallen into insip-
id platitudes rebuking vice while preserving 
self-esteem. But who can heed these school-
marmish warnings when the pleasure of gos-
siping, backbiting, and otherwise diminishing 
our enemies is so great, and the only remain-
ing reward for continence is the flaccid honor 
of being thought “nice”? Epstein offers an an-
tidote to this vapidity by writing entire books 
praising our baser motives as the grease in the 
machinery of American social life. 

Epstein is only perfunctorily ashamed of 
the baseness of his subject. “A man or woman 
without any interest in gossip may be impres-
sive in his or her restraint, but also wanting 
in curiosity, uninterested in the variousness of 
human nature, dead to the wildly abundant 
oddity of life, and thereby, in some central way, 
deficient.” The question is why gossip persists 
and we persist in delighting in it in spite of our 
moralistic finger-shaking. For the most part, 
the answer is self-evident: “Other people is 
the world’s most fascinating subject.” Epstein 
ventures various sociological explanations: 
gossip is a means of showcasing our wit, estab-
lishing intimacy, transmitting unpublishable 

truths, demonstrating our insider-ness, and, 
of course, expressing sheer delicious spite. But 
a literary man at heart, Epstain finds that gos-
sip and our greatest fiction share a common 
root—curiosity about the social world and its 
exotic life forms: 

[G]ossip…is ready to betray secrets, 
circulate slander, and violate privacy, 
all to satisfy the beast of curiosity. 
At any sophisticated level, curiosity 
operates under the assumption that 
appearances and reality are usually 
very different, and gossip, often with 
the aid of daring speculation, sets out 
to fill in the discrepancy between the 
two.

The greatest reconciler of appearance and 
reality according to Epstein is the Duc de 
Saint-Simon, one of Louis XIV’s courtiers at 
Versailles and a prolific diarist who wrote a 
vast, gossip-filled memoir of life at court (re-
viewed in the Spring 2009 CRB). Here, Ep-
stein’s account shies away from politics, treat-
ing Saint-Simon as a merely curious observer 
of human nature, rather than an interested 
party with a political agenda. Throughout the 
book, Epstein is surprisingly silent about the 
political nature of gossip and its particular 
connection to public opinion in a democracy. 

Especially in the city-state and the mon-
archy, where rule is personal and limited to 
a few, gossip rises to the level of politics. For 
at least three centuries, the life of European 
courts formed the basis for an entire genre 
of political writing—the so-called mirrors 
of princes—that taught how this discrepan-
cy between appearance and reality might be 
exploited to advance the political agendas of 
would-be royal advisors and princes them-
selves. Machiavelli famously suggested cook-
ing up accusations against political leaders for 
the sake of executing them in ways that would 
instill sufficient “terror and fear” in republican 
citizens to reverse corruption. But in instruct-
ing princes to conceal the truth, treatises like 
The Prince inevitably taught princes’ rivals—
both for the throne and for the regime—the 
usefulness of unmasking hypocrisy.

 

Our situation is of course differ-
ent, but the political force of gossip 
has hardly diminished. Our public 

executions—more like character assassina-
tions—demonstrate how much appearances 
matter, even and perhaps particularly in de-
mocracies. Anticipating Epstein’s book 270 
years ago, Benjamin Franklin published a 
similarly tongue-in-cheek encomium on gos-
sip in his Pennsylvania Gazette, proclaiming 
that, “however ill People may load [gossip] 
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with the opprobrious Names of Calumny, 
Scandal, and Detraction, and I know not what; 
will still remain a Virtue, a bright, shining, 
solid Virtue, of more real Use to Mankind 
than all the other Virtues put together.” 

In an open, mobile society such as Frank-
lin’s Philadelphia was quickly becoming, the 
self-made man is a real possibility, with all 
its promise and danger. The low-born meri-
torious can rise to the top, prompting us to 
wonder how they got there, and to buy their 
self-help books to find out. But the worth-
less can also “endeavour to shine with false or 
borrow’d Merit, and carefully conceal their 
real Demerit.” Against such men, we have 

“CENSURE, [who] with her hundred Eyes 
and her thousand Tongues, soon discovers 
and as speedily divulges in all Quarters, ev-
ery the least Crime or Foible that is a part of 
their true Character.” Democracy’s conspira-

torial court is the indefinite “public sphere,” 
where misbehaving politicians can be de-
throned in public restrooms and through 
text messages. 

Gossip does more than plague the 
administration of government by 
publicizing the sordid activities of 

politicians. It reminds us that the imperson-
al State is not really devoid of personalities, 
and that, in a regime where self-fashioning 
is the norm, but egalitarian leveling brings 
excellence under suspicion, minding the gap 
between appearance and reality becomes a 
popular undertaking. For those “democra-
cies founded on commerce,” as Montesquieu 
called them, gossip is one relatively innocuous 
way of ensuring that “the spirit of frugality, 
economy, moderation, work, wisdom, tran-
quility, order, and rule” is kept alive. 

Epstein points out that “Gossip about 
people judged to be acting badly can also be 
gossip that, as the social scientists have it, en-
forces a community’s norms.” Faced with a 
difficult or questionable moral choice, some 
ask “What would Jesus do?” Should we fail 
to live up to that rather high standard, as 
Franklin predicted we would, we may settle 
for a more consequentialist approach: “What 
will the World say of me, if I act thus? is often 
a Reflection strong enough to enable us to re-
sist the most powerful Temptation to Vice or 
Folly,” he observed.

 
This preserves the Integrity of the 
Wavering, the Honesty of the Covet-
ous, the Sanctity of some of the Reli-
gious, and the Chastity of all Virgins. 
And, indeed, when People once be-
come regardless of Censure, they are 
arrived to a Pitch of Impudence little 
inferior to the Contempt of all Laws 
humane and divine. 

Franklin is joking, of course—the fear of 
gossip is not decisive. Americans persist in 
behaving badly or simply unconventionally in 
spite of what may happen. And so they should, 
since some expectation-bucking activity is 
surely worth a few raised eyebrows. Unlike the 
cameras and wiretaps with which the law con-
fronts the more intractable transgressors, gos-
sip is soft surveillance, replacing the Machia-
vellian public execution as a means of main-
taining the mores of a commercial democracy.

Montesquieu said that france 
could afford the dissipation of 
Versailles so long as the rest of the 

country wasn’t capable of imitating it. But, 
armed with our anti-elitist indignation and 
our high-limit credit cards, we are somewhat 
better positioned than 18th-century French 
peasants to pursue that lifestyle. Social theo-
rists (and Epstein himself) have described the 
complex forms of snobbery that arise from 
status-seeking, and, except when these pur-
suits cause occasional financial collapse, they 
hardly seem worth censuring. In a society that 
values self-improvement, everyone is a little 
bit of a self-fabricator, and it is an indication 
of American charity and openness that we al-
low people to make themselves over according 
to their whims. You can change your address, 
your name, your spouse, and even your sex, re-
peatedly and with relative impunity. But there 
are limits to self-making, and gossip polices 
these limits. 

We have, in addition to our tolerance, a 
category of crimes—both legal and social—to 
deal with fraudulent self-fashioning. Fraud is 
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difficult to detect precisely because it so care-
fully keeps reality out of sight for the sake of a 
useful appearance, and it is gossip, in its stub-
born quest for the truth, that often uncovers 
it. When Harvard senior Adam Wheeler was 
discovered in 2010 to have plagiarized his 
Rhodes Scholarship application, the universi-
ty investigated and found that he’d forged his 
original college application as well, setting the 
gears of gossip in motion. After those who’d 
had contact with him did a little digging, it 
was discovered that he’d plagiarized or forged 
pretty much everything he’d ever written, and 
fraudulently gained admission to half a dozen 
other colleges, in addition to securing employ-
ment dishonestly. 

Most of us are restrained from undertak-
ing such radical self-invention by people who’d 
quickly notice and flag our reincarnation as 
graduates of universities we never attended 
or authors of books we never wrote. Gossip 
as a mechanism of petty fraud prevention is 
hardly foolproof, but more thorough surveil-
lance mechanisms make it look humane by 
comparison. China, for example, has an an-
nual college entrance exam, in which the exam 
questions are state secrets and cheating is a 
felony. Faced with such alternatives, perhaps 
we might find that we can afford a few Adam 
Wheelers after all. 

The true connoisseur of gossip is not 
a persecuting zealot but rather a collec-
tor of human foibles who knows gos-

sip’s limits. To reconcile his own love of gos-
sip with his distaste for the vulgar exposure 
of celebrities and politicians, Epstein divides 
gossip into two spheres—the “private,” which 
is to say excusable gossip among and about 
friends and acquaintances, and the “public”—
private information inexcusably disseminated 
beyond one’s social network. 

For Epstein, gossip about literature is scin-
tillating, and since the audience for rumors 
about, say, Lionel Trilling’s marriage is reli-
ably narrow and an indiscreet word or two is 
unlikely to do devastating harm to his repu-
tation, literary gossip, though public, can be 
all right. But Epstein delights in gossip only 
when it is exclusive: a rumor is elevated when 
shared by a few, but is reduced to poor taste 

when splashed on the cover of People. “[T]he 
nature of gossip, which, though often false 
and not less often malicious,” he writes, “can 
also be a species of truth, deliverable in no 
other way than by word of mouth, personal 
letter, diaries and journals published posthu-
mously, and not obtainable otherwise.” 

Public gossip is too easily obtained to be 
worth obtaining. “It’s like if you have a taste 
for chocolate croissants and now McDonald’s 
has it,” Epstein explained to New York Maga-
zine. What he really seems to want to preserve 
is the personal delight of hearing gossip, to-
gether with the relative freedom from conse-
quences that accompanies its private transmis-
sion. It was delicious for the few in the know 
to hear from their colleagues in the White 
House press corps about Franklin Roosevelt’s 
or John F. Kennedy’s affairs; but it diminishes 
our politics when speculations about John 
McCain’s similar indiscretions appear in the 
New York Times. We might wonder whether 
this aristocratic approach to gossip, desirable 
as it may be, is really possible in a democracy, 
or whether it requires a democratic citizenry 
unusually disinclined to scrutinize or criticize 
the private lives of its rulers. 

Although Epstein briefly considers the ef-
fect of the newest form of public gossip—in-
ternet gossip-mongering—he is interested 
mainly in sites like TMZ, which practice a 
fairly established form of celebrity tabloid 
journalism, though at a faster pace. While 
dismissing this form of public gossip as a rein-
carnation of Walter Winchell’s mean-spirited 
society columns, Epstein gives short shrift to 
the more ominous ways that the internet is 
making formerly private gossip public by pre-
serving everything that anyone bothers to up-
load for the foreseeable, keyword-searchable 
future. In the near-term, the threats to repu-
tation that this poses are self-evident, espe-
cially for children and other impetuous types; 
but there is a longer-term problem with the 
rise of searchable lives.

Here is a piece of gossip: I once discovered 
a classmate’s blog in which he claimed to be a 
wolf mistakenly embodied in human form. In 
another time and place, such misconceptions 
would be addressed by some local combina-
tion of compassion and derision conveying the 

message that he was pretty clearly a human, 
and ought to give up his lupine aspirations. 
But online, he had found a “community” of 
furries—people who also believed they were 
misembodied animals, or were attracted to 
such—who supported this conviction and 
welcomed him into their digital embrace, di-
minishing the constraining effect of private 
disapprobation, but also establishing a per-
manent record of his youthful delusions. It’s 
amusing to know that one’s classmates fancy 
themselves to be wolves, but does the world 
need to know that? And what will happen 
to these classmates when it finds out? The 
internet manages to simultaneously de-fang 
gossip’s norm-enforcing bite while preserv-
ing what would otherwise be transient teeth-
marks forever.

It’s possible that, as some opponents of 
internet regulation claim, privacy itself will 
become obsolete and unnecessary when so 

much personal information is available online 
that the indiscretions of average people will 
no longer provoke censure. More to the point, 
when our hypocrisy is instantly detectable in a 
Google search, will we have attained the per-
fection of Christian charity—judging not lest 
we be judged? Maybe so, although Epstein 
makes a convincing case that gossip is here 
to stay so long as a gap between reality and 
appearance remains. And until the internet 
manages to close that gap and create perfect 
transparency, gossip will retain its delightful, 
dangerous, and not entirely reliable functions, 
satisfying the democratic desires to keep our 
citizens and office-holders in line, and our in-
satiable curiosity about the lives of impressive 
and sometimes deplorable men. Besides, as 
Franklin points out (no doubt to assuage Ep-
stein’s conscience and mine), the most enthu-
siastic purveyors of gossip have the greatest in-
centive to live righteously themselves, having 
made so many enemies that “they cannot be 
encouraged to offend, from the least Prospect 
of Favour or Impunity; their Faults or Fail-
ings will certainly meet with no Quarter from 
others.”

Rita Koganzon is a graduate student at Harvard 
University.
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Book Review by Joseph Tartakovsky

I Still Expect to Win
A Matter of Principle, by Conrad Black. 
McClelland & Stewart, 592 pages, $37

In the late 1960s, at age 21, conrad black 
bought his first stake in a newspaper, the 
Eastern Townships Advertiser, of Knowlton, 

Quebec, for $500 (“approximately $499 more 
than it was worth”). He did the writing and 
layout himself; often he needed snowshoes 
to get to his car. He bought the Sherbrooke 
Daily Record (circulation: 7,000) while still 
in law school. In 1986, now seasoned and ag-
gressive, he acquired the legendary London 
Daily Telegraph. Lord Hartwell fainted when 
he realized he had lost control of a paper his 
family had owned since late-Victorian times. 
Within a decade Black would own papers 
in 31 American states; the Sydney Morning 
Herald, Melbourne Age, and Jerusalem Post; 
and 59 of Canada’s 105 dailies. He even sur-
vived a price war against the “Jurassic preda-
tor” known as Rupert Murdoch. Black was 
not entirely self-made—he and his brother 
split a $7 million inheritance—but with it he 
assembled the third-largest newspaper cor-
poration in the Western world, after Gannet 
and News Corp. 

In November 2003 it emerged that some 
$32 million in “non-competition” payments 
(typically a seller of a newspaper is paid not to 
re-enter the same market for a time) had been 
made to him and other executives at Hollinger 
International, the newspaper holding compa-
ny that he chaired. No one among his expen-
sive cadre of lawyers, managers, and accoun-
tants knew why the payments hadn’t been 
properly authorized by the Audit Committee. 
Black blames human error. Hollinger hired 
a former Security & Exchange Commission 
chairman, Richard Breeden, to investigate; a 

“blizzard of SEC subpoenas” followed. Often 
his doorbell would ring and Black would find 
an envelope on the floor, with a note on com-
pany letterhead unceremoniously informing 
him that his credit card or phone perquisites 
had been severed—“relegating,” he says, “the 
continuing chairman of the board and chief 
stockholder to the status of a junior employ-
ee.” When Breeden issued his report nine 
months later, alleging a “kleptocracy” that 
looted $400 million, crisis erupted. A glee-
fully hostile press (especially Murdoch out-
lets) “sentenced” him with 50 stories a day 
about his hauteur and opulence. Banks on 
whose boards he had sat since his early 30s 

dropped him, as, eventually, did Hollinger. 
Friendships were strained. Some speculated 
publicly on his possible suicide. His paper de-
liveryman, apparently worried about his cli-
ent’s solvency, asked the erstwhile Fleet Street 
press baron for payment in cash. The indict-
ment came in November 2005 in Chicago. “I 
would go to prison for life,” Black resolved, 

“before I would plead guilty to crimes I had 
not committed.” 

A matter of principle, black’s sec-
ond memoir (the first was A Life in 
Progress, 1993) moves chronologi-

cally, quickly recounting his impressive career 
until his troubles descend a hundred pages 
in. The vivid and gossipy sketches portray 
tycoons, presidents, journalists, princesses, 
judges, celebrities, bankers, defense ministers. 
The book is colorful, amusing, candid, fierce, 
moving, pompous, and vengeful; except for 
a few defensive moments, it strikes a tone of 
bloody-but-unbowed indomitability. Black 
claims the affair began as a “factional dispute 
between groups of shareholders” at Hollinger 

and so feels compelled to discuss things like 
“unrepresentative prices,” “cross-warranties,” 
and “cash-collateralized notes.” But the story 
is told with style and drama. Few CEOs are 
in a position to write sentences about banks 

“grimly muttering ‘default,’ like James Joyce 
penitents semi-audibly reciting their rosa-
ries,” or to strike off aperçus like this: “To say 
that Sarbanes-Oxley was draconian would 
be to underestimate Draco’s respect for in-
dividual liberty.” His delightful name-calling 
reflects the best traditions of literary fulmina-
tion. The “nauseating” Breeden reminds him 
of a “regional commissar of Beria’s, with the 
bloodless, piscine coldness of someone whose 
power vastly exceeded his intelligence.” Nor 
are friends spared. Black felt betrayed by 
Henry Kissinger’s silence as a member of the 
Hollinger board: “This extraordinarily intel-
ligent refugee of Nazi Germany seemed not 
to understand that the contemporary version 
of ‘I was only following orders’ is ‘My lawyer 
advised me not to.’” 

Black describes a pre-trial assault on his fi-
nances by assistant U.S. attorneys who froze 
his assets and imposed tax liens. His person-
al wealth plummeted from $400 million to 
$100,000 at its nadir. Counsel at Williams 
& Connolly, to which he had already paid $9 
million, withdrew for lack of retainer. His 
wife Barbara Amiel sold jewelry to fund his 
defense. The superb narrative of his four-
month trial captures the thrill of point-scor-
ing and agony of lost chances. At night Black 
read Kafka. His two lawyers fought capably, 
but he claims that the Runyonesque Eddie 
Genson was hindered by a tangled syntax 
that “made Casey Stengel seem like Thomas 
Hardy,” while Eddie Greenspan, one of 
Canada’s finest defense lawyers, was dazed by 
unfamiliar U.S. procedure and enervated by 
diabetes. In December 2007 Black was con-
victed on three fraud counts and one count 
of obstruction of justice, and sentenced to 78 
months. It was a victory in a sense—the gov-
ernment initially sought 95 years and he was 
found not guilty on 9 of 13 charges—but he 
thinks prosecutors kindled the jury’s envy to 
persuade it (excepting the two members who 
preferred to sleep) that he had done at least 
something dishonest. These were the days of 
Enron, WorldCom, and Tyco, though Black 

Fortuna, after the engraving by Hans Sebald Beham, 1541
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never destroyed 20,000 pensions nor hosted 
parties with ice sculptures of Michelangelo’s 
David micturating Stolichnaya.

