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Our Predicament

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn

by Charles R. Kesler

Forrest McDonald: Sage Advice: page 51
What Would the Founders Do? Our Questions, Their Answers, by Richard Brookhiser.

Diana Schaub: Mystic Chords of Memory: page 53
Lincoln’s American Dream: Clashing Political Perspectives,
edited by Kenneth L. Deutsch and Joseph R. Fornieri.

Jean Edward Smith: A People’s History of Reconstruction: page 56
Forever Free:  The Story of Emancipation and Reconstruction, by Eric Foner.

Barton Swaim: Florid Balderdash: page 58
The Scholar’s Art: Literary Studies in a Managed World, by Jerome McGann.

Elihu Grant: The Right Stuff: page 62
American Conservatism: An Encyclopedia, edited by Bruce Frohnen,
Jeremy Beer, and Jeffrey O. Nelson.

Robert Collins: Respecting Reagan: page 64
President Reagan: The Triumph of Imagination, by Richard Reeves.

Justin Shubow: The Prince and the Dandy: page 66
The Suit: A Machiavellian Approach to Men’s Style, by Nicholas Antongiavanni.

Benjamin Balint: Spinning Spinoza: page 67
Betraying Spinoza: The Renegade Jew Who Gave Us Modernity, by Rebecca Goldstein.

Robert Royal: What Hath God Wrought?: page 69
The Victory of Reason: How Christianity Led to Freedom, Capitalism,
and Western Success, by Rodney Stark.

Katherine Auspitz: If Men Were Angels: page 71
Earthly Powers: The Clash of Religion and Politics in Europe, from the French 
Revolution to the Great War, by Michael Burleigh.

Patrick Garrity: Americas’ Game: page 73
Clemente: The Passion and Grace of Baseball’s Last Hero, by David Maraniss.

I n his oval office address on september 11, president bush 
emphasized that this solemn anniversary entailed more than pri-
vate loss or grief. By restoring, in effect, the emotional backdrop 

to the current war, the day reminded us of why we fight. With a be-
coming directness, he appealed for our resolve to fight on, not for 
closure.

His moral clarity—and his stubborn fealty to it—are the president’s 
most endearing traits. They are rare in politicians today, and we should 
be grateful. But his brimming moral confidence, married to a manage-
ment style that leads him to boast that, as president, he doesn’t have 
to explain anything to anybody, has led him into a predicament from 
which he seems unable to extricate his administration, or our country. 
The problem in his foreign policy is not a shortage of notions about 
right and wrong, or freedom and democracy. The problem is too many 
contradictory and undigested ones.

On the subject of terrorism, for example, he blames the United 
States for contributing to the surge of radical Islamism in the Middle 
East because for decades, for the sake of stability, we supported the 
region’s undemocratic governments. As a result, a generation of young 
Muslims, beset by “stagnation and despair,” grew up “with little hope 
to improve their lives, and many fell under the sway of radical ex-
tremism.” He explained to the national convention of the American 
Legion that “the lack of freedom in the Middle East made the region 
an incubator for terrorist movements.” His solution is to democra-
tize the place, beginning with Iraq. “Dissidents with the freedom to 
protest around the clock are less likely to blow themselves up during 
rush hour.”

And yet…Bush is clear that “on 9/11, our nation saw the face of evil.” 
He knows that Mohammed Atta and the other mass murderers are not 
to be pitied or shielded from their evil-doing because they had had poor 
educations, no chance to join street protests, or too little midnight bas-
ketball. In fact, Atta and many of the rest had had advanced educations 
and, residing in the West, plenty of exposure to democratic freedom and 
opportunity. Their joyful adherence to “a totalitarian ideology,” a “per-
verted version of Islam,” was as much a protest against modern democ-
racy as against Middle Eastern despotism. In fact, they favored a much 
more thoroughgoing regime of despotism than the region’s secularist 
rulers had ever devised.

Bush leaves his audience, and his government, wondering. Do ter-
rorists long for freedom, or tyranny? Is evil the result of deprivation, or 
delight? Is tyranny a temporary detour from history, which is hurtling 
towards global democracy, or a permanent temptation of human nature, 
certain to be around, in some form, as long as politics is?

O ur military posture in the middle east suffers a simi-
lar confusion. The president insists on victory in Iraq, but un-
der pressure from competing advisors or ideas he has defined 

victory down. In his Second Inaugural, he promised to stand with un-
free peoples as they rose up against their masters. Yet for a long time, 
he has promised too that “as the Iraqis stand up, we will stand down.” 
The images clash, and not merely the images. Victory over our foes in 
combat has yielded to a new account of victory: planting a democratic 
regime, which it will be up to the Iraqis themselves to sustain. 

Just as insistently, however, he warns that our security at home is 
increasingly dependent on liberty’s flourishing abroad, especially in Iraq. 
Our security thus depends increasingly on developments overseas that 
we admit we can’t control. The administration’s quandary is reflected in 
its strategic paralysis. It can’t reduce the number of our troops in Iraq, 
but it won’t increase them, either. We can’t afford to lose, but we don’t 
seem willing or witting enough to win.