Why were the hollinger intrigu-
ers and the hostile shareholder 
upstarts so bent on a “putsch”? 

In his description, the tale of his dethrone-
ment is not one of actual wrongdoing but of 
the fact that there were millions to be fought 
over, won, wrangled, and co-opted through 
a thousand tricks and complex transactions 
which invite maneuvering, foul play, aggres-
sion, and betrayal. He asks us to imagine a 

“sharks’ feeding frenzy”: when fat prizes are 
“dangled above the open mouths of people 
who have dreamed of or pursued such sums 
without significant success all their lives, 
hunger takes over.” It wasn’t the jury’s job 
to consider anything beyond the evidence at 
trial, but there does seem something oddly 
counterproductive about cries for “sharehold-
ers’ rights” by corporate-governance activists, 
Delaware chancery judges, and U.S. Attorney 
Patrick Fitzgerald who together tended of-
ficiously to Hollinger’s bankruptcy and the 
evaporation of $2 billion in shareholder val-
ue. Black says his successors, none of whom 
had newspaper or even managerial experi-
ence, began paying themselves extravagantly, 
especially Chairman Gordon Paris (“a whiny, 
grating persistence, like a malfunctioning ap-
pliance”), who made $17,000 a day for his vi-
sion in squandering $42 million in subprime 
mortgages. They “effortlessly [lost] almost ten 
times what we had been falsely convicted of 
receiving improperly.” 

Margaret Thatcher, one of Black’s heroes 
(and sponsor of his entry into the House of 
Lords in 2001), once said that if you have to 
tell people you are powerful, you aren’t. One 
is struck by the number of sentences in which 
Black alludes to his power: “I was walking 
in Central Park, closing in on the bench 
Mayor Bloomberg had donated in the name 
of Barbara and me….” “Chrétien telephoned 
me about this matter several times….” “[I]n 
a particularly uproariously amusing cruise 

along the Côte d’Azur with Bill and Pat 
Buckley….” “When the Duke of Edinburgh 
came to Toronto…to see my ship model and 
naval book collection….” We discover that 
his Toronto home is a Georgian manse with 
double-height, oak-paneled libraries sag-
ging with 20,000 volumes and that he prays 
in his private chapel (with “reading room 
and theological library”) consecrated by not 
one but two cardinals. We see him gliding 
to Bilderberg meetings in Bürgenstock and 
Versailles; testifying about NAFTA to a 
trade commission alongside Senator Phil 
Gramm; obtaining anecdotes about Franklin 
Roosevelt from the Queen Mother; taking 
in Wagner at Bayreuth while negotiating 
deals during the intermissions; admiring the 
shield given him by Chief Buthelezi of the 
Zulus. Bill Clinton sternly advises him not 
to submit to his legal tormentors.

Lord Black writes confined in a Florida 
prison, where memories of the lofty flights of 
his past must glow forlornly. “I entered these 
walls,” he writes, as if to reassure himself, “a 
baron of the United Kingdom, Knight of the 
Holy See, Privy Councillor, and Officer of the 
Order of Canada, former publisher of some 
of the world’s greatest newspapers, and author 
of some well-received non-fiction books.” If it 
is rare to read such self-trumpeting, it is rarer 
still for it all to be perfectly true. I would not 
engage in psychological speculation if Lord 
Black didn’t seem to invite it by his unblush-
ing candor. We read of Barbara’s breakdown 
when the scandal broke (she nearly catches 
frostbite walking six miles in the snow to 
buy, for crazed reasons, two combs); his night 
sweats and sleeping medications; his loneli-
ness, melancholy, despair, and rage. Such 
openness could suggest a man writing for pos-
terity, the most supreme of courts.

Coleman federal correctional 
Complex is a “relatively gentle and 
bumbling gulag.” He gets up at 7:15 

a.m., has granola and tea in bed, tutors con-
victs on spelling and sentence structure, does 
email, rows 5,000 meters, reads, writes col-

umns for the National Post and National 
Review, practices piano, socializes over smug-
gled-in Colombia coffee, showers at midnight, 
then does crossword puzzles until 1 or 2 a.m.. 
In prison the currency is not stock assets but 
postage stamps, and his skill in arranging fi-
nancing is engaged for the benefit of ex-drug 
dealers who wish to attend college by corre-
spondence. His cellmate paddled from Cuba 
to Key West on the roof of an ice-cream cart. 

“I now know,” he says, “that the lowest echelons 
of American society are in some ways more 
endearing than the highest, an unsuspected 
insight.” In 2010 his legal appeal miraculously 
reached the Supreme Court, which ruled that 
the crime of “honest services” fraud—two 
of his four counts—was unconstitutionally 
vague. He was released after 29 months only 
to be sent back for seven more (with good time 
reduction) on his convictions for obstruction 
of justice and the remaining fraud count (for 
the illegal receipt of $285,000, a sum down, 
apparently, from $400 million). When re-
leased this spring, he will be a “persona non 
grata” on these shores—just as well, since the 
U.S. is a “patria non grata” to him. His views 
on our justice system are pure fire, especially 
the reliance on plea bargains, which he says 

“extort and suborn” perjury from the weak and 
self-interested.

The end of this story is unwritten. “For the 
last six and a half years I have been fighting 
for my financial life, physical freedom, and 
what remains of my reputation against the 
most powerful organization in the world, the 
U.S. government,” he says. “I still expect to 
win.” Black, now 67, is a fascinating, accom-
plished man, who has excelled in commerce, 
journalism, and the authorship of biography, 
auto- and otherwise. He swears in the pages 
of this book to restore himself to influence. 
What could be more interesting than to see if 
he succeeds? So far, every act of his redoubt-
able life suggests that discomfiture, for him, is 
never more than temporary.

Joseph Tartakovsky is contributing editor of the 
Claremont Review of Books.
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

Left, Right, and Dickens

Conservatives today generally 
cringe when literary criticism turns 
into political debate—or hectoring, 

for the Left commands the discussion, with 
its obligatory reduction of great poems, plays, 
and novels to their unspeakable racist, sex-
ist, and class-bound assumptions. When the 
conversation turns to Charles Dickens (1812-
1870), however, politics implicit or explicit is 
unavoidable. As George Orwell declared, in 
the celebrated opening sentence of his 1939 
essay “Charles Dickens,” “Dickens is one of 
those writers who are well worth stealing.” 
Orwell sets out to rescue Dickens from the 
clutches of Marxist bandits who would turn 
him into “a bloodthirsty revolutionary” and 
Catholic zealots who would canonize him 
quite against his will. Orwell’s Dickens is sen-
sible yet impassioned, endlessly fertile because 
transfixed by the joys and pains of humanity: 

“For you can only create if you can care.” The 
closing sentence of the essay (also celebrated) 
presents Dickens as a sort of prototype for 
Orwell himself: “It is the face of a man who is 
always fighting against something, who fights 
in the open and is not frightened, the face of a 
man who is generously angry—in other words, 
of a nineteenth-century liberal, a free intelli-
gence, a type hated with equal hatred by all 
the smelly little orthodoxies which are now 
contending for our souls.” The contention 
for our souls never quits, and maybe Dickens, 

and the view of Dickens through the eyes of 
some of the contenders, can help show us, in 
the bicentenary year of the writer’s birth, how 
to put our souls right.

Overflowing Invention

Admirers as different in tempera-
ment as George Santayana and G.K. 
Chesterton, the former as free an in-

telligence as the 20th century produced, the 
latter according to Orwell a “medievalist” 
who tried to turn Dickens into one too, find 
Dickens’s principal genius in a creative capac-
ity as nearly god-like as a man can possess, but 
joined to the most human heart. In the es-
say “Dickens” in Soliloquies in England (1922), 
Santayana esteems Dickens for what many 
consider a fiction writer’s ultimate accom-
plishment: creating “a fresh world, where the 
men and women differ from real people only 
in that they live in a literary medium, so that 
all ages and places may know them.” Dickens 
creates with a free and generous hand, almost 
as nature did in bringing forth the human ple-
num from which he draws fictional life. 

The most grotesque creatures of Dick-
ens are not exaggerations or mockeries 
of something other than themselves; 
they arise because nature generates 
them, like toadstools; they exist be-

cause they can’t help it, as we all do…. 
The sleepy fat boy in Pickwick looks 
foolish; but in himself he is no more 
foolish, nor less solidly self-justified, 
than a pumpkin lying on the ground. 

 
Nature’s freedom, and Dickens’s, is every 
creature’s necessity.

Yet a familiar morality does constrain 
Dickens’s creative reach as it does not nature’s. 
For while Santayana always holds that to in-
vest nature with human tenderness, indeed 
with any human motives at all, is patent fool-
ishness, Dickens’s own feeling for the lowly 
and broken colors his entire life’s work. 

I do not know [wrote Santayana] 
whether it was Christian charity or 
naturalistic insight, or a mixture of 
both (for they are closely akin) that 
attracted Dickens particularly to the 
deformed, the half-witted, the aban-
doned, or those impeded or misun-
derstood by virtue of some singular 
inner consecration. The visible moral 
of these things, when brutal prejudice 
does not blind us to it, comes very 
near to true philosophy; one turn of 
the screw, one flash of reflection, and 
we have understood nature and hu-
man morality and the relation be-
tween them. 
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Human morality, Santayana subtly indi-
cates, makes up for what nature lacks: sensitiv-
ity to suffering. Perhaps strictly by accident—
Santayana suspects it might be so—nature 
endowed men with the ability to feel another’s 
feeling; in democratic times, this fellow feel-
ing most emphatically takes the form of com-
passion, of suffering with those you see suffer. 
Dickens certainly possessed one of the most 
compassionate democratic hearts ever. 

Yet his was not a simple compassion. San-
tayana again:

Love of the good of others is some-
thing that shines in every page of 
Dickens with a truly celestial splen-
dour. How entirely limpid is his sym-
pathy with life—a sympathy uncon-
taminated by dogma or pedantry or 
snobbery or bias of any kind! How 
generous is this keen, light spirit, how 
pure this open heart! And yet, in spite 
of this extreme sensibility, not the 
least wobbling; no deviation from a 
just severity of judgment, from an 
uncompromising distinction between 
white and black. 

Love of the good of others implies hatred 
of the evil that everyone suffers sooner or later, 
and some people all their lives long, whether 
from nature or society. Nevertheless, Dick-
ens’s spirit remained keen and light: for him, to 
be alive was above all a pleasure, even though 
for multitudes, whose plight he so deeply 
cared about, it was a brutal ordeal. His sym-
pathy lay not just with life at its most awful, 
but with life in its uncanny fullness. And his 
fundamental sympathy with life did not mean 
he gave evildoers a pass; quite the contrary. He 
might have appeared to possess the makings 
of the sort of woolly liberal who tolerates most 
everything from everybody, and yet he could 
be a stern moralist. In short: a natural con-
servative, with the best liberal traits for good 
measure, not unlike Santayana himself.

A devout Christian who scorned both lib-
eralism and conservatism, Chesterton rhap-
sodizes, in Appreciations and Criticisms of the 
Works of Charles Dickens (1911):

He has created, especially in this 
book of David Copperfield, he has cre-
ated, creatures who cling to us and 
tyrannise over us, creatures whom we 
would not forget if we could, creatures 
whom we could not forget if we would, 
creatures who are more actual than 
the man who made them. 

One may be inclined, especially if one is a 
conservative, to think of such burgeoning cre-

ativity as above mere politics. However, Ches-
terton recognizes that Dickens’s art is not 
quite as disinterested as that: 

It is not true to say that Dickens was 
a Socialist, but it is not absurd to say 
so. And it would be simply absurd to 
say it of any of the great Individualist 
novelists of the Victorian time. Dick-
ens saw far enough ahead to know 
that the time was coming when the 
people would be imploring the State 
to save them from more freedom, as 
from some frightful foreign oppres-
sor. He felt the society changing; and 
Thackeray never did. 

Dickens may not have advocated a social 
program but he did work with a social pur-
pose. His fiction inveighed against the worst 
ills of poverty and the insensibility of the 
prosperous. If Chesterton is right and Dick-

story about Dickens; for no other great nov-
elist enjoys such fame for demonstrating over 
and over again that so much of what is is wrong. 
The world’s cruelty is intolerable for this Dick-
ens, and with a full heart he cries that people 
must change or this suffering will never abate. 
You do not get more liberal than this. 

What Was He After?

Chesterton and santayana tend to 
approach Dickens’s politics sidelong; 
it is not their chief concern. There are 

other important critics who are more directly 
political. Walter Bagehot’s long 1858 essay 

“Charles Dickens” distinguishes between the 
symmetrical genius such as Plato or Chaucer, 
with an appreciation for order, proportion, 
and unity, and the unsymmetrical genius of 
a Dickens, whose “abstract understanding is 
so far inferior to his picturesque imagination 
as to give even to his best works the sense of 
jar and incompleteness, and to deprive them 
altogether of the crystalline finish which is 
characteristic of the clear and cultured under-
standing.” To put it more pungently: Dickens 
cannot reason to save his life. “He is often 
troubled with the idea that he must reflect, 
and his reflections are perhaps the worst read-
ing in the world. There is a sentimental confu-
sion about them; we never find the consecu-
tive precision of mature theory, or the cold 
distinctness of clear thought.”

In Dickens at his worst what we find instead, 
Bagehot complains, is a jumble of wrong-head-
ed theory and an overheated feeling that pass-
es for serious thinking. It is Dickens’s politics, 
especially in the later novels, that Bagehot re-
ally objects to, and most strenuously. Early in 
his career Dickens set himself to demolishing 
institutions that deserved to be demolished. 
Previous generations of Britannic authority 
had bequeathed a legacy of intolerable social 
abuses. The nasty hole of the debtors’ prison in 
The Pickwick Papers (1836-37) and the vicious 
imbecility of Mr. Bumble the parochial beadle 
and his ilk in Oliver Twist (1838) were worthy 
objects of Dickensian outrage. But since then 
England has become a kinder, gentler nation, 
and nevertheless Dickens has continued in 
the vein of “sentimental radicalism.” He as-
sails men and institutions that really cannot 
be bettered—not because they are perfect, but 
because perfection is impossible. Dickens de-
ploys a fantasist’s sense of what is possible. His 
sensitivity to human suffering is pathologically 
acute; the fault is not uniquely his, but is char-
acteristic of the age, which has gone too far in 
its recoil from earlier dreadful harshness. 

He began by describing really remov-
able evils in a style which would in-

Books mentioned in this essay:

Becoming Dickens:
The Invention of a Novelist, 

by Robert Douglas-Fairhurst.
Belknap Press, 400 pages, $29.95

Charles Dickens: A Life, 
by Claire Tomalin. Penguin Press,

576 pages, $36 (cloth), $18 (paper)

ens was not a socialist, then he was a fiery 
Radical, or Liberal as he called himself later 
in life. As an artist, he could not be entirely 
a free spirit. The suffering of others weighed 
too heavily with him. He was bent on altering 
men’s souls and thus their societies. But it was 
individual souls that had to change first.

In the crucial respect, Chesterton and San-
tayana agree on the springs of Dickens’s cre-
ativity. Dickens can create as he does because 
he holds a fundamental belief about the world 
in which he was created: people are what they 
are, and that will never be otherwise. However 
cruel life might be reality cannot be gainsaid. 
This is a hard view to maintain. Perhaps the 
best thing for it under the circumstances is to 
be a novelist of overflowing invention. If one is 
fortunate enough to be uncommonly gifted in 
the fiction-writing line, he can find sustenance 
and joy in imitating nature or the deity and 
imagining a world distinctively his own. This 
aspect of Dickens’s art and character can be 
called conservative in the whatever-is-is-right 
fashion. You do not get more conservative 
than that. But that is of course only half the 
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duce all persons, however insensible, 
to remove them if they could; he has 
ended by describing the natural evils 
and inevitable pains of the present 
state of being, in such a manner as 
must tend to excite discontent and 
repining. The result is aggravated, be-
cause Mr. Dickens never ceases to hint 
that these evils are removable, though 
he does not say by what means. 

He and his wretched epigoni declaim “in 
what really is, if they knew it, a tone of objec-
tion to the necessary constitution of human 
society.” In Bagehot’s eyes, Dickens started 
out a sensible reformer and has become a dan-
gerous revolutionary. Bagehot understands 
that Dickens—and Dickens alone among 
writers of fiction—exerts a power comparable 
to, or surpassing, that of the foremost politi-
cians of the day. Writing in 1872, two years 
after Dickens’s death, he declares, in the in-
troduction to the second edition of The Eng-
lish Constitution, “The leading statesmen in 
a free country have great momentary power. 
They settle the conversation of mankind.” The 
conversation is turning uncivil and clamorous. 

And in settling what these questions 
shall be, statesmen have now especial-
ly a great responsibility if they raise 
questions which will excite the lower 
orders of mankind; if they raise ques-
tions on which those orders are likely 
to be wrong; if they raise questions 
on which the interest of those orders 
is not identical with, or is antagonis-
tic to, the whole interest of the State, 
they will have done the greatest harm 
they can do. 

Bagehot writes of “the lower orders of man-
kind,” by which he means the working classes 
demanding universal male suffrage and who 
knows what else, as though they were proto-
Morlocks. Dickens always had a special brief 
for the virtues of the lower orders—social, 
not human, orders. (Of course he also had a 
searing horror of the rat’s-nest poverty where 
crime was incubated.) And it is clear from 
Bagehot’s essay on Dickens that he believes 
the greatest novelist has thereby done politi-
cal harm at least as pernicious as that done by 
the radical politicians. 

George Bernard Shaw sees the same basic 
political change in Dickens’s writing from the 
early novels to the late ones, but he praises 
what Bagehot condemns. Even as late as Bleak 
House (1852–1853), Shaw contends in a 1912 
essay, Dickens identifies pockets of infection 
that can be lanced and healed without ter-
rible difficulty, such as “Tom All Alone’s, a 

patch of slum in a fine city, easily cleared away, 
as Tom’s actually was about fifty years after 
Dickens called attention to it.” With Hard 
Times (1854), Dickens sees the corruption is 
systemic, and the most drastic measures are 
necessary to save the body politic. 

Clearly this is not the Dickens who 
burlesqued the old song of the ‘Fine 
Old English Gentleman,’ and saw in 
the evils he attacked only the sins and 
wickednesses and follies of a great civ-
ilization. This is Karl Marx, Carlyle, 
Ruskin, Morris, Carpenter, rising up 
against civilization itself as against a 
disease, and declaring that it is not 
our disorder but our order that is hor-
rible; that it is not our criminals but 
our magnates that are robbing and 
murdering us; and that it is not mere-
ly Tom All Alone’s that must be de-
molished and abolished, pulled down, 
rooted up, and made for ever impos-
sible so that nothing shall remain of it 
but History’s record of its infamy, but 
our entire social system. 