It would help, of course, if the Iraqi government would stand up with 
its own army. At present we are in the awkward position of fighting 
for their democracy, which, to paraphrase Groucho Marx, is more than 
they ever did. But the Iraqi “unity government,” as Bush calls it, is not 
designed to empower a strong executive who might build and wield the 
army on behalf of the nation. In fact, the “unity government” is designed 
precisely to make that impossible. Structured by proportional represen-
tation so that power and responsibility are nicely splintered, it is rigged 
against any sort of very energetic administration. And so its officials 
huddle in the Green Zone, trying to reconcile contradictions. 

It’s increasingly unlikely that the Bush Administration will be able to 
straighten out this tangle. The Democrats are too busy deploring Bush 
to think through the difficulties, either. That leaves the GOP’s presiden-
tial contenders in 2008. If America is to sustain a coherent foreign and 
military policy for the Long War, one of those candidates may be our 
best hope. Would someone like to begin the conversation? 
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C O R R E S P O N D E N C E

Respecting the 
Minutemen

In his latest CRB column 
(“Migrant Thoughts,” Summer 
2006), Mark Helprin objects 
to the “febrile militia of Willie 
Nelson look-alikes” and “armed 
geezers,” presumably referring to 
the Minutemen who have attracted 
much attention in the press since 
their month-long border-watch 
project in April 2005.

The Minutemen are retired 
men and women who have the time 
and the means for such volunteer 
activities. The ones I’ve spoken 
with come from the broad middle 
class: businessmen, school admin-
istrators, engineers, policemen, and 
professional military personnel. 
They are deeply respectful of the 
law and regard themselves as a vol-
unteer neighborhood watch group, 
recognizing and abiding by all the 
constraints that that implies. In 
fact, it was their unhappiness with 
the massive violation of American 
immigration law and the govern-
ment’s unwillingness under two 
administrations to do anything 
about it that brought these citi-
zens to the border in the first place. 
The organizers and supervisors of 
the project drew up a strict plan of 

operation that all volunteers were 
required to follow. Those who vio-
lated it were sent away.

Many observers have comment-
ed on the importance of volunteer-
ism in this country. The Minute-
men are only one example of that 
basic American trait. Of course 
too much can be made of all this, 
and like anything else the project 
could go wrong, although that has 
not happened yet. The kind of civic 
participation that the Minute-
men and other volunteer border-
watch groups represent should be 
recognized for what it is, namely, 
the right of citizens to assemble 
and to petition their government, 
in this case through lawful sup-
port for enforcing our borders. 
Their concerns are shared by some 
80% of the American people who 
want proper border control and 
meaningful enforcement of our 
immigration laws. Helprin is cor-
rect when he writes that immigra-
tion policy should be made by the 
whole population. For that reason, 
the Minutemen, whose views are so 
representative, have a rightful place 
in the national debate over how to 
deal with out-of-control illegal im-
migration, and their efforts should 
be respected.

Glynn Custred
California State University, East Bay

East Bay, CA

Mark Helprin replies:

Professor Custred has proved 
in his civil letter to me that he is 
remarkably tolerant, perhaps too 
much so. I’m sure that the Minute-
men are in the main (with the ex-
ception of the simple nativists and 
racists whom they cannot fail to at-
tract) fine people, like Willie Nel-
son himself. But they are, like the 
Black Panthers or the American 
Indian Movement, an armed group 
outside the direction of representa-
tive government, which, despite its 
many failings, still functions and 

still maintains as it should a mo-
nopoly of organized force. As cor-
rect as is the Minutemen’s desire 
that our borders should be imper-
vious to illegal entry, their meth-
ods are objectionable. We are not 
Somalia or Lebanon, and do not 
need a militia for every cause.

Further, as much as they may 
properly embarrass the govern-
ment for failing in its responsibili-
ties, they cannot, do not, and will 
not seal the border, and yet they 
create the impression that some-
one is taking care of the problem. 
The Black Panthers, too, claimed 
that the government had failed 
them, and they had a famous and 
innocuous free breakfast program 
to distract from the heart of the 
matter, which was their guns. Be-
cause of their ersatz military struc-
ture, even they, as menacing as 
they could be, could not escape the 
air of an “I hate girls club.” In this, 
the Minutemen far outdo them, 
and are an embarrassing impedi-
ment to those of their beliefs that 
deserve consideration.

Compassionate 
Conservatism

Andrew Busch admirably lays 
out the case against one variant of 
compassionate conservatism that 
could be called “politically-motivat-
ed compassionate conservatism” or 
P.C. conservatism for short (“After 
Compassionate Conservatism,” 
Summer 2006). But he’s incorrect 
to suggest that compassionate con-
servatism in theory is against lim-
ited government. 

Compassionate conservatism, 
at least as it developed from 1989 
to 1999, was profoundly decentral-
izing. It was a way to shrink the 
federal government by removing 
welfare functions from it and em-
phasizing what individuals and vol-
untary associations can and should 
do. Busch pits compassionate con-
servatism against “Gingrich-Dole 
Republicans,” but Newt Gingrich 

was the doctrine’s biggest backer 
in 1995, seeing it rightly as a way 
to begin demolishing the welfare 
state.

Similarly, Busch’s concern is 
right but his generalization is too 
sweeping when he writes that 
“compassionate conservatism has 
foreclosed the use of a number of 
hard-edged issues (like welfare re-
form re-authorization) that could 
have given Republicans consider-
able traction against recalcitrant 
Democrats.” Maybe P.C. conserva-
tism has, but compassionate con-
servatism was key to getting Con-
gress to pass hard-edged welfare 
reform legislation in 1996.

Busch is more accurate when 
he states near the end of his article 
that compassionate conservatism 
(he’s finally dealing with the prin-
ciples and not just the politicized 
practice) and the older conserva-
tism “have numerous policies in 
common. These include tax cuts, 
privatization, and choice provisions 
in government programs, encour-
agement of voluntarism, and an al-
liance with social conservatism.”

His roadmap is also right: 
Republicans can unite on a com-
passionate conservative platform 
that limits government by pro-
moting the vitality of civil society 
and creating greater choice within 
existing public programs. Such 
a platform can also gain support 
among blacks and Hispanics by em-
phasizing moral and religious stan-
dards as well as entrepreneurship.

Marvin Olasky
The University of Texas at Austin

Austin, TX

Andrew E. Busch replies:

I appreciate Professor Olasky’s 
letter. I believe that any apparent 
disagreement between his position 
and mine disappears as soon as it 
becomes clear that the real object 
of my criticism was not an abstract, 
pre-Bush Administration vision of 
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“compassionate conservatism,” but 
what he refers to as the “political-
ly-motivated” version practically 
implemented since 2001. He is 
right to point to Newt Gingrich’s 
and others’ embrace of an earlier 
conception in the mid-1990s. My 
point about Gingrich was that 
Bush’s version of compassionate 
conservatism has been powerfully 
driven by a desire to overcome the 
public impression of the Gingrich 
Republicans as too hard-nosed, 
a point that is actually consistent 
with Olasky’s appraisal (i.e., that 
Gingrich’s version of compas-
sionate conservatism was more 
hard-nosed than Bush’s). Indeed, 
though Olasky does not mention it, 
Ronald Reagan himself proposed 
several aspects of the purer pre-
Bush idea, including an emphasis 
on voluntarism, school vouchers, 
the earned income tax credit, and 
a work-based tough-love approach 
to welfare reform. 

The problem about which I 
wrote, and on which Professor 
Olasky agrees, is that “compas-
sionate conservatism” since 2001 

has been applied in a manner 
that has drained it of fiscal disci-
pline and any noticeable commit-
ment to limited government. A 
problem that neither Olasky nor 
I addressed, but which is wor-
thy of thoughtful consideration, 
is whether the very language of 
“compassionate conservatism” box-
es conservatives in too much. It 
seems likely that it does. When 
a conservative is determined to 
preserve a vigorous emphasis on 
limited government, he is skew-
ered for being “uncompassionate”; 
when Bush, for one, is determined 
to avoid being skewered, he feels 
he can only do so by surrender-
ing large pieces of the playing 
field, including the emphasis on 
limited government. In any event, 
President Bush’s formula—both 
his full policy mix and the “com-
passionate conservative” label that 
is by now inextricably, if unfortu-
nately, connected to that mix—is 
unlikely to be adopted by leading 
Republicans in 2008, for sound 
reasons. Still, Prof. Olasky’s pre-
Bush ideal, which matches well 

with the amalgam I proposed, 
might be advanced under a differ-
ent name.

Evangelicals and 
the American 

Creed

Peter Lawler’s excellent review 
of Bernard-Henri Lévy’s Ameri-
can Vertigo spoke clearly to the 
relation between Americans’ reli-
gion and their politics (“Where’s 
the Love? ” Summer 2006). As he 
put it, “In our country, citizens can 
quite reasonably find themselves 
equally at home with their coun-
try’s ennobling political creed and 
with their church’s tenets, from 
which they learn that man’s home 
is somewhere else.”

Without taking issue with 
Lawler’s thesis, I would like to shed 
some light on it borne of practi-
cal experience and reflection. In 
and out of church, Evangelicals’ 
speeches and deeds differ as the 
differing venues and circumstances 

require, but they also overlap, re-
minding one that there are real 
limits to how far they are willing to 
go to maintain the political creed. 
I mean that in church there is, not 
surprisingly, little talk of politics, 
and outside of church, while there 
is more talk of politics, church talk 
predominates, at least when small 
talk does not. 

The Evangelicals I know, for the 
most part, watch Fox News and 
listen to Rush Limbaugh, but they 
also are taken in by the likes of the 
fire-breathing Michael Savage. This 
points up the necessity of politi-
cal, in some cases, philosophical, 
education to provide the necessary 
correctives to unbalanced politi-
cal commentary. Evangelicals read 
their Bible but often nothing else, 
unless it is the work of poorly in-
formed Christian commentators 
who carelessly misrepresent the 
American Founders as Evangeli-
cals. 