Fabian Socialism does not always sound 
so rapturously militant; Dickens plainly set 
Shaw ablaze. He sometimes did have that 
effect on men of the Left even harder than 
Shaw. Karl Marx told Friedrich Engels that 
Dickens had “issued to the world more politi-
cal and social truths than have been uttered 
by all the professional politicians, publicists, 
and moralists put together.” Where Marx 
saw truths pregnant with a glorious future, a 
Thomas Babington Macaulay perceived dan-
gerous lies that ought to be strangled at birth: 
a felicity or two brightened Hard Times, but 
mostly it was “sullen socialism.” The most 
passionate defenders and the most passion-
ate detractors agreed Dickens was preaching 
socialism. But were they right to think so? 
Did Dickens develop into a utopian hothead? 
What was he really after?

Good and Evil

Dickens got his professional start 
at the age of 19 as a parliamentary re-
porter and quickly moved into a bet-

ter job with the radical newspaper True Sun. 
As the Oxford don Robert Douglas-Fairhurst 
writes in his fine new account of Dickens’s 
early years, Becoming Dickens: The Invention 
of a Novelist, “Dickens’s own political views 
can be inferred from his position on a paper 
that was strenuously anti-Tory, as they can 
from his later blunt assessment of the Tories 
as ‘people whom, politically, I despise and ab-
hor.’” Political vehemence, then, rang out not 

only in his fiction, but in his long journalistic 
career as writer and editor, and in his humani-
tarian activity. From Peter Ackroyd’s monu-
mental Dickens (1991), one learns that True 
Sun embraced Benthamite Radicalism, advo-
cating untrammeled free speech and universal 
suffrage, condemning the Established Church 
and aristocratic rule. Evidently Dickens 
bought into the program at first, but made his 
break over the New Poor Law of 1834, which 
on the most rational Benthamite principles 
required all poor relief to be administered in 
workhouses; there inmates were segregated by 
sex, families were broken up, uniforms were 
mandatory, food was meager, and forced la-
bor was onerous. Oliver Twist was born and 
raised in a workhouse; his famished entreaty 
to outraged authority, “Please, sir, I want 
some more,” remains one of the most touch-
ing lines in English fiction. In Our Mutual 
Friend, written 27 years later, the old and des-
titute Betty Higden, who had been more than 
a mother to orphans and cast-off children, 
takes to vagabondage rather than seek shelter 
in a workhouse, preferring to die on her own 
terms, refusing the state’s mingy solicitude.

For Dickens no social or economic proposal 
could stand if it was not founded on the unim-
peachable heart. The elegantly swift-moving 
biographer Claire Tomalin, in Charles Dick-
ens: A Life, touches upon the various causes 
he crusaded for: among them Ragged Schools, 
where volunteer teachers in the worst London 
slums would attempt to instruct all comers, 

“the homeless and starving, the disabled, even 
pupils who explained that their occasional ab-
sences were occasioned by prison sentences”; 
a Home for Homeless Women, as Dickens 
delicately called an asylum for prostitutes 
who wanted to amend their lives; the Met-
ropolitan Sanitary Association, addressing 
the most urgent public health matters in an 
imperial capital where sewage ran down the 
middle of the streets, the Thames was a cloaca 
maxima, graveyards were so overcrowded that 
the dead burst from the ground, cholera epi-
demics broke out four times during Dickens’s 
lifetime, and typhus, typhoid fever, dysentery, 
and smallpox were just part of life in the big 
city. Dickens wrote; he organized; he gave 
speeches. He gave his all.

Goodness was his natural element, but evil 
obsessed him. Individual meanness, unkind-
ness, malice, and savagery always kindled his 
ire and fired his imagination; but pervasive so-
cial ills often bred these personal malignities, 
he believed, and he believed that from start 
to finish. Of course there are evildoers in his 
world as in our own who require no social pa-
thology to provoke their viciousness: they are 
quite bad enough just as they were born. The 
sadistic dwarf Quilp, in The Old Curiosity Shop 
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(1840–1841), who schemes to kill his wife by 
emotional attrition and marry the beautiful 
child Little Nell, never stood a chance of be-
ing anything but sickeningly repulsive, and it is 
only right that he dies a terrible violent death. 
Yet disgusting as Quilp is, he can also be antic 
and oddly winning in his villainous histrionics: 
it is as though a large cockroach were to scurry 
across your French toast, slam on the brakes, 
pull off a double-twisting layout back somer-
sault, drop to one knee, and do a little shimmy 
with a white-gloved hand soliciting applause. 

But while individual evil in Dickens can 
entertain by its very wild-eyed grotesquery, 
the larger social pathology only appalls. 

On every side, and far as the eye 
could see into the heavy distance, 
tall chimneys, crowding on each 
other, and presenting that endless 
repetition of the same dull, ugly, 
form, which is the horror of oppres-
sive dreams, poured out their plague 
of smoke, obscured the light, and 
made foul the melancholy air. On 
mounds of ashes by the wayside, 
sheltered only by a few rough boards, 
or rotten penthouse roofs, strange 
engines spun and writhed like tor-
tured creatures; clanking their iron 
chains, shrieking in their rapid whirl 
from time to time as though in tor-
ment unendurable, and making the 
ground tremble with their agonies. 

The human inhabitants of this blighted 
land writhe and shriek like the machines that 
govern their lives. Maddened armies of the 
unemployed march in the night, bent on vio-
lence that will only injure themselves the most, 
Dickens fears. Parents mourn their children 
starved to death and have no bread or pity 
for wandering beggars such as Nell and her 
grandfather. And all this desolation stretches 

“as far as the eye could see into the heavy dis-
tance.” But Dickens’s eye also takes in vistas 
of England’s green and pleasant land and the 
human goodness that dwells there. His vision 
is always replete even when it is not exactly 
complicated.

Complications

Yet there are complications. to dis-
tinguish the singular and remediable 
evil in Dickens from the systemic and 

engrained is not so easy as Bagehot and Shaw 
suggest. In David Copperfield (1850), Mr. 
Murdstone, wicked stepfather, taskmaster, 
brute, seems like Quilp to have been mor-
ally misshapen from conception; and yet as 
the self-appointed earthly representative of 

a punishing god, he embodies a beastly reli-
gion that Dickens opposes to the light of true 
benevolent Christianity, and that has contrib-
uted to the deformity of multitudes. James 
Steerforth, the friend whom David idolized 
in childhood and adolescence, seems bedev-
iled by an inborn pride that can turn swollen 
and ugly, and he takes after his mother in that 
respect; however, the trait belongs not just to 
his family but to an entire social class accus-
tomed to its superiority, and he seduces and 
exploits a beautiful young woman of plebe-
ian birth whom, because of the class differ-
ence, he would never think of marrying. And 
then there is the low-born and just plain low 
Uriah Heep, whose sycophantic reiteration 
of his own humility, or “umbleness,” scarcely 
veils his hideous resentment and unworthi-
ness. Heep’s attempt to hoodwink his decent 
employer, take over his business, and marry 
his daughter ultimately lands him in prison, 
and he makes David’s skin crawl; yet in one 
strangely moving passage he reveals to David 
that, like his father and mother, Uriah was 
brought up to bow and scrape and know his 
place. Such self-abasement was obligatory if 
he hoped to get on in the world. The thought 
that Uriah was not simply born unctuously 
umble startles David and makes him won-
der. Uriah is venomous and must be caged, 
yet one feels a certain pity for him. The social 
arrangements that produced him twist souls. 
How could he have turned out otherwise?

Can England, Dickens asks, still turn out 
other than it is? Hard Times poses the con-
dition-of-England question, which is really 
the future-of-England question, more senten-
tiously but also more harrowingly than the 
earlier novels. Here is the sort of reflection 
that Bagehot found so distasteful: 

Surely there never was such fragile 
china-ware as that of which the mill-
ers of Coketown were made. Handle 
them never so lightly, and they fell to 
pieces with such ease that you might 
suspect them of having been flawed 
before. They were ruined, when they 
were required to send labouring 
children to school; they were ruined, 
when inspectors were appointed to 
look into their works; they were ru-
ined when such inspectors considered 
it doubtful whether they were quite 
justified in chopping people up with 
their machinery; they were utterly 
undone, when it was hinted that per-
haps they need not always make quite 
so much smoke. 

Dickens’s sneering at the ever so dainty 
manufacturing kingpins had a different ring in 
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his day, when laissez-faire really meant what it 
said, and working conditions were commonly 
brutal, than it has in our time, when govern-
ment reaches its hand into every business en-
terprise, and its paternalism becomes a dead-
ening power-grab. Dickens smells the moral 
sulfur of the new industrial order founded 
on the calculus of political economy. To base 
a society on a parched idea rather than a rich 
imagination offends fatally against life itself. 
Such moralists of the Left as John Ruskin in 
Unto This Last, William Morris in “How I 
Became a Socialist,” and Oscar Wilde in “The 
Soul of Man Under Socialism” say exactly that 
in advocating socialism. Dickens does not ad-
vocate socialism in this novel or elsewhere, but 
he warns the laissez-faire theoreticians that a 
populace malnourished on their intellectual 
gruel will turn on its masters: 

…the poor you will have always with 
you. Cultivate in them, while there 
is yet time, the utmost graces of the 
fancies and affections to adorn their 
lives so much in need of ornament; 
or, in the day of your triumph, when 
romance is utterly driven out of their 
souls, and they and a bare existence 
stand face to face, Reality will take a 
wolfish turn, and make an end of you! 

This is not a society so far gone in corrup-
tion that only violent revolution will save it; it 
is a society in need of the balm and restorative 
that a novelist of genius can provide it.

A Happy Confusion
 

The last novel that dickens complet-
ed, Our Mutual Friend (1864–1865), 
is a moral tract—a very funny moral 

tract—in the form of a financial encyclopedia. 
Money-getting and hoarding and spending 
are considered in their endless variations; all 
the types are here in a society that thinks of 
nothing else so intently as it does about cash. 
Fascination Fledgeby, “a kind of outlaw in the 
bill-broking line,” is the rankest dullard in or-
dinary conversation because his mind turns 
ever to the one thing needful. “Why money 
should be so precious to an Ass too dull and 
mean to exchange it for any other satisfaction, 
is strange; but there is no animal so sure to 
get laden with it, as the Ass who sees nothing 
written on the face of the earth and sky but the 
three letters L.S.D.—not Luxury, Sensuality, 
Dissoluteness, which they often stand for, but 
the three dry letters” (for pounds, shillings, 
pence). The young beauty Bella Wilfer, raised 

in modest circumstances, has rich prospects 
but fears what wealth might do to her: 

“And yet, Pa, think how terrible the 
fascination of money is! I see this, and 
hate this, and dread this, and don’t 
know but that money might make a 
much worse change in me. And yet 
I have money always in my thoughts 
and my desires; and the whole life I 
place before myself is money, money, 
money, and what money can make of 
life!” 

Money can only make a wasteland of life, 
Dickens teaches, unless one sees what is genu-
inely valuable. Fascination Fledgeby chisels 
the wrong man and gets the thrashing he de-
serves. Bella proves worthy of true love and 
gains a fortune into the bargain. 

In notes on his 1835 journey to England, 
Tocqueville presaged the Dickensian insight 
about the importance of money to the natives: 

Wealth [for the English] is identified 
with happiness and everything that 
goes with happiness; poverty, or even 
a middling fortune, spells misfortune 
and all that goes with that. So all the 
resources of the human spirit are bent 
on the acquisition of wealth. In other 
countries men seek opulence to enjoy 
life; the English seek it, in some sort, 
to live.

In the chapter on “Laissez-Faire” in the 
1839 essay “Chartism,” Thomas Carlyle exco-
riated the current social order, in which “Cash 
Payment” had become “the universal sole nex-
us of man to man.” Dickens knew Tocqueville 
and Carlyle were right, to a significant de-
gree; yet he also offered a cure for the disor-
der—not a general cure, but one that works 
for those who can accept elementary wisdom 
about how to live. (Admittedly it helps, as it 
does for Bella, if the husband you thought 
was poor turns out to be rich.)

In certain respects The Old Curiosity Shop 
and David Copperfield present as subversive a 
depiction of systemic social wrongs as Hard 
Times and Our Mutual Friend, while the two 
later novels present as hopeful a depiction of 
individual righteousness as the two earlier 
ones. The prime Dickensian lessons of his 
later works remain essentially those of the 
earlier works. The ghost of Jacob Marley in 
A Christmas Carol (1843) wore the chains of 
greed and selfishness that he forged in life; 
Ebenezer Scrooge got the most famous spiri-

tual make-over in modern literary history 
and learned the true meaning of Christmas, 
or the Gospel According to Charles, in lib-
erality born of fellow-feeling. Dickens hated 
greed and selfishness, and he loved liberality 
and human sympathy, just as much in 1842 as 
he did in 1865. These vices are hard to over-
come and these virtues hard to achieve; and it 
was always the struggle of the individual spirit 
that most bemused Dickens. Justice is not 
something to be wrested wholesale from an 
indecent, worthless society, as Shaw insisted; 
Dickens never saw the whole society as worth-
less as long as there were worthy persons in 
it, or persons striving to become worthy. This 
most earnest of reformers abominated un-
necessary suffering, yet he approached it not 
with a revolutionary’s rage but rather with a 
born novelist’s sensibility. He knew that social 
change can take place only in the movement 
toward light of particular souls, and that such 
change may prove slow at best and less than 
momentous in sum. He knew too that some 
terrible human pains are unavoidable; he just 
disagreed with someone like Bagehot as to 
what these were. His fundamental belief con-
trasted sharply not only with the iron-hearted 
recalcitrance of the hard-core conservatives 
but also with the limitless hopefulness of the 
socialists, as exemplified in Russian drama-
tist Maxim Gorky’s praise of Lenin’s “burning 
faith that suffering was not an essential and 
unavoidable part of life, but an abomination 
that people should and could sweep away.”

So despising and abhorring Tories did not 
mean Dickens lacked the basic instincts of 
conservatism in the broad sense; and resisting 
the socialist call to revolution did not mean 
Dickens lacked radical mettle. In an age abun-
dant in drifting souls and moral desperadoes, 
he accepted the world as it was even while he 
sought to repair it where it needed fixing. He 
battled for the general improvement of man-
kind but yielded to the inexorable. This is 
wisdom that both conservatives and liberals 
rightly claim for their own, however the pro-
portions might differ.

Saul Bellow’s Moses Herzog used to play a 
game with his little daughter: was the person 
in his story the baldest hairy man or the hairi-
est bald man, the fattest skinny man or the 
skinniest fat man? Was Charles Dickens the 
most conservative of liberals or the most lib-
eral of conservatives? Only some such happy 
confusion can do justice to a man every bit as 
actual as the characters he created. 

Algis Valiunas is a fellow of the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center.
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With why jane austen?, rachel 
M. Brownstein, professor of Eng-
lish at Brooklyn College, offers 

a defense of her subject. “The claim I make 
about Jane Austen,” she writes in answer to 
her title’s question, “is that she is a great writ-
er, delightful to read.”

Here, it would seem, is a truth universally 
acknowledged. Along with Shakespeare and 
Dickens, Jane Austen unites excellence with 
popularity; she is, in Brownstein’s pithy ap-
praisal, both great and delightful. The charm 
of such a combination has proven irresist-
ible, inspiring countless sequels and spin-offs, 
mash-ups and parodies, film adaptations and 
television mini-series. Hardly a year can pass 
without some tribute to the “divine Jane”: 
Brownstein’s own offering comes on the 
heels of William Deresiewicz’s memoir, A 
Jane Austen Education (2011); Jane’s Fame by 
Claire Harman (2010); and A Truth Univer-
sally Acknowledged: 33 Great Writers on Why 
We Read Jane Austen by Susannah Carson 
(2009)—not to mention the 2009 novelty 
(and forthcoming film), Pride and Prejudice 
and Zombies. 

“The Novels of Jane Austen / Are the 
ones to get lost in,” wrote novelist E.C. 

Book Review by Cheryl Miller

The Divine Miss Jane
Why Jane Austen?, by Rachel M. Brownstein.
Columbia University Press, 320 pages, $29.50

Bentley in 1905. Brownstein agrees: In her 
travels through Austenland, both figurative 
and literal (she makes stops in “Jane Austen 
Country” in Hampshire and at a Jane Aus-
ten Society meeting in New York), she learns 
how much fun there is in “sharing the same 
imaginary world.” Yet she also cannot help 
worrying that as much as we love to get lost 
in Jane Austen, Jane Austen has gotten lost 
in us. In our adoration of Jane Austen—our 
“Jane-o-mania”—we have neglected “the ob-
vious, if forgotten, truth that Jane Austen is 
a serious writer.” 

Like the young and wealthy bachelors 
in her novels, Jane Austen can inspire bitter 
jealousy. Brownstein quotes another Austen 
scholar, Juliet McMaster, on the possessive-
ness with which Janeites regard Austen: “We 
all want to write about Jane Austen, but we 
each of us want to be the only one doing it. We 
want everyone to admire Jane Austen, but we 
each suspect the others do it the wrong way. 
We want her to be our particular Jane, and to 
share her with a multitude too.” 

Brownstein admits to wanting her own 
“particular Jane,” and she certainly suspects 
everyone else of admiring her beloved author 
the wrong way. She is both charmed and put 

off by Austen’s more zealous fans, the kind of 
people who show up at Austen fan-meets in 
full Regency-era garb. She laments the shal-
lowness of Austen’s film adaptors whom she 
finds too preoccupied with the show and sur-
face of Austen’s world—the manor houses 
and estates, the dashing heroes, the exquisite 
costumes—never minding that Austen her-
self made little of such details. She is scornful 
of those “die-hard conservatives” who would 
make Austen “a moralizing goody-two-shoes,” 
too fogyish to comprehend the “more satiri-
cal and complex” aspects of the novels. And 
she is positively scandalized by the existence 
of those giddy, love-sick Janeites for whom the 
Colin-Firth-in-a-wet-shirt version of Pride and 
Prejudice is the only one.

Incorrect as these janeites may be, they 
are not the worst offenders in Brownstein’s 
book: that dishonor, rather refreshingly, 

belongs to the author herself. The desire for 
her own “particular Jane” has led Brownstein 
into error too, and her aim with Why Jane 
Austen? is to correct her own earlier, feminist 
work on Austen, most notably her 1982 study, 
Becoming a Heroine: Reading About Women 
in Novels. She writes “to atone for joining the 
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chorus that has ended by imagining Jane Aus-
ten as first of all and most of all a woman, the 
paradigmatic prisoner of sex and gender, and 
a paragon of proto-feminist romance—in oth-
er words, by misreading her, and not reading 
her as she meant to be read.”