Evangelicals believe that salva-
tion of one’s soul takes precedence 
over salvation of the world, and 
make little or no distinction be-
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tween dealing effectively here and 
now with pressing problems (a 
moderate goal) and removing all 
political evils from the world (a uto-
pian goal). That is, “the world” is 
indiscriminately condemned, not-
withstanding the biblical passage 
that “God so loved the world that 
He gave His only begotten Son,” 
and other passages that teach that 
God did not come into the world 
to condemn it. But the apocalyp-
tic vision in general and the Book 
of Revelation in particular incline 
Evangelicals to look beyond the 
current crisis to the ultimate one, 
wherein the Lord’s purposes final-
ly will be fulfilled. 

The virtue of America is that 
it is a continual education in self-
government, a nation in which 
individuals and their families 
and friends must make practical 
decisions daily for their own well 
being, rather than consigning 
that responsibility to a universal 
church or nanny state. However 
much these believers rightly seek 

divine guidance in their personal 
lives—even to the most minute 
detail at times—still they are 
making decisions based on their 
own gifts. Whether the tension 
resolves itself one way or the oth-
er depends, as everything in po-
litical life does, on the quality of 
political leadership that God, in 
His wisdom, chooses to provide 
for us. 

Richard Reeb 
Helendale, CA

Indian History

At the risk of nit-picking, I 
would like to make a couple of 
small comments regarding Bruce 
Thornton’s kind review of my 
book, 1491 (“New World, Old 
Myths,” Summer 2006).

First, I did not “endorse” Henry 
Dobyns’s very high estimate of 90-
112 million for the Americas’ na-
tive population in 1492, which 

few researchers accept. Instead I 
tried to explain why most anthro-
pologists, archaeologists, geogra-
phers, and historians now believe 
that the population was much 
higher than previously thought, 
even if they can’t give an exact 
number. Until the 1960s most sci-
entists tended to believe that the 
tally was about 10 million. Typi-
cal figures now are 40-60 million, 
but the precise number is less 
important than the recognition 
that these much larger popula-
tions almost certainly had to have 
been more sophisticated than had 
been thought—you can’t have an 
egalitarian band of hunters and 
gatherers with 100,000 members. 
My apologies if this was not clear 
enough in the book.

Second, I did not claim that 
the Iroquois inspired the U.S. 
system of government—in fact, 
I explicitly argued that “this as-
sertion seems implausible…the 
Constitution as originally en-
acted was sharply different from 
the Great Law” (the Iroquois code 
of government, which even the 
most skeptical anthropologists 
believe, pace Thornton, more than 
“remotely resembl[es] a ‘consti-
tution’”). Rather, I was present-
ing a hypothesis about cultural 
influence. The suggestion may 
be wrong, but it was not the one 
criticized in the review.

Finally, Thornton asks, “Why 
were the Spaniards in Tenochtit-
lán, and not the Aztecs in Seville? ” 
The answer is complex, as I hope 
I suggest in my book. One fac-
tor was the undoubted European 
advantage in maritime technol-
ogy—no society in Mesoamerica 
had vessels that could go as far as 
the Spanish caravelles. That dis-
parity clearly explains, at least in 
part, why no Indians sailed to Se-
ville. The European triumph at 
Tenochtitlán, by contrast, seems 
to me to be attributable primar-
ily to disease. Natives were able to 
compensate for Spanish steel and 
horses, though often at terrible 
cost. What they could not fight 
was Spanish germs.

Charles C. Mann
Amherst, MA

Bruce S. Thornton replies:

I apologize to Charles Mann 
for saying he “endorses” Henry 
Dobyns’s high estimate for Indian 
populations in the pre-contact 
Americas. My mistake. As for his 
other points, I stand by my com-
ments. I summarized, I believe 
correctly, Mann’s claim that “the 
Iroquois League provided the colo-
nists with a model of ‘limited gov-
ernment and personal autonomy.’” 
I still find this unconvincing for 
the reasons stated in the review. 
De facto freedom and equality, the 
consequence of primitive cultural 
conditions, are much different 
from de jure freedom and equality 
that result from people thinking 
and writing critically about these 
concepts and then creating writ-
ten constitutions, offices, electoral 
protocols, procedures, and laws 
that embody them. As Plato said, 
thieves divvy up their loot equally, 
but that’s not the same thing as 
constitutional government. Finally, 
disease does not explain Cortez’s 
conquest. Cortez and his Span-
iards could have been wiped out on 
numerous occasions, including on 
La Noche Triste. But the Aztecs 
were bound by traditional cultural 
practices they could not discard or 
adapt until too late, whereas the 
Spaniards were constantly adapt-
ing to new circumstances and will-
ing to try anything to achieve their 
aims. That intellectual dynamism 
and initiative, not germs or pigs, 
explains the triumph of the West 
and its ways.

Duty, Honor, 
Country

In E. Christian Kopff ’s review 
of Victor Davis Hanson’s A War 
Like No Other, he mistakenly states 
that General MacArthur’s “Duty, 
Honor, Country” speech was im-
provised (“Battlewise History,” 
Summer 2006). That was not the 
case. MacArthur had been work-
ing on the remarks for some time. 
Moreover, recent research has de-
termined that the attribution of 
the famous quotation to Plato was 

Save 
the 

Date!
The Claremont 
Institute’s 2006 

Churchill 
Dinner

Friday
November 10

The Regent 
Beverly 

Wilshire 
Hotel

Beverly Hills
California



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2006 
Page 7

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

incorrect. Reviews of Plato’s work 
have failed to locate that statement. 
Instead, the first time it was appar-
ently used was many years later by 
George Santayana. (Jack Wheeler, 
who currently works in the Office 
of the Secretary of the Air Force, 
was the researcher who identified 
this misattribution.)

Steve Grove
United States Military 

Academy Historian
West Point, NY

Postmodern 
Bedtime Stories

Dorothea Israel Wolfson’s re-
view of The Norton Anthology of Chil-
dren’s Literature put in words some-
thing that had been bothering me 
for some time (Let Sleeping Beau-
ties Lie,” Summer 2006). Some-
how, we have collectively decided 
that there is no innocence left in 
childhood, so it is therefore okay to 
expose children to everything with 
absolutely no filters. I vehemently 
disagree with this viewpoint. 

The editors of this anthology 
who want to condemn the fairy 
princesses and dragon-slaying he-

roes as oppressive to children may 
not realize that it is because the 
world is such a crazy, mixed-up 
place (and always has been) that 
we need flights of fancy and fodder 
for the imagination. We don’t cre-
ate or propagate fairy tales to op-
press minorities or to keep the sta-
tus quo. Although many fairy tales 
are credited to male authors, they 
are usually founded in stories with 
long oral traditions with many cul-
tural variations, shared by mothers 
and fathers alike through the ages.

My mother always said, “You 
are what you read.” I guess that 
makes my daughter a princess 
with abnormally long hair, and my 
son a knight with special dolphin-
swimming powers. Until the next 
trip to the library, that is.

Gennifer Chenault
Ashburn, VA

Plato’s 
Literalism

I am grateful to Eva Brann 
for her review of my book, Plato’s 
Republic: A Study (“Plato’s Im-
possible Polity,” Summer 2006). 
Because there is not space for a 

lengthy exchange of views on the 
Republic, I restrict myself to one or 
two central points. Brann seems to 
misinterpret my view of Socratic 
honesty. It is not for me a universal 
axiom, as she seems to think, that 
“Socrates means what he says” or 
that we must always take him liter-
ally. I rather suggest that he means 
to assert the intractability of the 
problem of justice, unless men and 
women are assigned roles in the 
polity commensurate with their 
talents, the family is dissolved, the 
rulers are restricted to those of 
superior intelligence, and “noble” 
or “medicinal” lies are inculcated 
into the citizens’ souls. Perhaps 
most important is that there is 
no freedom to philosophize: the 
philosopher-kings are, as it were, 
all Platonists. I believe that Brann 
would agree that there is plenty of 
scope in such a city for doubting 
that Socrates means what he says. 
My underlying hypothesis is that 
the same steps required to obtain 
justice lead directly to injustice. 
Furthermore, the undesirability 
of enforcing the steps enumerated 
is so obvious that some explana-
tion must be found for starting on 
this path in the first place. If the 
explanation is simply to discredit 
extremism, why not begin with a 

moderate political teaching, and 
in particular, with that of Aris-
totle? In other words, what is the 
point to Platonic extremism if 
not to show that reason and jus-
tice are intrinsically self-vitiating 
when applied to politics? When 
philosophy is granted citizenship, 
it sooner or later degenerates into 
ideology. Unfortunately, if phi-
losophy is not granted citizenship, 
then human life becomes a farce. 
Finally, the attempt to “civilize” 
Platonism or to reduce Platonic 
madness to Aristotelian sobriety 
is like the attempt to learn about 
human nature through a reduc-
tion of Dostoyevsky to Jane Aus-
ten. That is, the Republic is not a 
political work at all, but a portrait 
of human nature, a portrait con-
sisting of a cascade of likenesses 
(to use a term correctly introduced 
by Professor Brann). Plato’s cave 
is not a likeness of the city, but 
rather of the human soul. Lest I be 
accused of Nietzschean pathos, I 
note that my teacher, Leo Strauss, 
attributed to Nietzsche the deep-
est description of the nature of the 
philosopher known to him.

Stanley Rosen
Boston University

Boston, MA



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2006 
Page 8

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

Cl aremont review of  bo oks
Volume VI , Number 4 ,  Fall  2006

The War in Lebanon

Essay by Mark Helprin

Imagine an israeli guerrilla organi-
zation based in the Galilee, a power unto 
itself, with seats in the cabinet, a generous 

welfare apparatus, and the oft-stated goal of 
Lebanon’s destruction and replacement with 
a Jewish state governed by Jewish religious 
law. Upon instructions from its foreign patron 
and supplier of arms, it crosses the border to 
capture and kill some Lebanese soldiers. Leba-
non, however, is in no mood to tolerate such a 
provocation, especially in light of the guerril-
las’ arsenal  of 10,000 or so short-range mis-
siles targeted at Lebanese civilians.