Why Jane Austen? “boasts no bright new 
take on Jane Austen,” nor does Brownstein 
have much interest in the “themes of the latest 
vogue.” In attempting to read Austen as she 
meant to be read, in seeking to understand 
the author’s intention, she realizes she has 
taken on a project her academic colleagues 
would regard with either hilarity or con-
tempt. Her preferred approach is close textu-
al reading, not to “read through or around or 
past” the novels to supposedly deeper “truths” 
about Austen and her times, but to actually 
grapple with what Jane Austen (“an example 
of linguistic precision,” Brownstein reminds) 
was saying.

To that end, she produces a fine, if not 
original, analysis of Austen’s style: her mas-
tery of narrative perspective and her attention 
to character, in both the dramatic and moral 
sense of the word. She captures well the “tan-
talizing tautology” of the famous opening line 
of Pride and Prejudice (“It is a truth universally 
acknowledged, that a single man in possession 
of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife”) 
and what it suggests about the nature of truth 
and what kinds of truth get acknowledged 
and go unsaid. The book’s finest essay ex-
plores the various meanings of the word “un-
derstanding” in Emma, and how the heroine 
must gain an “understanding” of her situation, 
both intellectual and sympathetic, in order to 
arrive at the “mutual understanding” with Mr. 
Knightley which will lead to their marriage.

Yet brownstein is seeking more in 
Jane Austen’s novels than just the 
“best-chosen language.” Although she 

insists repeatedly—perhaps to disassociate 
herself from those “die-hard conservatives”—
that Jane Austen, while a moralist, never mor-
alizes, she confesses that she re-reads Austen 
“because she persuades us to be nostalgic for 
what we never knew, and because we want her 

clarity.” The clarity Brownstein desires is a 
moral clarity, which she finds lacking in our 
relativistic age: “[M]any of us see civilization 
now as a fiction, a story threatening to come 
to an end. Jane Austen is the focal point of 
nostalgia for that old story, a name for it.” She 
wants to reclaim the values of Austen’s novels 
“where translating human worth and human 
relationships into cash is criticized, and the 
truth gets told and trusted, and good people 
look for real civility and love, a rootedness, re-
latedness, and belonging that is more enviable 
than wealth and manners.” 

There is another focal point for this book’s 
nostalgia, although Brownstein does not iden-
tify it as such—the literary culture of the 1950s 
when she was an undergraduate at Barnard 
College, the women’s college of Columbia Uni-
versity. There she received what Lionel Trilling 
called a “traditional humanistic education,” 
first embarking on serious literary study during 
her freshman year in a course unapologetically 
titled “Man and His World.” (It is either coin-
cidence—or indicative of something in the cul-
tural moment—that the critic Adam Kirsch 
has recently published Why Trilling Matters.) 
Brownstein notes that Jane Austen was not 
listed in the curriculum—not because she was 
a woman but because it was expected that a 
literate person would already have read her. In 
her classes, Austen was simply “the author of 
great works,” and those great works deeply mat-
tered—hence the close study of texts Brown-
stein learned as a college student and champi-
ons today. “What we talked about in class in 
the late fifties,” she recalls, “was the beauty and 
the lucidity, the poise and the balance, of Jane 
Austen’s sentences and scenes, and the charged 
constellations of characters and motives that 
composed her moral calculus.” 

How different from the classes Brownstein 
soon found herself teaching! Twenty years 
after her college days, she is facing “students 
who assumed that Pride and Prejudice, their 
very first ‘classic,’ had the same purpose as ar-
ticles they read in a women’s studies course.” 
Few of them have read Austen, and none 
have read her various detractors “but they do 
watch television, and ideology trickles down.” 

Thus they arrive in the classroom “knowing” 
that Mansfield Park is a racist book; that Jane 
Austen was sexually-repressed, unless, that is, 
she and her sister Cassandra were incestuous 
lesbians; that she defended class privilege and 
was a snob. They are not in the “habit of talk-
ing seriously about moral issues,” and thus 
prefer to talk in the language of pop science, 
dismissing the family relations of the Bennets, 
for instance, as “dysfunctional.” 

Brownstein labors mightily against her 
students’ assumptions, trying to turn their at-
tention back to the text. In teaching Emma, 
she works to build sympathy for the spoiled 
heroine, while at other times, she seeks to 
“alienate” her students from the text, zero-
ing in on the prevalence of the letter “e” in 
the book (missing from Mr. Weston’s puzzle 
spelling “Emma” as “M and A,” but present in 
Mr. Knightley’s name). “[A]s I stand in front 
of my class, I find myself preaching that pay-
ing attention to each and every detail leads 
the attentive reader to the truth,” she writes, 
“That Jane writes fiction, but she doesn’t lie.” 

For to ask “why jane austen?” is ulti-
mately to ask “Why literature?” Why 
spend time reading fictions that don’t 

tell us anything “true”? The dramatic decline 
in serious reading, particularly among the 
young, suggests that many don’t see the point. 
In “our sophisticated, liberal urban circles,” 
Brownstein writes, it no longer seems “obliga-
tory…to educate oneself by reading the clas-
sics.” Yet millions of readers still turn to Jane 
Austen for delight, and even, on occasion, for 
edification; she is what remains of a shared 
literary culture. In Austen, we still seek truth 
and beauty; she reminds us of the “importance 
and saving grace of the literary classics,” that 
“human nature requires the restraint, civility, 
decorum, and organized beauty of art.” Jane 
Austen persuades us to become nostalgic not 
“for what we never knew”—but for what we 
once knew and lost.

Cheryl Miller is a writer in Washington, D.C., 
and manages the American Enterprise Institute’s 
Program on American Citizenship.
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Book Review by Rafael Major

A Free Soul
Shakespeare’s Freedom, by Stephen Greenblatt.

University of Chicago Press, 160 pages, $24 (cloth), $14 (paper)

There is a new movement in shake-
speare studies and the evidence can 
be found at your local bookstore: 

Shakespeare’s Philosophy, Shakespeare’s Ideas, 
Philosophers on Shakespeare, and Shakespeare 
the Thinker, to name a few of the recent titles. 
The authors of these volumes represent a wide 
range of humanities specialties, but they all 
share one commonsensical observation: any 
mind capable of moving and continuing to 
move so many human beings with his poetry 
must understand something of fundamental, 
enduring importance. Ben Jonson considered 

“Shakespeare’s minde” the key to his “well 
toned, and true filed lines,” and the reason the 
Bard was “not of an age, but for all time,” but 
this view has only recently regained credence 
with professional academics. In the current 
movement to articulate exactly what Shake-
speare knew, and why it still resonates with 
us, the most authoritative voice is Stephen 
Greenblatt in Shakespeare’s Freedom.

Greenblatt, the John Cogan University 
Professor of the Humanities at Harvard, 
opens his case with certainty: “Though 
[Shakespeare] lived his life as the bound sub-
ject of a monarch in a strictly hierarchical so-
ciety that policed expression in speech and in 
print, he possessed what Hamlet calls a free 

soul.” Evidence from the plays indicates that 
Shakespeare was the rare type of individual 
who could recognize the arbitrary limits of 
his historical and cultural circumstances. In 
this act of recognizing and reflecting on the 
character of Elizabethan conventions, Shake-
speare was able to liberate his mind. Though 
most people—then and now—consider 
themselves competent judges of issues like 
justice, beauty, and noble action, most ulti-
mately settle for some variation of the domi-
nant expectations of their culture. According 
to Greenblatt, Shakespeare was different, 

“irremediably different.” He had to conduct 
himself in a manner that was acceptable to 
his immediate society, but in his mind and 
cunningly in his plays and poems, he was “ab-
solutely free and unconstrained.”

Greenblatt’s argument is remarkable be-
cause he is the most influential contemporary 
literary authority to emphasize the possibly 
timeless character of Shakespeare’s thought. 
Half a century ago, articles in the American 
Political Science Review by Harry Jaffa (1957) 
and Allan Bloom (1960) influenced a num-
ber of political theorists and a handful of lit-
erary scholars to approach Shakespeare as a 
continuing source of philosophic reflection. 
But this approach did not prove influential 

in the academy generally. In the intervening 
decades, Shakespeare studies focused on his 
hypothetical biography, Elizabethan culture 
and commerce, or the historical reception of 
performances. Until recently, “New Histori-
cism” was the only literary school to pay close 
attention to Shakespeare’s texts, but these 
studies too were more often attempts to un-
derstand the historical events that surrounded 
Shakespeare than to understand what occurs 
within the plays. It is on this last point that 
Shakespeare’s Freedom might signal a renewed 
interest in Shakespeare’s mind and what he 
can still teach us, because until now, Stephen 
Greenblatt himself has been the most promi-
nent scholar attempting to demonstrate the 
impossibility that Shakespeare—or anyone 
else—could ever become a free soul. 

Greenblatt’s apparent change of 
heart seems to center on a fuller rec-
ognition of the necessity imposed 

upon playwrights in any historical period 
or culture to remain within “ordinary social 
rules” when composing their dramas. It taxes 
the imagination to ponder what a 21st-cen-
tury American playwright would have to do 
to break the law, but in Shakespeare’s day it 
was different. As early as 1559, playwrights 
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were officially forbidden to touch upon issues 
pertaining to either politics or religion, and 
by 1581 the officer known as the Master of 
Revels became the crown’s de facto censor with 
absolute power to punish offenders. It is not 
known how systematically infractions were 
punished, but what is known is that Shake-
speare stands virtually alone in remaining 
free of legal trouble. Christopher Marlowe, 
Thomas Kyd, Thomas Nashe, Ben Jonson, 
Thomas Middleton, Thomas Dekker, and 
others all spent time in prison “as a direct or 
indirect consequence of their writing.” In as-
signing punishments, the Master of Revels 
was limited solely by his personal discretion, 
and in circumstances where a writer could be 
held accountable even for the “indirect conse-
quences” of plays, the need to appear respect-
ful of “societal norms” was paramount. Plays 
were required to portray official versions of 
manners and morals. No coincidence, then, 
that many academic readers have tended to 
see in Shakespeare’s works a mere reflection 
of Elizabethan society. If Greenblatt is cor-
rect, however, a mind that is truly free would 
be willing to maintain this outward appear-
ance of conventional propriety as a condition 
and even guarantor of his freedom.

In the first extended textual analysis 
in the volume, Greenblatt makes an ad-
mirable attempt to interpret Measure for 

Measure with this issue of censorship in mind. 
Rather than focus on the more famous as-
pects of this “problem comedy,” he focuses on 
a cameo character named Barnardine. In one 
of the play’s funniest scenes, the audience is 
introduced to a convicted and confessed mur-
derer who has spent nine years in jail avoid-
ing execution by being “Drunk many times a 
day, if not many days entirely drunk” (Act IV, 
scene 2, line 138). Barnardine drinks so much, 
we are told by the prison’s provost, that on the 
repeated occasions when the guards have tried 
to carry out his execution, he has been simply 
incapable of getting himself to the gallows. 
According to Greenblatt, in an Elizabethan 

theater “ringed with gibbets on which the 
bodies of criminals like Barnardine swung,” 
discerning audience members must have not 
only laughed, but shared a silent appreciation 
of his stubborn soul. Emblematic of the art-
ist’s freedom to resist the norms of society, the 
convict, argues Greenblatt, embodies a kind 
of “irreducible individuality” that is similar to 
Shakespeare’s own. Barnardine is in fact con-
fined, but he is simultaneously free to be him-
self. We need not agree with the particulars 
of this analysis to appreciate the attempt to 
access or uncover Shakespeare’s cunning. The 
Barnardine example is a useful one because 
it highlights the reasonable possibility that 
Shakespeare could embody his more radi-
cal thoughts in characters, or situations, that 
would least interest the censors.

In a society where playwrights were limited 
in their freedom of speech, we should expect 
limited “aesthetic autonomy.” Even attempts 
to subvert conventional understandings of 
politics or religion, for example, would have to 
be contained within legal boundaries. Art and 
society, in this view, would have to engage in 
murky negotiations—neither one able to free 
itself from the other. In Shakespeare’s Freedom, 
however, Greenblatt makes a very plausible 
case that Shakespeare was able to break free 
from his historical circumstances not by ne-
gotiation, but by using or taking advantage 
of legal constraints. First, by submitting “to 
artistic conventions or to societal norms,” 
Shakespeare the artist acquired a powerful 
voice. By scrupulously avoiding openly sub-
versive speech, he was able to find the widest 
possible audience. Secondly, and more impor-
tantly, the “triumphant cunning” of appearing 
to have no practical or political intentions had 
the effect of making his plays more influential 
than his contemporaries’. Shakespeare’s plays 
can have an educative effect on discerning au-
ditors, and he heightened this effect by making 

“his spectators forget that they are participat-
ing in a practical activity.” Unlike Christopher 
Marlowe, for example, who openly dissented 
from accepted “currents of ethical reflection,” 

Shakespeare was content to appear “nonfunc-
tional, nonuseful, and hence nonpractical” 
and this subtlety made his plays more power-
ful. Greenblatt even implies that the zeal for 
skepticism in a poet like Marlowe might not 
only have detracted from his plays’ popular-
ity, but also made the man himself less able to 
think through the limitations of his circum-
stances. Shakespeare’s patient recognition of 
the limits of expression ultimately allowed 
him to reflect more deeply.

This emphasis on shakespeare’s art 
of writing runs throughout the book, 
but Greenblatt also attempts the diffi-

cult task of specifying the content of the poet’s 
thought, and this aspect of Shakespeare’s Free-
dom is not so persuasive. As Greenblatt points 
out, the intellectual step of doubting “the laws 
of the polis” comes first in the quest for au-
tonomy, but there is also the far more difficult 
challenge of recognizing “the innumerable se-
cret ways in which the world shapes any life.” 
If this is true for Shakespeare, it is more so for 
those of us attempting to interpret him in our 
own time. Following Theodor Adorno, Green-
blatt suggests that Shakespeare’s true freedom 
consisted in his “deep skepticism about any at-
tempt to formulate and obey an abstract moral 
law, independent of actual social, political, and 
psychological circumstances.” Such a conclu-
sion seems conveniently close to contemporary 
dispositions to be accepted without further 
investigation. If Shakespeare was able to free 
himself from the dominant expectations of 
his culture, we must be willing to attempt the 
same. Shakespeare’s Freedom gives us reason to 
think that we, too, might become free souls 
and, to those who previously thought it either 
uninteresting or impossible to understand 
Shakespeare’s mind, it offers incentive to re-
turn to his plays with fresh hope.

Rafael Major is director of faculty development 
at the Jack Miller Center, teaches at Ursinus Col-
lege, and is currently completing a book-length 
study of Shakespeare’s comedies. 
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Book Review by Mark Blitz

Hobbes Defanged
The Platonian Leviathan, by Leon Harold Craig. 

University of Toronto Press, 704 Pages, $85

Leon craig’s the platonian leviathan 
is chiefly a study of Thomas Hobbes’s 
17th-century treatise Leviathan, al-

though Craig supplements his argument with 
discussions of Plato’s Republic, Herman Mel-
ville’s Moby Dick, and Joseph Conrad’s Heart of 
Darkness, and a brief essay on contemporary life. 
Melville supplies the book’s title and Hobbes 
the thought behind it, while Craig, a professor 
emeritus of politics at the University of Alberta, 
seeks to clarify what Hobbes intended. 

The book is quite long and Craig gives read-
ers chiefly interested in Hobbes permission to 
skip the sections of Melville and Conrad. This 
still leaves a large work, but one of its clos-
ing chapters summarizes the basic argument 
clearly. Craig’s major point is that Hobbes is 
closer to Plato (and even Aristotle) than he 
and his students have led us to believe, and, 
therefore, his argument that men are natu-
rally equal is, in important respects, mislead-
ing folderol. The effect of Craig’s bold thesis 
would be similar to learning that the village 
atheist is a secret Bible thumper, except that 
Craig “suspect[s] that Hobbes is not even a 
Deist, much less a sincere Christian.”

There is much to learn from The Platonian 
Leviathan even if one admires the author’s 
interpretive pyrotechnics only from a safe 

distance. His discussions of materialism, de-
terminism, reason, language, Aristotle’s un-
derstanding of causality, and Plato’s Republic 
(especially his description of the divided line) 
are thoughtful and penetrating, and are in-
dependent of his most radical claims about 
Hobbes, making the book a valuable resource. 

Craig gives readers good reasons to doubt 
materialism and Hobbes’s belief in it, and 
argues that determinism is self-defeating be-
cause it contradicts the independence of what 
is true, as well as the claim that it or any doc-
trine is true. He examines the importance of 
recognition, division, and synthesis in order 
to show that Hobbes regarded reason as more 
than mere calculation. He explores the limits 
of Hobbes’s stated view of language—exam-
ining, among other difficulties, how his em-
phasis on words as names ignores grammar. 

In addition to these “metaphysical” ques-
tions—which Craig believes Hobbes thought 
were central and which he himself thinks are 
central—Craig criticizes what are usually 
taken to be the central elements of Hobbes’s 
political philosophy. In the author’s view, 
Hobbes distinguishes the state of nature 
simply from a state of nature that sometimes 
occurs after civil society exists, does not be-
lieve men to be fundamentally equal, thinks 

that nobility is as central if not as universal 
as the satisfaction of desire, considers natu-
ral justice and equity to exist before positive 
justice is legally enforced, and believes that a 
version of Plato’s philosopher-king is needed 
to secure his commonwealth, or the best ver-
sion of it. “For though the surface of Hobbes’s 
teaching presumes that the common man is in 
fact the universality of men, the success of his 
project…depends crucially on harnessing the 
natural powers of uncommon men.” 

The Platonian Leviathan offers a penetrating 
explanation of Francis Bacon’s view of science, 
to which, Craig argues, Hobbes subscribes. 
According to Craig, Hobbes wants to seem 
to be a Baconian metaphysically in order to 
vest his political prescription “with the…au-
thority” of “the modern conception of science.” 
He wishes to appear as a Baconian materialist 
and determinist in his political thought (even 
though he does not in fact hold these views) 
in order better to serve Bacon’s political ends: 
harnessing science for “the Benefit of man-
kind.” Hence, his rhetorical misdirection. 