For a month, the Lebanese air force ranges 
freely over all of Israel, and, without losing a 
single plane, cuts every major bridge and road 
link in the country, destroys its power plants, 
bombs ports, airports, military facilities asso-
ciated with the guerrillas, and the guerrillas 
themselves, obliterating all but their buried 
infrastructure. Significant portions of Tel Aviv 
and Haifa, and many of the small towns of Is-
rael’s north, are reduced to rubble.

With the loss of four sailors and minor dam-
age to a frigate, the Lebanese navy blockades Is-
rael’s coasts with 100% effectiveness. More than 
a thousand Israelis are killed, four times that 
number wounded, and a quarter of the Jewish 
guerrillas slain in combat. Because the guerril-
las choose to fire their rockets amid the civilian 
population, the homes of almost a million Jews 
are razed by the Lebanese air force, the Israeli 
economy comes to a halt, foreigners are evacu-
ated, and the world looks on in horror. 

Meanwhile, its own economy humming, 
Lebanon deploys in the battle zone on average 
less than 2% of its army, of which 118 fall in 
combat. Thirty-nine Lebanese die in the Israeli 

guerrillas’ barrage of 4,000 missiles, a kill rate of 
less than 1%. Lebanon is able to destroy more 
than 3,000 of the remaining 6,000 missiles, in-
cluding almost all those of greater range, putting 
to rest the guerrillas’ threat to attack Beirut. 

The guerrillas and their supporters repeat-
edly beg for a cease-fire. The Israeli prime min-
ister cries that his country has been destroyed, 
and weeps on camera. Israel is blockaded by 
sea, its other links to the world cut at will by the 
Lebanese air force. The Lebanese army remains 
in key positions in the north of the country, and 
the world’s powers, great and small, sympathet-
ic and not, look on both unwilling and unable 
to intervene, finally coming to Israel’s aid only 
on the stated condition that Israel accept the 
presence of alien troops on its soil to disarm the 
guerrillas and protect Lebanon from further 
incursions.

Who won?

Unrealistic Expectations

To reflect the common wisdom in 
regard to the real war that has just tak-
en place in Lebanon, one would have to 

say, absurdly, that in the fictional example Israel 
won. For the whole world and Israel itself per-
ceives a Hezbollah victory, even if in a blind test 
as above, the judgment most certainly would be 
different. This is explicable on many levels.

With the same kind of intellectual lethargy 
that led to the obligatory description of the pro-
posed international force as robust (I hope never to 
hear the word again), people who do not pretend 
to knowledge of either the Arab-Israeli conflict 
or military affairs habitually declare that Israel is 
invincible. Insensitive to fact, variation, potential 

orders of battle, or the effects of nuclear weap-
ons, they have been saying this since the Six-Day 
War of 1967. That war, the 100-hour 1956 Sinai 
Campaign, and the 1976 Entebbe operation are 
responsible for expectations that Israel produces 
miracles every time it takes to the field.

These decisive victories were a surprise to 
many, who were shocked that the Jews, whom 
the Russian Empire’s Cantonist Decrees of the 
19th century had subjected to 25 years or more 
compulsory military service, had a military tra-
dition and could hold their own in battle. And 
thus the swing of the pendulum from irrational 
contempt to irrational awe. 

Irrational because even in 1967, in a war that 
borders on the miraculous perhaps more than 
any other, the struggles for Jerusalem and the 
Golan were hard fought, costly, and closely run. 
Irrational because for Israel the 1948 War of 
Independence dragged on with high casualties 
and much destruction, and left it with borders 
that were a strategical nightmare. Irrational be-
cause the War of Attrition spanned several dif-
ficult years and brought Israel no gains whatso-
ever. Irrational because in the 1973 War Israel 
came perilously close to extinction. And irratio-
nal because none of the campaigns in Lebanon 
has been anything but slow and bloody, and col-
lectively they have given birth not to miracles 
but to the Hezbollah garrison that in this war 
Israel was compelled to reduce.

Perhaps surprisingly, because now and then 
they pay for it dearly, the Israelis themselves 
are prone to the same unrealistic expectations. 
And in this war these were supercharged by 
their new prime minister, a man of civic rather 
than military affairs, who, when the most that 
could be achieved was Hezbollah’s reduction, 
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promised its destruction. Contrast this with 
the 1967 War, in which, in the words of 
Michael Oren, 

There was no thought of altering…[the] 
context fundamentally, of eliminating the 
possibility of similar wars erupting in the 
future. Rather, all Israel strove for was an 
end to the immediate threat, and for an 
indefinite period of quiet thereafter.” 

And that is all it got. No one may ever know 
what possessed Israel and the world to imagine 
after four decades of Fatah ineradicable, many 
years of Intifada, and the rise of Hamas, that 
it could in a single strike destroy an organically 
rooted terrorist organization, but this unrea-
sonable elevation of its aim helps to explain the 
public’s perception of the war.

Perhaps the most serious damage one can 
do to oneself in a military campaign is to fail 
to have a clear, disciplined, and consistent set 
of objectives. In reaching these, improvisation 
is the highest virtue. In defining them, it is the 
greatest sin. The lack of conceptual rigor and 
the resulting fluid and promiscuous adjust-
ment and expansion of America’s aims in Iraq 
have become a continuing tragedy. In a lesser 
sense, Israel has followed suit in Lebanon.

The war there is not, however, comparable 
to the war in Iraq. For three and a half years 
we have been trying to pacify and transform a 
country of 28 million, larger than California, 
and many thousand miles distant. The Israelis 
had a less ambitious objective in a contiguous 
territory the size of San Antonio, Texas, with 
perhaps 100,000 people left in it at the peak 
of hostilities that lasted a month. In Iraq, we 
expect to compel the lion to lie down with the 
lamb, and have rejected as inappropriate to our 
greatness merely holding our enemies at bay, 
and so, applying this template to the Israelis, we 
fault them for not fully eradicating theirs—as 
if they ever did, and as if they ever could. For 
you beat this strain of guerrilla neither by con-
version nor elimination, but only with endur-
ance, patience, an assiduous defense, and well 
executed punitive measures sometimes timed to 
enemy attacks and sometimes not.

To some extent we judge the war as we do 
because our view has been unduly influenced 
by enemies who feed joyfully on death and have 
unshakable confidence, while we are no longer 
certain of the justice of our self-defense. Thus, 
when Hezbollah says it has won a “historic” vic-
tory, large segments of European and American 
opinion that reflexively defer to hostile judgment, 
whether Soviet or Arab, simply acquiesce. 

And yet Hezbollah is part of a people who 
claimed on the eve of the 1967 War that, “If the 
Sixth Fleet intervenes in our struggle…we have 

the power to turn it into a can of sardines”; who, 
as their armies were being slaughtered in Sinai, 
danced in the streets of Cairo; and who, after 
fleeing Kuneitra without a shot, called it the 
greatest military action in history, “even greater 
than the Russian defense of Stalingrad.” Theirs 
is hardly a sober or disinterested assessment, and 
we have no reason to take them at their word.

Hezbollah has proved that it can survive an 
Israeli campaign of small scale and limited dura-
tion, but it has also proved that this can destroy 
Lebanon, and that 10,000 carefully accumulated 
“strategic” weapons—in the main, glorified artil-
lery rounds—were during four weeks of engage-
ment less potent than one suicide bomber.

Damage Report

A lthough efficiently lamented by 
many Israelis in interviews with the 
American press, the war’s effect on the 

economy is not yet statistically apparent at the 
time of this writing, other than that, in July, ex-
ports of goods declined while exports of services 
grew, and the already thriving composite index 
of economic health actually advanced. Overall, 
the shut-downs, dislocations, and damage can-
not have been major. The north outside Haifa is 
primarily yet thinly agricultural, and comprises 
many “unproductive” Arab villages, park lands, 
and rocky hills. Most crops were unaffected, 
and the region within range of (relatively) heavy 
bombardment accounts for only a small portion 
of Israel’s agricultural production, which itself is 
only a few percent of GNP. Industrial facilities 
in the north other than in Haifa, whose heavy 
industry and refining completely escaped, are si-
multaneously just a fraction of Israel’s capacity, 
highly dispersed, and unscathed. Tourism was 
set back, but the month of warfare probably had 
less effect on the economy as a whole—with its 
strong growth and remarkable technological 
thrust—than a traditional French August. 

The Washington Post’s estimate of $1.3 billion 
in damage to infrastructure must be viewed vis-
à-vis Israel’s $120 billion GNP, and in sharp 
contrast to the Lebanese government’s estimate 
of a $2.5 billion loss to its own GNP of less than 
$20 billion. Damage to Lebanon’s south, Hez-
bollah’s base, is proportionately far greater and 
of far greater import. For although Hezbollah 
has won the outward support of the carefully 
cultivated Shia in southern Lebanon, because it 
is a political organization more attentive to its 
constituents than was Tip O’Neill, as a practi-
cal matter it cannot subject them either often 
or soon to what they have just been through.
Though Hezbollah has certainly galvanized 
the Arab street, galvanized no less are the Sunni 
regimes from the Gulf to Morocco, for whom a 
de facto Iranian mandate in Lebanon is of no 

small consequence. Hoping that the presence of 
the Lebanese army and an international force 
will discourage Israeli attack, Hezbollah must 
also deal with the possibility that these contin-
gents, with the backing and encouragement of 
a naturally coalescing anti-Iranian front among 
most Arab states and Lebanon itself (in whose 
interest taming Hezbollah is paramount) may 
close down or heavily restrict arms traffic from 
Syria and the sea, and that its reconstitution 
will be fettered not only by Israeli action but by 
the planned 15,000 foreign troops. They may 
not be “robust,” but they will be unpredictable.