It is not altogether clear which audi-
ence Craig believes Hobbes is seeking to 
mislead: it needs to be one sophisticated 

enough to be Baconian yet naïve enough to 
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believe Hobbes’s lies. Although Hobbes’s reli-
gious misdirection is meant to serve his safety 
and the safety of his project, it is unlikely that 
the Baconians misled by his apparent Baco-
nianism would also be misled by his seeming 
faith. In fact, Craig further complicates the 
issue by claiming that Leviathan’s “deeper 
purpose” is to advance a regime that not only 
promotes technologically useful science but is 
also “hospitable to philosophy in the ancient 
style,” i.e., to “the pursuit of knowledge for its 
own sake.”

Craig believes that the Hobbessian-Baco-
nian commonwealth depends on inequality: 
equality under the law allows each to rise to 
the level of his own natural talent, and the 
levels vary. The Hobbesian regime also allows 
those who are noble—i.e., those who are not 
hedonists—to serve the public in war and else-
where. Moreover, despite Hobbes’s seeming 
relativism, he does not believe the value of his 
commonwealth to be variable or questionable.

Craig’s method in several of these discus-
sions is to try to make the shortcomings of 
Hobbes’s view so plain, and the merits of his 
own contrary view so clear, that one ought to 
doubt that Hobbes actually holds the views 
he is normally thought to hold: 

Thus, it is not “free will” that is self-
contradictory, but the denial of it. 
Rationally speaking, that is. Could 
Hobbes really have supposed other-
wise? That is hard to believe. 

Craig then proceeds to gather whatever 
affirmative evidence he can, even when it is 
inconclusive: “a careful consideration of what 
[Hobbes] actually says raises more doubt 
than validation that he himself subscribed 
to what is generally taken to be his teaching.” 
Although Craig is sometimes circumspect in 
ascribing his Platonic alternatives to Hobbes, 
it occasionally seems that the author is so sure 
of his arguments that he doubts anyone with 
intelligence could seriously hold the contrary. 
Thus, Hobbes could not seriously have be-
lieved anything Craig doubts. 

I wonder if craig sometimes finds con-
tradictions where it might be more mod-
est to point instead to difficulties. He 

makes much of the supposed split between 
Hobbes’s claim that we have a natural right 
to do or not do what we believe is condu-
cive to our good, and his claim that natural 
law obliges us always to seek our preserva-
tion. The difference between the natural and 
civil state, and the vagaries of our judgments, 
however, suggest ways to resolve apparent 
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tensions other than the duplicity Craig pro-
poses. In general, moreover, I believe that 
Craig does not press the ways that egoism 
and hedonism can secure some of the atten-
tion to others that he believes Hobbes under-
stands to be politically necessary. It suffices 
to mention the operation of economic mar-
kets, thoughtful calculations of self-interest, 
and virtues such as responsibility. 

Craig also does not have much to say about 
the connection between desire and motion, 
about the nature of pleasure, or about the 
emptiness of the flight from death, perhaps 
because his Hobbes is less a foe of teleology 
than he is usually thought to be. For all these 
reasons Craig perhaps jumps too quickly to 
rhetorical solutions to the difficulties he finds. 
To learn from Hobbes we should follow him 
as far as we can. That said, one should not dis-
count what Craig so intelligently brings out, 
or ignore the possibility that the main line of 
his argument is correct.

Craig’s approach underplays the 
Leviathan’s structure—the treatise 
begins with a part on Man and con-

cludes with one on the Kingdom of Darkness. 
Hobbes’s approach is not Plato’s dialectical 
approach, nor Aristotle’s. It begins with the 
individual apart from politics. Craig does not 
examine the manner in which basing politics 
on individuals is coordinated with under-
standing happiness as fundamentally non-po-
litical, i.e., as the satisfaction of desire. 

I also believe he is too sanguine on 
Hobbes’s behalf—and this despite his own 
concerns about our current age—concerning 
the equality of opportunity he believes is so 
central in Hobbes’s Baconian politics. De-
mocracies tend to lower the overall level even 
if they allow many to rise to their own level. 
Democratic equalizing to a degree flattens 
and vulgarizes even when it is not dominated 
by resentment.

Leon Craig’s The Platonian Leviathan is 
always thoughtful and refreshing in what it 
says about Hobbes, metaphysical issues, and 
the works of Melville and Conrad. Its subtle 
and learned arguments are worth pondering; 
there is much to learn from Craig about the 
matters he discusses.

Mark Blitz is the Fletcher Jones Professor of Po-
litical Philosophy and director of the Salvatori 
Center for the Study of Individual Freedom in 
the Modern World  at Claremont McKenna 
College, and the author, most recently, of Plato’s 
Political Philosophy (Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press) and Conserving Liberty (Hoover 
Institution Press).
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Book Review by Steven B. Smith

Being and Tyranny
Heidegger, Strauss, and the Premises of Philosophy: On Original Forgetting, by Richard Velkley. 

University of Chicago Press, 208 pages, $40

No contemporary has thought 
more deeply about what it is to be 
a philosopher than Leo Strauss. 

Strauss distinguished between the true phi-
losopher and the scholar. Philosophers are 
those like Plato, Spinoza, and Nietzsche who 
confronted the greatest problems “without 
being overpowered by any authority.” Schol-
ars by contrast are dependent on the existence 
of philosophers. While scholars are cautious, 
modest, even pedestrian, philosophers are 
bold, going (in the words of Star Trek) where 
no man has gone before. While the scholar 
stands with his feet planted firmly on the 
ground, the philosopher often becomes lost 
in “inaccessible heights and mists.” Strauss 
claimed that he was only a scholar, but his 
work suggests otherwise.

Like all great thinkers, Strauss left a legacy 
that is still widely debated. His books and ar-
ticles extended over an extraordinarily wide 
range of topics for someone who described 
himself as a mere scholar. His studies of Pla-
to, Maimonides, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and 
Spinoza remain permanent contributions to 
the life of the mind. The quarrel between the 
ancients and the moderns, the tradition of 

esoteric writing, and the challenge of Biblical 
revelation to philosophical thought (“Jeru-
salem and Athens”) have become, due to his 
influence, standard themes in the discussion 
of great thinkers. But the questions remain: 
what exactly were Strauss’s accomplishments 
and what did he hope to achieve? 

The answers to these questions are by no 
means obvious. There are at least three schools 
that claim to interpret and speak for him. 
The first and perhaps most obvious regards 
Strauss as the direct inheritor of ancient po-
litical philosophy in its Socratic form carrying 
on the tradition of “classical political rational-
ism” against a range of modern and postmod-
ern alternatives. This is the approach most 
widely associated with Allan Bloom, Seth 
Benardete, and their disciples. The second re-
gards Strauss as the defender of the natural 
law tradition in its Thomistic, Lockean, and 
ultimately Jeffersonian and Lincolnian forms 
that have done battle in the American regime 
against the twin forces of progressivism and 
historicism. This is the view of Harry V. Jaffa 
and his students. And finally, there is Strauss 
the inheritor of the German philosophical 
tradition beginning with Kant and Hegel 

and culminating in Nietzsche and Heidegger. 
This approach has been pioneered by Stanley 
Rosen, Robert Pippin, and Laurence Lampert, 
and now has been given its fullest treatment 
by Richard Velkley in his new book Heidegger, 
Strauss, and the Premises of Philosophy. This is 
a book that all serious students of Strauss will 
have to consider.

Velkley, a professor of philosophy at 
Tulane, is the author of two previous 
works. Freedom and the End of Reason 

(1989) is the best book we have on the Rous-
seauean origins of Kant’s views on reason 
and culture. Being After Rousseau (2002) is a 
profound meditation on Rousseau’s influence 
on the German philosophical tradition more 
broadly. This new book is an attempt to begin 
a conversation between Strauss and Heidegger, 
a conversation that was begun by Strauss but 
so far as anyone knows was never reciprocated 
by Heidegger. As Gershom Scholem once 
quipped about the famous “German-Jewish 
dialogue,” it was largely a one-way conversa-
tion among German Jews about Jews in Ger-
many. So too has the Strauss-Heidegger re-
lation been a monologue initiated by Strauss 

The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters, drawing by Elliott Banfield after the etching by Goya, 1799
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and some of his followers but never seriously 
broached by the other side. The book can be 
read as a companion to Heinrich Meier’s Carl 
Schmitt and Leo Strauss (1995) that attempts 
to reconstruct another dialogue that never ac-
tually took place.

Strauss recalled his association with Hei-
degger with tantalizing brevity. As a recently 
minted Ph.D. from the University of Ham-
burg with a dissertation on the epistemol-
ogy of Friedrich H. Jacobi (“a disgraceful 
performance”), Strauss embarked on a year 
of post-doctoral study at Freiburg Univer-
sity with the phenomenological philosopher 
Edmund Husserl. Strauss’s dominant inter-
est at the time was in theology about which 
Husserl confidently asserted, “If there is a 
datum ‘God,’ we shall describe it.” Yet it was 
not Husserl, but Heidegger (“[o]ne of the 
unknown young men in Husserl’s entou-
rage”) who captured Strauss’s attention. Al-
most half a century later he could still recall 
with enthusiasm Heidegger’s interpretation 
of the opening chapters of Aristotle’s Meta-
physics: “I had never heard nor seen such a 
thing—such a thorough and intensive inter-
pretation of a philosophic text.” Strauss was 
not alone in his appreciation. Among others 
in Heidegger’s circle were Hans-Georg Ga-

Heidegger’s Destruktion of modern thought 
made it possible for those like Strauss to view 
philosophy “in an untraditional or fresh man-
ner.” Strauss, like Heidegger, is said to take 
his point of departure from the problem of 
Being. Accordingly, “the primacy of the politi-
cal” was no more for Strauss than a starting 
point for philosophic inquiry. In other words, 
not politics but man’s “openness to the whole” 
remained Strauss’s primary concern. “To de-
scribe Socrates as the ‘founder of political 
science,’” Velkley declares, “is to say he is the 
founder of the study of politics as offering 
philosophic access to the character of Being.”

Velkley acknowledges that Strauss’s turn 
to political philosophy was occasioned in part 
by Heidegger’s own forgetfulness of the sub-
ject. In his “Restatement on Xenophon’s Hiero” 
(1950) Strauss concluded with a brief discus-
sion of how Heidegger’s single-minded focus 
on the problem of Being led to an indiffer-
ence to beings. Strauss explicitly condemned 
Heidegger for lacking the courage to face up 
to the problem of tyranny. Nevertheless, one 
could say of Velkley what Strauss says of Hei-
degger, namely, that he is too enamored of 
the problem of Being. There is an apolitical, 
even anti-political, character to his reading of 
Strauss. From the outset he announces that 
his book will not be about “politics in the nar-
row sense.” What he means by “politics in the 
narrow sense” includes such seemingly large 
and important topics as Heidegger’s relation 
to National Socialism as well as Strauss’s 
controversial views on American politics and 
political science. Central to Strauss’s concerns 
were the major political ideologies of the 20th 
century including democracy, liberalism, 
Communism, and Zionism. These hardly 
seem like narrow or peripheral themes. 

Strauss and heidegger are presented 
as “late moderns” who “attempt to un-
cover or renew forms of thinking that 

lie beyond the modern standpoint.” Both “see 
themselves as living in a time of exhaustion 
and collapse of the tradition, which calls for a 
new beginning.” What is this new beginning? 
For Heidegger—at least the post-Being and 
Time Heidegger—it consisted of a new piety, 
waiting for new gods, and a new dispensa-
tion of Being. For Strauss, it led to a recovery 
of Socratic philosophy in its original open-
ended, skeptical, and erotic sense. If for Hei-
degger the besetting sin is the forgetfulness 
of Being starting with Plato and culminating 
in the Nietzschean metaphysics of the will, 
for Strauss the danger has been modernity’s 
self-destructive attempt to replace the natural 
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damer, Karl Löwith, Gerhard Krüger, and 
later Hannah Arendt.

Velkley distances himself from two 
dominant ways of thinking about the 
Strauss-Heidegger connection. The 

first regards Strauss as presenting a com-
prehensive response to Heidegger’s “radical 
historicism.” Strauss’s Natural Right and His-
tory (1953) is often taken as an antidote to 
Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927). Even the 
title of Strauss’s book seems to mime that of 
Heidegger’s. Strauss’s analysis of historicism 
and its gradual descent into relativism and 
nihilism is frequently believed a response to 
Heidegger’s analysis of the analytics of Da-
sein. The second approach has emphasized 
the connection of Heidegger’s early philoso-
phy to his embrace of National Socialism in 
the infamous Rektoratsrede, the speech he 
gave as rector of the University of Freiburg 
in 1933. Strauss linked Heidegger’s ethic of 

“resoluteness” to a kind of groundless deci-
sionism that led ultimately to his support of 
Hitler’s revolution. 

Velkley treats Strauss less as Heidegger’s 
critic than as his co-dependent. Strauss al-
legedly drew from Heidegger the apocalyp-
tic language of the “crisis of our time,” and 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2012 
Page 79

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

horizon or cave with certain “conscious con-
structs” that have created an entirely new and 
artificial environment—the cave beneath the 
cave—from which it will be far more difficult 
to emerge. 

One difficulty with charting this relation 
is that Strauss’s remarks on Heidegger are so 
exceedingly spare. Unlike his often painstak-
ingly detailed interpretations of such figures 
as Plato, Maimonides, and Spinoza, his dis-
cussions of Heidegger occur mainly in occa-
sional pieces and remain at a very high level 
of generality. The young Strauss was clearly 
drawn to Heidegger whom he treated as far 
surpassing in depth and profundity any other 
thinker of his generation. He confessed to 
Franz Rosenzweig that in comparison with 
Heidegger even the great Max Weber ap-
peared an “orphan child.” His 1941 lecture 
on “German Nihilism” provides an unusually 
sympathetic account of the mood in inter-
war Germany to which Heidegger’s philoso-
phy gave expression. One of the best parts of 
Velkley’s book is his discussion of the Strauss-
Löwith correspondence over Heidegger. In 
these private letters one hears Strauss’s admi-
ration for Heidegger expressed more openly 
than in his later public statements. Unfortu-
nately, there is no discussion of Strauss’s now 
famous—or infamous—letter to Löwith of 
May 19, 1933 expressing support for a Roman 
imperial solution to what might be called the 
German problem. 

Heidegger was certainly the emi-
nence grise behind Strauss’s classic 
work Natural Right and History, but 

his name is not mentioned a single time—
most likely because Strauss did not wish to 
draw attention to him at a time when Hei-
degger was virtually unknown in America. 
After Heidegger’s works began appearing in 
translation, Strauss became more outspoken. 
His reflections often wavered between ad-
miration and contempt. He referred to Hei-
degger as the “highest self-consciousness” of 
modern philosophy and “the only great think-
er in our time” before whom “[a]ll rational 
liberal philosophic positions have lost their 
significance and power.” Yet he also clearly re-
garded Heidegger’s philosophy as responsible 
for his capitulation to radical evil. Stanley 
Rosen once told me that when he was about 
to go to Germany, Strauss looked him in the 
eye and made him promise that if he were to 
meet Heidegger he would not shake his hand.  
While denying that his is a political reading 
of the Heidegger-Strauss relation, Velkley 
nevertheless claims to discover some hidden 
affinities between the two thinkers on politi-
cal matters. “Even on a practical and political 
plane,” he avers, “Strauss shows guarded re-
spect for Heidegger,” and “Strauss indicates 
some sympathy with Heidegger’s views on 
the shortcomings of democracy.” I would ar-
gue otherwise. On the practical and political 
plane Strauss was deeply critical of Heidegger 

not simply for his embrace of National Social-
ism but for his neglect of those “permanent 
characteristics of humanity” that led to that 
embrace. “It was the contempt for these per-
manencies,” Strauss wrote, “which permitted 
the most radical historicist in 1933 to submit 
to, or rather to welcome, as a dispensation 
of fate, the verdict of the least wise and least 
moderate part of his nation while it was in its 
least wise and least moderate mood.”

Strauss’s concern about the rise of mass de-
mocracy and the dangers of conformism and 
uniformity bear some superficial similarities 
to Heidegger’s description of das Man and 
his fears about the age of technology. Strauss 
worries that democracy does not educate non-
conformists, “rugged individuals,” who are 
prepared to stand alone. But nowhere in Hei-
degger can one find sentiments in praise of lib-
eral democracy of the kind for which Strauss 
is well known. Of Nietzsche, Heidegger’s 
great predecessor, Strauss could remark that 
he prepared the way for a regime that as long 
as it lasted “made discredited democracy look 
again like the golden age.” Contrast this to 
Heidegger’s statement (from approximately a 
year or so before this) celebrating “the inner 
truth and greatness of National Socialism.” 
Therein lies precisely the difference between 
Strauss and Heidegger.

Steven B. Smith is the Alfred Cowles Professor of 
Political Science at Yale University.
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Essay by Tao Wang

Leo Strauss in China

“Why are you interested in leo 
Strauss?” Professor Harvey C. 
Mansfield asked me when we 

first met at Fudan University in 2008. I took 
great pains to use my terrible English to an-
swer the question, but it seemed that I didn’t 
satisfy him or myself. Evan Osnos, a colum-
nist at the New Yorker, wrote about the Har-
vard professor’s trip and gave his own answer 
to the question. In “Angry Youth” (New York-
er, July 28, 2008), Osnos connected Chinese 
nationalism with Strauss’s influence, which I 
think is mistaken. From then on, Mansfield’s 
question kept haunting me. When I came to 
Harvard to study the American Founding as 
a postdoctoral fellow in 2010, I saw a wide-
spread concern in the American media about 
China’s so-called rise and the influence of 
Strauss on Chinese scholars. Mark Lilla’s ar-
ticle in the New Republic, “Reading Strauss in 
Beijing” (December 30, 2010), only exacerbat-
ed these concerns. Though Lilla, a professor of 
humanities at Columbia University, refrained 
from making rash judgments about the inten-
tions of the scholars and students who are said 
to have been influenced by Strauss, his analy-
sis of what he observed is nonetheless faulty. I 
think it is probably necessary to explain how 
Strauss has been received in China, who has 
been influenced by him, and in what ways his 
influence has taken effect there. 

Strauss Comes to China

Although chinese scholars’ inter-
est in Strauss did not emerge until the 
late 1990s, there were a few Chinese 

translations of his works a decade earlier. For 
example, one can find Strauss’s article “What 
is Political Philosophy?” (1959) in the Chinese 
version of Contemporary Political Thought: Is-
sues in Scope, Value, and Direction (1985), edit-
ed by James A. Gould and Vincent V. Thursby. 
But it took a long time for scholars in China 
to note Strauss’s significance. In the 1980s, 
those who had been disconnected from West-
ern thought for decades wished to go back 
to the European Enlightenment to rebuild 
their belief in modernity and their hopes for 
modern China. After shaking off the bonds 
of official Marxism, they found the concept 
of subjectivity in Kant. Then Heidegger was 
introduced in the 1990s and soon became 
extremely popular. Heidegger made Chinese 
scholars reconsider Western philosophy as a 
tradition of metaphysics and see the connec-
tion between this tradition and the Western 
crisis. Although they didn’t get the final an-
swer from Heidegger’s attempt to return to 
pre-Socratic philosophy, they learned from 
him the existence of the inner problems in the 
tradition of Western metaphysics, particularly 
the problem of technology or rational control. 

During this period, more and more Chi-
nese scholars and students went to Europe 
and America to study and do research. West-
ern academic trends—Weberian sociology, 
the Frankfurt school, analytical philosophy, 
structuralism, deconstructionism, hermeneu-
tics, Rawlsian liberalism, communitarianism, 
and so on—began to creep into the Chinese 
academy. These “isms” quickly became estab-
lished in Chinese philosophy departments 
and began to prevent scholars from inquiring 
into the fundamental questions of human so-
ciety and from truly understanding Chinese 
life. The news from the West was that God is 
dead (Nietzsche’s declaration), and so is hu-
man reason (Foucault’s). But these claims did 
not put a stop to Chinese scholars’ interest in 
Western philosophy. 

China’s interest in Strauss emerged in 
response to this situation. At the beginning, 
Strauss’s works were brought into the coun-
try because of a general interest in the study 
of Western political thought. China, an an-
cient civilization, had to meet the challenge of 
the modern world, and the introduction and 
study of Western thought had become an in-
dispensable part of modernization. If we look 
at the introduction of Strauss to China in 
this historical context, the translation of his 
works was just part of a larger effort to make 
Western scholarship available in Chinese. It 
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was not initially inspired by a concern with 
particular themes in his thought, and the 
translators and editors regarded his works 
as just one part of a large body of important 
scholarly writings. The Chinese transla-
tion of Strauss and Joseph Cropsey’s edited 
volume, History of Political Philosophy (first 
edition, 1963), for example, was published 
in 1993 and regarded as a general reference 
for political science students, together with 
George Sabine’s old A History of Political The-
ory (1937). The former was listed as one of 
the required readings for the comprehensive 
exam for Ph.D. students in political science 
in some Chinese universities. The earliest se-
ries of books that included Strauss’s and his 
students’ works is the Chinese translation 
of the Humanities and Society Series (2000), 
published by Yilin Press. This series included 
Strauss’s The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: 
Its Basis and Its Genesis, Harvey Mansfield’s 
Taming the Prince, and Allan Bloom’s The 
Closing of the American Mind. It was interest-
ing that this series also included the works of 
Isaiah Berlin and some other liberal thinkers. 
Other Straussian works were published in 
the general series, for example, Nathan Tarc-
ov’s Locke’s Education for Liberty and Stanley 
Rosen’s The Mask of Enlightenment. 

The First Chinese Straussians

The man who first studied strauss’s 
thought and made Chinese readers 
aware of its significance and relevance 

to China was Professor Xiaofeng Liu, an 
important intellectual who now teaches at 
Renmin University in Beijing. Born in the 
late 1950s, he grew up during the Cultural 
Revolution, and went to college in the early 
1980s. Most scholars of Liu’s age were intel-
lectually stimulated by the radical change in 
Chinese society over their lifetime. Although 
his main field is German philosophy, his in-
terests range widely. 

Liu explains that his introduction to 
Strauss was through Heinrich Meier’s stud-
ies on Carl Schmitt. Mark Lilla wrote that 
he had heard from a journalist that Strauss 
and Schmitt are at the center of intellectual 
debate in China, but Liu’s account shows that 
this is not the case. It was from Schmitt that 
Liu learned of the defects in the pure formal-
ism of liberalism and in the legal positivism 
of Hans Kelsen. But Liu indicates that Hein-
rich Meier’s brilliant books, The Lesson of 
Carl Schmitt (1998) and Carl Schmitt and Leo 
Strauss (2006), exposed the theological basis 
of Schmitt’s thought, and revealed to Liu the 
profundity of Strauss’s critique of Schmitt. 
Through this critique, Liu began to notice 

Strauss’s effort to save modern rationalism 
from nihilism. 

After Liu had studied Strauss for a while, 
he published several works, including The 
Docility of the Hedgehog: Five Essays in Politi-
cal Philosophy (2001) and “The Path of Leo 
Strauss” (2002), which had a profound influ-
ence and made many scholars begin to pay at-
tention to Strauss. In “Nietzsche’s Exotic and 
Esoteric Teachings” (2002), Liu applied what 
he had learned to interpreting Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra. Besides his study of Strauss, Liu 
has endeavored in recent years to promote 
classical studies (both Chinese and Western 
classics) and liberal arts education in China. 
He has also edited Classics and Interpretation, 
a series of books that reconsider Western and 
Chinese thought, some of them translations 
from German, French, and English, and oth-
ers original studies done by Chinese scholars. 
In 2010, to provide a forum for young Chi-
nese scholars willing to devote themselves to 

and History, which introduction later ap-
peared as an independent booklet, Leo Strauss 
as Political Philosopher (2003). While Liu fo-
cused on Strauss in the context of Greek and 
modern German philosophy, Gan analyzed 
not only Strauss’s thought and his teaching 
but also the phenomena of Straussianism and 
the neoconservative movement in America. 
He described Strauss and his students in a 
sharp, concise way so that many Chinese were 
attracted to their works. Probably due to Gan, 
many more students now read Strauss’s and 
Straussians’ books. Soon after, a few liberal 
scholars began to criticize Gan and Liu for 
corrupting students’ minds and organized 
Chinese translations of Shadia Drury’s books 
in order to counteract Strauss’s influence. 

Enthusiasm for Strauss among students 
has cooled down considerably now. This is a 
very good thing for reading and thinking se-
riously about Strauss. After his introduction 
to the Chinese translation of Natural Right 
and History, Gan did not write about Strauss 
again, though you can clearly see Strauss’s 
influence on his thinking. Compared with 
Liu, Gan is more active in intellectual debates, 
initiating several discussions concerning the 
path of China’s reform, the reform of Beijing 
University, and the nature of liberalism. More 
recently, he, like Liu, has promoted the liberal 
arts; he is now the dean of the Liberal Arts 
College at Sun Yat-Sen University. 

One reason Chinese scholars are so in-
terested in Strauss is that, before they even 
knew his works, they had a stark sense of 
the conflicts between ancient China and the 
early modern West—and therefore the con-
flicts between the ancients and the moderns. 
Some scholars younger than Liu and Gan are 
very familiar with ancient Chinese thought 
and ancient and modern Western thought. 
They had the habit of reading the classics in 
groups when they were undergraduates or 
graduate students. Although their reception 
of Strauss was in some sense influenced by 
Liu and Gan, most of them did not directly 
write about Strauss’s thought, instead carry-
ing Strauss’s approach and perspective into 
their own research. 

Yun Ding, mentioned by Osnos in his arti-
cle “Angry Youth,” teaches in the department 
of Philosophy at Fudan University. He trans-
lated Strauss’s “On German Nihilism” (1941) 
and “The Three Waves of Modernity” (1959) 
and wrote a very long article on Plato’s Sympo-
sium (“A Political Reading of the Symposium,” 
2004) and another on Heidegger from the 
perspective of Chinese metaphysics (“Being 
and Becoming,” 2007) which were widely re-
garded as excellent studies. His field is Ger-
man phenomenology, but he has an excellent 

studying the classics, he founded The Chinese 
Journal of Classical Studies. This journal is not 
limited to any particular school of or approach 
to classical studies, but encourages the inter-
pretation of classical texts from the perspec-
tive of political philosophy. He invited Ronna 
Burger, Michael Davis, Harvey Mansfield, 
and other American and European scholars 
to join the journal’s honorary editorial board. 
Today, this journal is one of the most influen-
tial publications on classics in China; and due 
to his efforts, the study of classical texts has 
acquired an important place in the liberal arts 
curriculum at Renmin University. As Liu has 
said, the Chinese encounter with Strauss is a 
meeting of classical mentalities. 

Yang Gan is another important intellec-
tual who contributed to the introduction of 
Strauss in China. He belongs to the same 
generation as Liu. While Liu was at the Uni-
versity of Basel, Gan studied with Edward 
Shils and Francois Furet at the Committee on 
Social Thought at the University of Chicago. 
Although they are friends, it seems acciden-
tal that both have an interest in Strauss and 
worked to introduce him to the Chinese acad-
emy. Gan wrote a very long introduction to a 
Chinese translation of Strauss’s Natural Right 

The Chinese 
encounter with 

Strauss is a meeting of 
classical mentalities. 
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knowledge of Greek philosophy, Confucian-
ism, and Buddhism. His broad, deep scholar-
ship allows him to prepare the conditions for 
a meeting of West and East, a goal Strauss 
mentioned in his essay “An Introduction to 
Heideggerian Extentialism.” At Beijing Uni-
versity, another prestigious school, young 
scholars from different backgrounds have 
joined together to read Plato and Confucius. 
Meng Li, the Chinese student who figures in 
Lilla’s “Reading Strauss in Beijing,” used to 
have a key role in one of these groups and later 
went to the University of Chicago. Now Li is 
a philosophy professor at Beijing University 
who teaches Aristotle and Leibniz. 

Apart from the Chinese scholars who ap-
proached Strauss on their own, some Ameri-
can students of Strauss have extended his 
influence. Professor Mansfield is the most im-
portant of those whose intelligence and intel-
lectual generosity have attracted many young 
minds. At Harvard, there are always Chinese 
students, graduate and undergraduate, in his 
classes. As far as I know, none studies formal-
ly with him in the Government department, 
but several from the departments of Anthro-
pology, History, and Eastern Civilization and 
Languages have chosen him as a member of 
their dissertation committees. 

Fei Wu is a philosophy professor at Beijing 
Unversity who used to study with Mansfield, 
and Lin Guohua is a political science profes-
sor at Southwest University of Politics and 
Law who was a regular student in his class-
es. In fact, two interviews with Mansfield by 
these Chinese students—one about the quar-
rel between the ancients and the moderns, 
another about modern liberalism—were 
published in the late 1990s in Beijing. His 
Taming The Prince, Manliness, Machiavelli’s 
New Modes and Orders, Machiavelli’s Virtue, 
and some of his articles on Tocqueville have 
either been translated or are being translated 
into Chinese. His research on Machiavelli, 
executive power, indirect government, ratio-
nal control, and liberalism are getting more 
attention from Chinese political theorists. 

Other Straussians who have visited China 
and taught Chinese students include Hein-
rich Meier, Stanley Rosen, Nathan Tarcov, 
and Michael Davis.

West Meets East

Leo strauss has influenced chinese 
scholars in three ways. First, his inter-
pretation of the conflict between rev-

elation and reason in the Western tradition 
made Chinese scholars aware of the problem 
of modern rationalism. Second, Strauss’s em-
phasis on the quarrel between the ancients 
and the moderns showed Chinese scholars 
the connection between the origins of mod-
ern rationalism and the drastic turn from 
contemplation to action, providing them with 
a new lens through which to reconceive mo-
dernity. Through many years’ painful struggle, 
today’s China has become a part of the mod-
ern world and is bound tightly with the West. 
Reflection on modernity is indispensable for 
thinking about the development of modern 
China, which looks, and will continue to look, 
to the West as an example. Strauss’s revival 
of classical natural right, in particular, spurs 
Chinese scholars to reexamine their attitude 
toward ancient Chinese thought.

Finally, Strauss’s explanation of the re-
lationship between philosophy and politics 
lets Chinese scholars understand the inevi-
table conflict between these ways of life, as 
well as the importance of the philosophic life 
that transcends politics. Through his influ-
ence, some Chinese scholars have been able 
to overcome the narrowness and trendiness 
of the modern academy, and discover a very 
broad and deep way of understanding the fu-
ture of Chinese civilization, and even of hu-
man civilization.

In “Reading Strauss in Beijing,” Lilla in-
vokes the relationship between the legacy of 
Chinese Confucianism and the influence of 
Strauss. The reinvigoration of Confucianism 
prepared the way for the study of Strauss and 
classical political philosophy. Confucianism 

is a complicated and long-lasting philosophi-
cal tradition that takes different forms in 
different historical situations. Many aspects 
of Confucius’ thought are commensurate 
with Platonic political philosophy—for ex-
ample, its moderate compromise between 
reason and revelation. After the fall of the 
Qing Dynasty in 1911, the Confucian tradi-
tion was rejected by Chinese liberals in the 
New Enlightenment movement and then by 
Communists in the Revolution who regarded 
it as an obstacle to modernization. Chinese 
scholars, including most of those mentioned 
above, have recently turned their attention 
back to Confucianism. As far as I know, they 
want to go back to Confucianism to deepen 
their understanding of Western philosophy 
in comparison with ancient Chinese thought, 
and to reconsider Chinese civilization in the 
age of globalization. Whether Confucianism 
should be revived is still a very controversial 
topic in China. For example, a new statue of 
Confucius was built near Tiananmen Square 
in January 2011 and caused a huge division of 
public opinion. Three months later, the statue 
was quietly removed from its original location 
because of these disagreements.

It is too early to predict what effects 
Strauss’s influence will have on China. 
Straussians in China stand in a different 
tradition of civilization, inherit a different 
historical legacy, face totally different social 
problems, and are constrained by fundamen-
tally different necessities. But whether in 
China or America they are partisans of clas-
sical political philosophy with its moderation 
and prudence, and they love human freedom, 
human decency, and the good life based on 
universal truths supported by human reason. 
It is precisely these differences, and this com-
mon ground, that make the dialogue between 
West and East so necessary. 

Tao Wang is a postdoctoral fellow at the Center 
for American Political Studies of Harvard Uni-
versity and a lecturer in political science at Fu-
dan University in Shanghai.
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Book Review by Colin Dueck

Bringing Out the Good China
A Contest for Supremacy: China, America, and the Struggle for Mastery in Asia, 

by Aaron L. Friedberg. W.W. Norton & Company, 384 pages, $27.95

Over 24 centuries ago, thucydides 
argued that the ultimate source of 
the Peloponnesian War was “the 

rise of Athens, and the fear this caused in 
Sparta.” Students of world politics ever since 
have warned of the dangerous moment when 
a rising great power catches and surpasses 
the dominant status quo power. The obvious 
rising challenger to the United States today 
is China. Though aware of this fact, Ameri-
can foreign policy elites resist drawing the 
logical conclusion: that Beijing and Wash-
ington are entering into a protracted period 
of strategic competition which the U.S. can-
not afford to lose. 

Most of our China watchers maintain that 
the true danger in any Sino-American power 
transition stems from the United States, and 
that China’s rise must be accommodated 
rather than blocked or contained. Both Dem-
ocrats and Republicans have argued for two 
decades that by engaging China diplomati-
cally and economically the People’s Republic 
(PRC) will be nudged in a liberal democratic 
direction, and ultimately rendered harm-

less to U.S. national security. At the same 
time, American officials from both parties 
have cautioned that the U.S. must maintain 
a certain strategic presence in East Asia, as 
a hedge against Chinese expansion. But the 
chief emphasis on the American side has 
been on the overall necessity and benefits of 
engagement, as opposed to the strategic con-
tainment of China.

In his excellent book A Contest for Su-
premacy Princeton political scientist Aaron 
Friedberg questions the elite U.S. consensus 
on China in a manner sufficiently thought-
ful, meticulous, and well-informed that he 
deserves to have a real policy impact. He be-
gins by denying that the ongoing competition 
between Washington and Beijing is primarily 
the result, as some would have it, of misun-
derstandings or egregious policy errors. Both 
sides are basically behaving rationally, given 
their own geopolitical positions and domestic 
political systems. One would expect a rising 
great power challenger such as today’s China 
to insist on a certain level of deference com-
mensurate with its burgeoning capabilities. 

One would also expect an existing “hegemon” 
such as the United States to develop counter-
measures against such a challenge. As Fried-
berg points out, the current competition is 
exacerbated by the fact that China is an un-
democratic one-party state, while the United 
States tries to promote democracy when it 
can. Progressive opinion within the U.S. urg-
es political liberalization on China, not real-
izing what a deadly threat this must appear 
to Beijing. Meanwhile, Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) leaders seek to make the world 
safe for autocracy by deflecting democratic 
pressures within and around the perimeter of 
their gigantic nation. 

Friedberg is skeptical of the conventional 
argument that a growing emphasis on glo-
balization, multilateral institutions, and 
non-traditional issues such as climate change 
will “tame” China. China’s leaders have their 
own priorities, which are very different from 
those on the Western liberal wish list. Bei-
jing talks about the need for progress on cli-
mate change, while conceding nothing of any 
value; urges multilateral solutions case by 
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case, in order to constrain American power 
without constraining China’s; and taps into 
global markets selectively and secretly to 
strengthen its own military technologies. 
When criticized on human rights, China’s 
leaders often react hysterically, unable to 
conceal their extreme sensitivity and what 
it might imply for their continued rule. But 
for the most part, Beijing has been fairly suc-
cessful in pursuing a low-key, multi-decade 
expansion of Chinese economic, diplomatic, 
and strategic influence without setting off 
too many alarm bells in the West. China has 
tamed American opinion more than Ameri-
ca has tamed China’s.

It is clear where current trends are 
heading, in the absence of adjusted U.S. 
policy. The balance in the Western Pa-

cific will continue to shift in China’s favor, as 
Beijing modernizes its military and deploys 
asymmetric strategies to threaten and deter 
American forces based nearby. Longstand-
ing disputes over Taiwan or the South China 
Sea could finally be resolved in China’s favor. 
Beijing’s economic preponderance within the 
region would be supplemented by diplomatic 
and strategic preponderance. This, in fact, is 
the PRC’s goal: the erosion of U.S. military 
and diplomatic leadership along the East 
Asian littoral and the restoration of China’s 
historical dominance in that region. The 
CCP would then be able to utilize this secure 
position as a base from which to support au-
thoritarian governments in other parts of the 
world, and would have every reason to do so, 
since the contraction of democratic gover-
nance internationally would help ensure the 
continued rule of the CCP at home.

Friedberg is optimistic that this nightmare 
scenario can be prevented. For one thing, 
looking out over the next quarter century, 
China has some serious weaknesses. Its cur-
rent economic growth rates will not last for-
ever. The country’s one-child policy will lead 
to a dramatic aging and shrinking of China’s 
population, with all that entails for national 
economic power and stability. America, mean-
while, has certain enduring national strengths, 
in spite of the current impression of border-
line bankruptcy and malaise. If the U.S. reori-
ents its China policy in a more realistic direc-
tion, Friedberg is confident that America can 
prevail in any long-term competition. 

The policy implications are straightfor-
ward. The U.S. must strengthen its regional 
alliances and partnerships, both old and new; 
augment its military power and bolster its re-
gional strategic presence; implement export 
controls on American technologies useful to 
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China’s military; and speak out frankly when 
China acts in ways counter to American in-
terests. As Friedberg says, the challenge is not 
so much in listing these necessities as in ac-
tually following through on them, especially 
in light of the smothering self-censorship, de-
featism, and half-heartedness that have come 
to characterize many Western discussions 
of Sino-U.S. competition. The first necessity, 
he suggests, is for Americans to start think-
ing and talking seriously about how to con-
duct what is likely to be a long-term strategic 
competition with a very capable rival. No-
body, including the Chinese, wants a Sino-
American war. But the best way to prevent 
one, and at the same time secure the kind of 
world that most Americans want, is to make 
it clear to Beijing that the United States is in 
earnest about maintaining its commitments 
in the region.

Friedberg places considerable em-
phasis on the idea that China’s even-
tual democratization will bring Sino-

American strategic rivalry to an end, in a 
manner conducive to U.S. national secu-
rity interests. A truly liberalized China, he 
argues, will be friendly to America, rather 
than threatening; the U.S. will then be able 
to relax, since China’s growing power will be 
peaceful and democratic rather than the op-
posite. The question is how to get there from 
here, and what else might happen along the 
way. Friedberg himself notes that the hoped-
for Chinese political liberalization of the 
past 20 years has never materialized. This is 
a central theme of A Contest for Supremacy. 
He also notes, quite rightly, that an initially 
democratizing China might be more unsta-
ble and nationalistic in its foreign policy than 
the current regime. Yet a friendly, liberal 
China emerges in the book as a kind of deus 
ex machina, solving the problem of the new 
power’s rise. Fortunately, Friedberg’s practi-
cal recommendations regarding U.S. foreign 
policy are on the mark in any case. Whether 
or not China is likely to democratize within 
our lifetime, and whether or not that leads 
to a less anti-American foreign policy, the 
U.S. should follow Friedberg’s advice and 
balance Chinese power more effectively—
diplomatically, economically, ideologically, 
and militarily.

Colin Dueck is associate professor in the De-
partment of Public and International Affairs at 
George Mason University, and the author, most 
recently, of Hard Line: The Republican Party 
and U.S. Foreign Policy since World War II 
(Princeton University Press).
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Book Review by Jakub J. Grygiel

Power Surge
Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the American World Order, 

by G. John Ikenberry. Princeton University Press, 392 pages, $35

The Future of Power, by Joseph S. Nye, Jr. 
PublicAffairs, 320 pages, $27.95

Power is an uncomfortable fact. it 
amplifies inequality between individu-
als and states; its abuse is a recurrent 

theme in history; its forms are innumerable, 
ranging from the suave words of a polished 
diplomat to the bloody use of violence. And 
its reality is always the same: power forces 
people or states to do things they otherwise 
would not do. 

Theorists and practitioners of the lib-
eral persuasion are troubled by the reality of 
power, for several reasons. Love of equality 
is one: power, they feel, should have no role 
among equals, whether individuals or sover-
eign states, and human dignity ought not to 
be at the mercy of power differences. Another 
reason is the belief that we are entering an age 
where power is changing not simply its form 
but its very essence, and in some ways may 
soon be transcended altogether. Power, in this 
view, is not what it used to be, because we live 
in a world marked by interdependence and 
economic ties that allegedly alter the calcula-
tions so clearly described in Thucydides’ Me-

lian Dialogue. Power, therefore, needs a new 
conceptualization. 

Two recent books, Liberal Leviathan by 
G. John Ikenberry and The Future of Power 
by Joseph Nye, attempt to develop this new 
conceptualization and suggest the necessary 
different approaches. Ikenberry’s book is a co-
gently developed argument that builds upon 
his previous writings and will be a point of 
reference for the “international liberal” litera-
ture. Nye’s book—which redeploys his now 
widely-used term “soft power” and introduces 
a new one, “smart power”—is a more popular 
treatment of the question of how power may 
be changing. 

Ikenberry, the albert g. milbank pro-
fessor of Politics and International Af-
fairs at Princeton University, is one of the 

most eloquent theorists of the liberal school 
of international relations. His previous book, 
After Victory (2010), argued that the most ef-
fective strategy for victorious great powers is 
to develop a set of rules and institutions that 

constrain both themselves and the defeated 
states. By doing so, the winners limit what 
they can do to others, calming the worst fears 
of the vanquished. The resulting internation-
al order is likely to last longer than if it were 
based on the winner’s unrestrained power. 
Self-restraint and institution-building by the 
great powers mitigate the losers’ desire to up-
set the established order, benefiting all in the 
process and creating an environment where 
rules of behavior reign and apply equally to all 
states. The strong choose not to do what they 
can, and the weak need not suffer what they 
must.

Liberal Leviathan picks up where After Vic-
tory left off. The current international order 
was established by the U.S. after World War 
II on the basis of liberal principles writ large, 
including open markets, shared sovereignty, 
the rule of law, progressive change, and de-
mocracy. The existence of an alternative way of 
organizing international relations, the Soviet 
model, strengthened the appeal of the liberal 
order. Indeed, Ikenberry thinks that by pre-
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senting an unthreatening face to Moscow, the 
West encouraged the Politburo to embark on 
reform in the late 1980s. His interpretation of 
the end of the Cold War reveals a key lesson 
of the book: the Western liberal order ought 
not be aggressive and menacing, because such 
behavior not only destabilizes international 
relations, it also undermines the West’s influ-
ence, which is based on attraction and not the 
threat of power. States want to be included in 
this order, which is “easy to join” as long as 
it wields its influence according to established 
processes and rules, and not on the basis of 
the logic of power. 

The challenge, claims Ikenberry, is that 
the U.S. has recently ignored its own rule-
based order. No fan of the George W. Bush 
Administration, Ikenberry thinks it broke 
“institutional and normative constraints,” 
thus imposing huge costs on the U.S., rang-
ing from lost legitimacy to lack of diplomatic 
and military partners in Iraq. On this subject, 
the book loses some of its theoretical detach-
ment and descends into polemics. But Liberal 
Leviathan is really about larger issues, name-
ly whether power can be replaced by rules, 
whether such rules carry any legitimacy, and 
finally, whether the liberal international or-
der underwritten by the U.S. can withstand 
a change in the underlying balance of power. 
In his view, international rules constrain and 
perhaps even transcend the need to violate the 
will of others. Rules replace power, and the 
international system becomes akin to the do-
mestic arena where laws mitigate differences 
in wealth and power.

Joseph nye touts “soft power” as a tool 
for accomplishing what “rules” allegedly 
do in Ikenberry’s argument. Soft power is 

different from hard power, which the Distin-
guished University Professor at Harvard de-
fines as the ability to force, by threat or use 
of violence, the other side to alter its behavior. 
Hard power is obviously needed at times, but 
should be used judiciously, in a “smart” way, 
that is in an “integrated grand strategy that 
combines hard power with soft attractive 
power.” An obvious problem with such a defi-
nition is that even Attila the Hun and Josef 
Stalin had moments of sobriety when they 
adopted “soft” tools of kinship or ideological 
affinity to sway others to their side, sparing 
them the effort of slaughter.

In any case, the point of “soft power” is that 
it is supposed to avoid breaking the will of 
others by acting in ways that are acceptable 
to all. So, for instance, the information age is 
giving rise to similar values (a “global culture”) 
that are a “basis for soft power.” The U.S. ben-
efits from this, but “simultaneously find[s it-

self] constrained to live up to values shared by 
others if [it] wishes to remain attractive.” In 
the end, Nye’s “soft power” is not power at all. 
It is an expression of how others want us to be, 
and we are left hoping that their wishes some-
how are congruent with ours. To exercise “soft 
power” is really to act in ways that are satisfac-
tory to others.

The added qualifiers—Nye imposes three 
of them: hard, soft, and smart—deprive the 
concept of power of its simplicity and clarity; 
in fact, they end up fundamentally altering its 
meaning. The idea of an attractively tender 
and globally attuned power is simply a denial 
of power. It stems from the assumption that 
international relations need not demand a 
constant capability to break the will of oth-
ers. Ikenberry’s view that “rules” can replace 

“power” is more nuanced and better developed 
but ultimately it, too, is based on the belief 
that the international system, a self-reinforc-
ing web of multilateralism, is leading us to a 
world where the exercise of power will be fu-
tile and counterproductive.

Ikenberry and nye largely agree about 
what gives legitimacy to foreign policy. 
For Ikenberry, a legitimate action is one 

that is approved by the international commu-
nity, defined basically by the United Nations. 
It is the “international community [that] is 
the repository for new human rights and na-
tional security norms,” and consequently we 
should pursue a “global-governance grand 
strategy” that lets the U.N. decide which ac-
tion is legitimate and which is not. Similarly, 
Nye argues that the U.S. ought to define “its 
national interest in terms of goods that in-
clude the interest of others” because by doing 
so “it can create a narrative that is more likely 
to obtain the broad support required to ac-
complish its objectives.” 

Legitimacy, in other words, is a synonym 
for approval by others. It is an empty vessel 
for whatever “others” or the “international 
community” wants. Beyond the problem of 
defining such an inchoate community, the ab-
sence of any clear standard, whether defined 
by natural law, reason, common sense, revela-
tion, or “self-evident truths,” makes legitimacy 
a moving target determined by global opinion 
polls. It is surprising not to find in these two 
books ideas such as liberty or human dig-
nity as sources of authority. After all, a cru-
cial component of the liberal tradition, from 
which these two books arise (Nye calls his a 

“liberal realist” argument), is the propagation 
of such truths, whose defense, even if pursued 
without the approving nod of the U.N. or the 

“broad support” of other states, is what be-
stows legitimacy upon a state’s actions.

So, for example, did Ronald Reagan’s call-
ing the USSR “evil” undermine America’s 
international appeal and legitimacy? Would 
a unilateral U.S. action to defend Taiwan 
against an attack by Communist China be-
tray and weaken our soft power? One can 
think of many cases in which our actions 
would be quite justified and legitimate even 
if condemned by the U.N. General Assem-
bly and in the cafes near La Sorbonne. In fact, 
the U.S. has often gained in attractiveness 
precisely because it did not pursue actions 
fully in sync with the prevailing winds of 
global opinion.

“Liberal internationalism” seems here on 
the verge of abandoning its liberalism, leav-
ing only internationalism, a process of in-
teraction with no solid foundation in prin-
ciple—a liberal argument without liberty at 
its core.

Yet both authors are optimistic, 
though for slightly different reasons. 
Nye’s optimism is a bit vague, ground-

ed in his assessment of American capabili-
ties and in his call for the exercise of “smart 
power” in the years to come. Ikenberry’s op-
timism arises from the belief in the self-rein-
forcing quality of the current international 
order. The more interdependent we are, the 
greater our desire for rules is, and as a result 
few states are willing to upset the existing 
order. Even China, arguably the prime can-
didate to challenge the status quo, is alleg-
edly attracted by the rule-based order and 
would rather be a “stakeholder” in the pres-
ent system than a creator of a new one. In-
deed, the greatest threat to the current order, 
he says, is not Communist China, a nuclear 
Iran, or a Putin-led Russia, but the United 
States, the only power with the capability to 
break the rules underwriting the prevailing 
international order. It is tempting to believe 
Ikenberry’s contention that the international 
order will transform rising powers like Chi-
na. But historical experience suggests that 
an order supported by China may be inter-
national, but is unlikely to be liberal. 

Should the U.S. acquiesce in an interna-
tional order that is likely to lack an apprecia-
tion of liberty and human dignity? If the an-
swer is no, then we will need to continue to 
rely on power, understood in its ancient sim-
plicity: the ability to bend the recalcitrant will 
of others to our own. The alternative is that 
we will suffer what we must.

Jakub J. Grygiel is the George H.W. Bush As-
sociate Professor at The Paul H. Nitze School 
of Advanced International Studies at the Johns 
Hopkins University.
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Essay by Matthew Continetti

Dungeons and Dragons

During the summer of 1991, george 
R.R. Martin found himself with noth-
ing to do. He had left a job producing 

the CBS dramatic series Beauty and the Beast 
and, looking for a new project, decided to re-
turn to the genre in which he had forged his 
reputation: science fiction. He began writing 
a giant novel, Avalon, that he hoped would 
turn out to be “War and Peace in space.” He 
worked diligently on the story, but it didn’t 
seem to be going anywhere. Martin has said 
that there are two types of writers, architects 
and gardeners: architects plan out their sto-
ries far in advance; gardeners meander, culti-
vate, prune, and till. Martin considers him-
self a gardener, and Avalon was a seed that 
failed to sprout. 

Then, 30 pages into his sci-fi-meets-Tolstoy 
project, Martin had a vision “as vivid as a wak-
ing dream.” He imagined a young boy discov-
ering the carcass of a wolf in the snow. The 
wolf ’s neck was pierced with an antler. Mew-
ling near the corpse were six wolf cubs. The 
boy convinces his father to take the wolflings 
home, and there the scene comes to an end. 
Martin didn’t know what to do with this piece 
of writing. But he did know that it was dif-
ferent from science fiction. He put it aside. 
Before long he was distracted by other televi-
sion, film, and editing projects. A couple of 
years later, he returned to the story of the boy 

and the cubs, which he completed and called 
Game of Thrones. 

The novel, the first of a projected trilogy, 
was published in 1996. But like a strong oak, 
the tale kept expanding, its roots spreading, 
and its branches multiplying. By the time the 
third book in the series, A Storm of Swords, 
was published in 2000, Martin was saying 
that it would take six books to complete his 
narrative. Then six turned into seven. Judging 
by the fifth book, A Dance with Dragons, pub-
lished last summer, one wouldn’t be surprised 
if the planned heptalogy ends up growing into 
eight volumes or more. 

Martin’s title for this saga is A Song of Ice 
and Fire. The story spans over 4,200 pages 
in hardcover, so far. If any books deserve to 
be called page-turners, these do, and the se-
ries has become a cultural phenomenon, im-
mensely popular around the world. The Ice 
and Fire books, available in numerous transla-
tions, have sold more than 15 million copies 
worldwide. There are spin-off novellas, comics, 
card and video games, and an Emmy Award-
winning adaptation on HBO. Nor has the 
series’ popularity alienated critics: In 2005, 
Time magazine columnist Lev Grossman de-
clared Martin “the American Tolkien,” and 
in 2011, the New York Times’s Dana Jennings 
proclaimed “Tolkien is dead. And long live 
George Martin.”

A Tale of Power and Politics

The series owes its success to the 
power of Martin’s storytelling and the 
richness of his creation. The story is 

set in a fictional world with continents that 
resemble our own. The two main landmasses, 
comparable to North America and Europe, 
are called Westeros and Essos. By our stan-
dards, the level of technology in these lands is 
primitive. Books are rare. Hardly anyone can 
read or write. The weapons, buildings, meth-
ods of transportation, manners, religious be-
liefs, and politics of the Westerosi would all fit 
comfortably in 14th-century Europe. There 
are knights, priests, sailors, traders, peasants, 
kings, and queens. There are tournaments, 
battles, heraldry, and castles. And there is the 
seat of monarchical power, the Iron Throne, 
a hulking black mass made of swords. Who-
ever sits on the Iron Throne is the ruler of the 
Seven Kingdoms of Westeros.

For almost 300 years, Westeros was run 
by the Targaryens, an ancient house whose 
descendants possess “a striking (some say in-
human) beauty, with lilac or indigo or violet 
eyes and hair of silver-gold or platinum white.” 
About 16 years before the curtain rises on 
Game of Thrones, the Targaryens were over-
thrown in a rebellion led by House Baratheon. 
But it is difficult to reestablish a line of suc-
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cession once it’s been severed. Another of the 
great houses plots to take the throne from 
the Baratheons. Across the sea in Essos, an 
exiled prince and princess marshal armies to 
restore Targaryen rule. And in the far north-
ern reaches of Westeros, beyond a 70-story 
wall of ice that stretches across the continent, 
a supernatural power gathers its strength for 
a dark and unknown purpose.

Martin relates the three main stories, and 
others, in brief chapters told from the third-
person perspective of individual characters. 
The format lends itself to a huge canvas and 
thrilling cliffhangers, with an addictive story-
line full of sex, violence, and surprising plot 
reversals. The reader develops ferocious at-
tachments to Martin’s characters as he comes 
to see the world through their eyes. 

But there is another reason the books are so 
popular. A Song of Ice and Fire is intensely po-
litical. Martin asks the most serious questions 
about the nature of power: Who governs? By 
what right? To what end? He is fascinated 
by the subtle effects power can have on ruler 
and subject alike. “You can have the power to 
destroy,” he told New York magazine’s Vul-
ture blog last year, “but it doesn’t give you the 
power to reform, or improve, or build.” Quite 
unexpectedly, Martin has emerged as the Ma-
chiavelli of the modern novel. The grit, blood, 
and passion in his books show human beings 
as they truly are, as opposed to the idealiza-
tions one finds in chivalric romances. A dis-
passionate analyst of the cruelty of princes, he 
reveals the unstable ground of absolutist rule. 
He is exploring, through his characters and 
situations, whether enlightened despotism is 
possible in a broken world. This isn’t fantasy; 
it’s a crash course in political realism.

Choices and Consequences 

Born in 1948 in bayonne, new jersey, 
Martin grew up in government-subsi-
dized housing projects. He loved comic 

books and cheap paperbacks and, at an early 
age, began creating imaginary worlds of his 
own. “The oldest surviving example of my 
writing,” he says in Dreamsongs, a collection 
of short stories republished in 2007, “which 
looks like something I might have done in 
kindergarten or first grade, is an encyclopedia 
of outer space, block printed in one of those 
school tablets with the marbled black and 
white covers.” In his encyclopedia, Martin re-
corded information and histories for each of 
the planets in our solar system, and for some 
that he made up himself.

Martin published his first piece of writ-
ing, a letter to the editor of Marvel’s Fantastic 
Four comic, when he was 15 years old. In high 

school he began to write stories for fanzines. 
The subculture of science fiction and comics 
fandom was just being built, and he was one 
of the first to jump in the pool. He went to 
Northwestern University, where he studied 
journalism, with the idea that hackwork was 
a good way to write for a living. But fiction 
remained his real interest. While working at 
various odd jobs—teacher, chess tournament 
official—he submitted his science fiction, fan-
tasy, and horror stories to specialty magazines 
like Analog, Amazing Stories, Asimov’s, and 
Omni. This early fiction was grim—filled 
with monstrous aliens, vicious men, doomed 
loves, madness, and black humor. Fascinated 
by death, he seemed to have no qualms about 
killing off his characters. As he said in an in-
terview at Google headquarters in the sum-

dent owner of rare and dangerous species mis-
treats his pets and pays dearly for it. 

These themes reappear in Martin’s later 
work. But there is one significant difference: 
Set primarily in a galactic “alternate history,” 
in which humans play only a minor role, his 
earlier writing possesses a coldness and exotic 
flavor that make empathy difficult. Writing 
screenplays taught him how to reach a wide 
audience. Writing successfully for televi-
sion, even genre television, means appealing 
to many different people at once. Martin’s 
connections with Hollywood go back to the 
1980s, when he submitted a script to CBS’s 
new Twilight Zone series on spec. He even-
tually joined the staff and worked there un-
til 1987. He tried not to get too caught up in 
Hollywood, returning to his home in Santa 
Fe on weekends. After Twlight Zone, he went 
to work for another CBS series, Beauty and 
the Beast, until it too was canceled in 1990. 
The money was good, and the coworkers were 
nice, and writing for television teaches the 
arts of dialogue and compression. But Martin 
felt constrained. So he left Hollywood—and 
went to Westeros.

Grounds of Legitimacy 

At first glance, the political teach-
ing of Martin’s novels may be difficult 
to discern. The array of social, politi-

cal, and religious systems at work in A Song of 
Ice and Fire is dizzying. Custom and caprice 
rule these societies; there seem to be no natu-
ral standards of right and wrong. Most West-
erosi adhere to the divine right of kings and 
worship a seven-faced god. The denizens of 
the Iron Islands worship a sea god and have 
a method for determining leadership through 
assembly that resembles an Afghan loya jirga. 
The northern barons who live near the wall 
of ice pray to animist “old gods.” Across the 
Narrow Sea in Essos are the self-governing 
merchant city-states modeled on the Venetian 
Republic. The citizens of the Free Cities bend 
the knee to a variety of deities; one of the more 
popular religions is a Manichean system that 
pits light against darkness. The marauding 
Dothraki horselords are organized in clans. 
Still farther East are the slave states in which 
gilded oligarchies rule over human chattel.

The most important actors in Martin’s sto-
ry are the kings and queens. Who rules, on 
what grounds, and for what purposes are the 
central questions of the series. Martin sees 
the problems inherent in the theory of divine 
right: without a public declaration from the 
gods that so-and-so should be king, human 
beings are left to determine the monarch 
through bloodlines, a slippery standard. To 

Books discussed in this essay:

A Song of Ice and Fire, 5 vol.
by George R.R. Martin

A Game of Thrones. Bantam, 
704 pages, $32 (cloth), $17 (paper)

A Clash of Kings. Bantam, 
768 pages, $35 (cloth), $17 (paper)

A Storm of Swords. Bantam, 
992 pages, $35 (cloth), $17 (paper)

A Feast for Crows. Bantam, 
784 pages, $35 (cloth), $17 (paper)

A Dance with Dragons. Bantam, 
1040 pages, $35 (cloth)

mer of 2011, “Death is the one universal. It 
doesn’t really matter what religion you’re born 
into, we all die.” 

Martin, like many great writers, is inter-
ested in choice and its consequences on indi-
vidual character. In the 1981 story “Unsound 
Variations,” the protagonist, a failed novelist 
named Peter, reflects on death by drawing a 
parallel between chess moves and free will. 

“Every move you face choices, and every choice 
leads to different variations,” he says. “It 
branches and then branches again, and some-
times the variation you pick isn’t as good as it 
looked, isn’t sound at all. But you don’t know 
that until your game is over.” In another no-
vella from the '80s, “The Monkey Treatment,” 
a grotesquely fat man attempts to lose weight 
while eating whatever he wants. The results 
are horrific. And in what is widely considered 
his finest story, “Sandkings” (1979), a deca-
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roy to King Robert Baratheon, is honorable 
to a fault. Stark serves his king because it is 
his duty. When he discovers something that 
could turn Westeros upside down, he faces a 
serious choice. When most courtiers would 
accommodate themselves to prevailing cir-
cumstances, keeping quiet out of self-interest, 
Eddard decides to act on the information, 
and in so doing, he sets in motion a horrible 
chain of events. “You wear your honor like 
a suit of armor, Stark,” says a more cyni-
cal—and successful—character in Game of 
Thrones. “You think it keeps you safe, but all 
it does is weigh you down and make it hard 
for you to move.” 

Daenerys Targaryen

A good prince, martin implies, would 
combine Eddard Stark’s righteous-
ness with the flexibility necessary to 

ward off challenges before they turn deadly. 
This is the synthesis that the exiled princess 
Daenerys Targaryen is struggling to achieve. 
In many ways A Song of Ice and Fire is the bi-
ography of Daenarys. The reader encounters 
her as a young and fearful girl and watches 
as she develops into a strong and just queen. 
What makes her so interesting is that she is 
the sole character in the story to defend the 
natural equality of man. As she makes her 
way to Westeros, Daenarys raises an army 
and conquers the slave cities of the East. She 
finds the practice of slavery abhorrent and lib-
erates the bondsmen she encounters. A swell-
ing throng of freedmen follows her as she trav-
els westward.

Daenerys finds it difficult to feed, clothe, 
house, employ, and care for her new subjects. 
Her advisers say she should abandon the for-
mer slaves and concentrate on her primary 
goal of overthrowing the usurper, but they 
are more interested in power than morality. 
But not Daenerys: “‘I will not turn away from 

overturn one line through violent rebellion, as 
House Baratheon does to House Targaryen, 
is to undermine the foundations of authority 
and invite further challenges to the throne.

This dynastic quarrel leads inevitably to 
skepticism of monarchy. When the grounds 
for legitimacy are so thin, one ruler seems a 
lot like another. “Treason…is only a word,” 
says a character in “The Sworn Sword,” a no-
vella set in Westeros. 

When two princes fight for a chair 
where only one may sit, great lords and 
common men alike must choose. And 
when the battle’s done, the victors will 
be hailed as loyal men and true, whilst 
those who were defeated will be known 
forevermore as rebels and traitors.

The world of Ice and Fire is a place of impulsive 
and arbitrary power, where little stands in the 
way of a strongman and his desire. 

No one embodies the worst aspects of 
kingship more than the adolescent Prince Jof-
frey, who assumes the Iron Throne after the 
death of his father Robert Baratheon. Joffrey 
is governed by his passions and sees power 
simply as a means to achieve pleasure. He is 
tempestuous, sensitive, and vindictive. He 
orders servants to perform acts of cruelty be-
cause he himself lacks the courage. He breaks 
oaths, issues contrary directives, and draws 
strength from the pain of others. “His Grace 
has a unique way of winning the hearts of his 
subjects,” Joffrey’s uncle quips at one point in 
Clash of Kings. Of course, Joffrey is neither 
feared nor loved—he is only despised.

Absent the rule of law, and with the ex-
ception of revolution, only a code of ethics 
might restrain a potential despot. A sense 
of personal honor might be able to set the 
king straight. And yet Martin seems to sug-
gest that morality alone is insufficient to curb 
evil. The character of Eddard Stark, the vice-

them,’ she said stubbornly. ‘A queen must 
know the sufferings of her people.’” 

For Martin, man’s common nature may 
be the basis for a theory of government su-
perior to the divine right of kings. The fate 
of Westeros depends on whether Martin al-
lows Daenerys Targaryen to claim her crown 
while maintaining her principles. If she fails, 
perhaps another of the many characters in A 
Song of Ice and Fire will conclude that king-
ship is not a right but a “duty, that a king must 
put his people first, and live and rule for them.” 
The alternative is brute force and a world 
where human life is nothing but a preparation 
for, as the title of the fourth book in the series 
puts it, a “feast for crows.”

It is a sad commentary on contemporary 
American “literary fiction” that the most com-
plex, gripping, and thought provoking explo-
ration of power and legitimacy in prose is a 
more than a decade old fantasy series that lan-
guished in obscurity for years. What Martin’s 
epic teaches is that pride, honor, virtue, and 
envy are coeval with human life, open to in-
terpretation by authors high and low, and this 
includes screenwriters. By stripping genre fic-
tion of its clichés, by describing a political cul-
ture in shades of gray rather than in black and 
white, Martin is composing a far more rel-
evant and nuanced work than, say, Jonathan 
Franzen’s Freedom (2010). As Martin under-
stood when he began his tale in 1991:

Stories of the human heart in conflict 
with itself transcend time, place, and 
setting. So long as love and honor and 
pity and pride and compassion and sac-
rifice are present, it matters not a whit 
whether that tall, lean, stranger has 
a proton pistol or a six-shooter in his 
hand. Or a sword.”

Matthew Continetti is editor-in-chief of the 
Washington Free Beacon.
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Obama Hypnotized by Europa

Both in his re-election campaign and as the core principle of 
his presidency, Barack Obama asks America to cast off many of its 
traditions in favor of the European model of governance and soci-

ety. This he does, astonishingly, at the very moment of that model’s long-
predictable crisis, collapse, bankruptcy, and devolution.

With his trademark absolute certainty, he proposes—indeed, at times 
commands—that we follow him over the Niagara to which his back is 
turned. Henry James, whose understanding was somewhat deeper, cau-
tioned that, “It’s a complex fate, being an American, & one of the respon-
sibilities it entails is fighting against a superstitious valuation of Europe.” 
Promiscuous endorsement of things European, inveterate in the presi-
dent’s academic coterie, has long been characteristic of American snobs. 
But is Europe worthy of imitation? As a museum of culture, it has few 
competitors. Europeans make better movies; their cuisine is better (except 
in Eastern Europe, Central Europe, Scandinavia, England, Ireland, the 
Low Countries, Germany, and Switzerland); and they do a better job of 
suppressing modern architecture, for which they are to be commended.

But in suppressing and over-engineering their economies they court 
national bankruptcies. Just as reckless are their efforts to ameliorate eco-
nomic stagnation via the all-guzzling welfare state. Shall we create more 
jobs by aping Europe, which since 1990 has averaged 9.16% unemployment 
while ours was 5.95%? European structural unemployment is supposedly 
tolerable in the context of less income inequality and greater social an-
algesia, but although income equality may be the socialist ideal, isn’t the 
more civilized object to provide as abundantly as possible rather than to 
annihilate the potential for envy? Incomes are perfectly level in the gulag, 
whereas in Boston and Singapore they are not.

More to the point, giant social welfare systems cannot but strangle 
economies the progressive failure of which they are intended to relieve. 
Differences within Europe itself illustrate the route out of its troubles that 
it may yet take just as American progressives jump into the hole it is trying 
to exit. France has in proportion to its working population 44% more pub-
lic employees than Germany, and devotes 52.3% rather than Germany’s 
43.7% of GDP to public expenditure. Do the French, not to mention the 
Greeks, wonder by what magic Germany achieves its solvency? Remark-
ably like the bankrupt states of Europe, President Obama believes that 
the key to prosperity is to regulate, engineer, and direct the economy; to 
raise taxes; to augment the powers of government; to substitute collective 
largesse for family cohesion; to spend money that does not exist; and, to 
paraphrase Macbeth, to borrow, to borrow, and to borrow.

Though in America we have a problem with political polarization, in 
supposedly enlightened Europe this finds expression in fascism and Com-
munism, as illustrated by the French elections of 2002, when, before the 
economic crisis, parties of the extreme Right and Left took just short of 
one vote in five. Should we emulate this, or the devolution of the United 
Kingdom, Spain, and Belgium? The wars in Northern Ireland and the Bal-
kans? The burning cities of France and Greece? Lacking the balance of our 
federal system, the E.U. brutally overrides local preferences, and should 

Europe unite it will be so dirigiste and brittle a concoction it will disinte-
grate as surely as any empire. Shall we emulate that?

If our elites think Europe’s low birth rates, family disruption, and nihil-
ism are hip, fine, and dandy, they should read Thomas Mann’s “Disorder and 
Early Sorrow” and contemplate the Weimar Republic. Having abandoned 
the Constitution, American universities now make determinations by race 
and sex, and embrace speech codes as in much of Europe, where, for example, 
Holocaust denial is a crime. Though it is a crime against the truth, it should 
not be a crime against the law, which could as easily prohibit acknowledge-
ment as denial of the Holocaust. Should this be our model?

Even with indispensable american aid, europe took seven months 
to topple a lunatic at not quite the head of the small, corrupt, inexpe-
rienced Libyan army equipped with outdated weapons. Britain now 

has no fixed-wing aircraft carriers, only 25 principal surface combatants 
(half those of South Korea), and fewer than 200 tanks and 200 combat 
aircraft with which barely to defend itself. That it once morally despaired 
of self-defense was understandable in light of the pointless carnage of the 
Great War. But now in light of what? Fluctuating supplies of ganja? Oc-
casional ebbs of upper-class self-flagellation?

Save those of Russia, Germany has the most powerful land forces in 
Europe, but only one-sixth the tanks and artillery of Iran; and no Euro-
pean air force except Russia’s is superior to Saudi Arabia’s. Such weakness, 
almost unimaginable only a short time ago, should not be our aspiration, 
although it has become so. Europe’s disarmament renders it virtually un-
able to contribute to stability abroad (once, the power of Britain alone kept 
the lid on the Middle East), or to deter war even on its own ground, such as 
recently in the Balkans. Having cast off and failed to rebuild its powers, it is 
now more vulnerable than during the Cold War, and its vulnerability will 
only increase, stimulating the appetites of a Russia that wants above all to 
rebound. If this seems far-fetched, so at one time did the world-shuddering 
awakenings of the Wehrmacht, the Red Army, and the forces of Imperial 
Japan. By abdicating its role in a stable military equilibrium, Europe is not 
for the first time in its long and bloody history careless of tragedy and fate, 
and in our own disarmament we are already following suit.

In short, the president and his progressives are chasing after a specter. 
Characteristically repelled by the principles of the American Founding, 
lacking an alternative other than the European model, and with nothing 
else in his quiver, the president is driven by the dread of a future absent 
his omnipresent intervention. For if he were no longer able to direct an 
endlessly augmented list of actions, to suffocate fortune and chance in the 
infinitely growing pillow of regulation and thus settle everything into si-
lence, to sand down every bump, straighten every drawer, comfort every 
cry, iron every shirt, and protect every frog, what would America come to? 
We would be even less like Europe, and as anyone can see, in Europe they 
do everything right.

An earlier version of this essay appeared in the Wall Street Journal.



♦ When hitler took AustriA
A Memoir of Heroic Faith by the  
Chancellor’s Son - Kurt Von Schuschnigg

In March 12, 1938, German troops marched 
into Austria and Austrian Chancellor Kurt 
von Schuschnigg, who had opposed the 

Nazi take-over of his homeland, was arrested 
and sent with his wife to a concentration camp.
 This is the gripping story of von Schuschnigg 
and his family as told by his son, who came of 
age during these dramatic events. His memoir 
is a tribute to the faith, hope and perseverance 
of his family and the many people who took 
great risks in order to help them survive Nazi 
rule and World War II. Von Schuschnigg re-
counts his many harrowing escapes, first as a 
young naval officer and later as a deserter on 
the run. At every turn, he is helped not only by 
his own wits but also by the mysterious work-
ing of Providence, which sometimes manifests 
itself in surprising acts of goodness by others.  
Illustrated

“A graphic and dramatic first-person  
account of a crucial period in modern  
history. It is both riveting and inspiring.”

 —James Hitchcock, St. Louis University

 “A crackling good story of a hero for faith 
and human honor. If you want to under-
stand how our present world came to be, 
don’t miss this thriller.”  

— Michael Novak,  
American Enterprise Institute

WHTA-H . . . Hardcover, $24.95

♦ AdAm And eve After the Pill
Paradoxes of the Sexual Revolution 
Mary Eberstadt

Secular and religious thinkers agree: the 
sexual revolution is one of the most im-
portant milestones in human history. Per-

haps nothing has changed life for so many, so 
fast, as the severing of sex and procreation. But 
what has been the result?
 This ground-breaking book by noted essay-
ist and author Mary Eberstadt contends that 
sexual freedom has paradoxically produced 
widespread discontent. Drawing on sociolo-
gists Pitirim Sorokin, Carle Zimmerman, and 
others; philosopher G.E.M. Anscombe and 
novelist Tom Wolfe; and a host of feminists, 
food writers, musicians, and other voices 
from across today’s popular culture, Eberstadt 
makes her contrarian case with an impressive 
array of evidence. 
	 Adam	 and	 Eve	 after	 the	 Pill examines as no 
book has before the seismic social changes 
caused by the sexual revolution. 

“Mary Eberstadt is our premier analyst of 
American cultural foibles and follies, with 
a keen eye for oddities that illuminate just 
how strange the country’s moral culture has 
become.” — George Weigel,  

Ethics and Public Policy Center

“This is a brilliant, serious work of the kind 
we’ve needed for decades, and it’s also en-
tirely accessible, even winsome, in its prose.”
— Joseph Bottum, Former Editor, First Things

AEAP-H . . . Hardcover, $19.95

♦ my Brother, the PoPe
Msgr. Georg Ratzinger

Msgr. Georg Ratzinger gives an in-
timate portrait of the close friend-
ship for more than 80 years between 

him and his brother Joseph, now Pope Bene-
dict XVI. This book is a unique window on an 
extraordinary Catholic family that lived 
through the difficult period of National So-
cialism in Germany. It reveals the admirable 
character of their parents, and shows how 
the Catholic faith can shape not just a family, 
but an entire culture — in this case, Bavaria. 
Many photographs round out a thoroughly 
enjoyable and inspirational book. This is not 
simply a book to satisfy curiosity about a  
“celebrity”, though it certainly does that. It’s 
a beautiful portrait of Catholic family life and, 
in the most literal sense, of enduring fraternal 
charity. Georg has a talent for telling a story, 
and the co-author fills in some of the larger 
historical background. Illustrated.  

“Nobody knows the Holy Father better 
than his brother, as is evident in this heart-
warming and engaging memoir.” 

— Joseph Pearce, Author, 
Solzhenitsyn: A Soul in Exile

“A remarkable testimony,  a careful and 
rich account,  and a  treasured means to 
understand more deeply God’s great gift  
of its universal shepherd, Benedict XVI.”

— Cardinal Raymond Burke, 
Prefect of the Vatican Apostolic Signatura  

MBP-H . . . Sewn Hardcover, $24.95
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