Hezbollah will rearm, although to what ex-
tent is unknown, and one cannot count on the 
efforts of either Lebanon or the Sunni Arab 
states to suppress it. But given that its arsenal 
proved ineffective and that obtaining new weap-
ons will be subject to varying degrees of local, in-
ternational, and Israeli obstruction, the rearma-
ment is not quite what popular fears suggest.

Israel’s Strategy

I f one accepts hezbollah’s self-descrip-
tion as a resistance movement, in which case 
one must, in light of the fact that Hezbol-

lah never ceases to provoke, view Israel’s mere 
existence as a continuing act of aggression, then 
Hezbollah has indeed shown that it can initiate 
conflict, resist, and survive. But survival is not its 
aim. Because by resist what it means is to destroy 
Israel, one must ask how much closer to its goal 
the war has brought it. The answer is that Israel 
faces many existential dangers, but Hezbollah 
has never been, and—with its arsenals depleted, 
a quarter of its fighters dead, and its supporters 
savaged—is not now one of them.

Israel, on the other hand, if it is realistic, 
aims not to destroy Hezbollah, for Hezbollah 
can recruit from a bottomless well, blend into 
the population, and take refuge beyond the Lit-
ani or beyond Lebanon itself. Unlike Hezbol-
lah, Israel’s more modest aim is to survive, and 
that it has done.

The notion that Israel was defeated flies 
below the level of war aims, the complications 
of regional politics, and long-term effects, and 
is born from the particularities of battle. The 
general opinion of a war, which is a very large 
thing, is at first formed by apprehension of the 
smallest details. And though at close range the 
many deficiencies of Israel’s campaign may cu-
mulatively suggest failure, even these have often 
been misjudged.

In the war’s early days, when the prime min-
ister met with military advisors who in reversal 
of the norm were mainly air force officers, it 
was clear that the campaign—under the direc-
tion of an air force general as chief of the gen-
eral staff—would stress aerial bombardment. 
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The Israelis had had a decade to create with 
their many means of technical and traditional 
reconnaissance a detailed and comprehensive 
picture of the battlefield. This, combined with 
precision-guided munitions and small, focused 
raids, seemed appropriate to a highly dispersed, 
mobile, and well dug-in enemy. The object, a re-
curring theme in military history, was to avoid 
high Israeli casualties by relying upon machines 
instead of men. Hezbollah, however, was eager 
to fight amid and sacrifice its civilians, and the 
Israeli picture of the battle space was not what 
it should have been.

But the strategy was sound. Crossing enemy 
ground to a launch site, one can destroy every-
thing in the way, as opposed to descending upon 
the objective from the air and keeping it in isola-
tion. And pop-up targets don’t wait around for 
armored columns to reach them. Had the army 
gone in en masse, the few thousand Hezbollah 
regulars would have taken refuge among the 
population or beyond the Litani, and to the ex-
tent that they would have stood their ground, 
the Israelis would have incurred far more casual-
ties in the kind of “whack-a-mole” war that took 
place, and inflicted more on the civilians among 
whom Hezbollah hid, for more or less the same 
result: guerrillas melt away, but then filter back. 
The fault lay not in strategy but in extended tol-
eration of Hezbollah’s buildup. This very cam-
paign four or five years ago would have looked 
much different. A subsequent campaign sooner 
rather than later, and dogged attention from the 
air until then, will also look different.

Looking to Iran

The lessons for israel? not to let 
things go for so long; to have a better 
picture of the battlefield (using, for 

example, ground-penetrating radar); to “up ar-
mor” its tanks; to adapt naval point defense sys-
tems that, once emplaced, are capable of bring-
ing down “Katyushas” cheaply; to determine 
carefully, state publicly, and not depart from 
the aims of the campaign; to calibrate military 
action to the time limits imposed upon Israel in 
all its wars; better to inform the Lebanese and 
the world that Israel has no choice but to strike 
at missiles launched against it from residential 
areas if Hezbollah’s will is to make Lebanon a 
free-fire zone; and to be prepared to deal with 
West Bank and Gaza variations of the Hezbol-
lah technique. For example, the war has been 
a strong argument for continued Israeli control 
of the Jordan crossings and the sea and air ap-
proaches to a Palestinian state, lest Qassems 
become Katyushas, and as such is Iran’s gift to 
the Palestinians of yet another setback.

The preeminent lesson is that Israel must cre-
ate more of a margin of safety in its military op-

erations. It has no alternative but to over-spend, 
over-prepare, over-fortify, over-stockpile, and 
over-train. And it must abandon permanently 
the hubris that arises in part from the world’s 
Manichean view of it, in favor of a garrison men-
tality that befits its persistent vulnerability.

I believe that history will see that the essence 
of this war is that it has served as an exchange 
of messages and proofs in the prelude to an 
Islamic nuclear confrontation with the West. 
Nations can and often do speak to one another 
in a way that transcends the intent of even their 
highest authorities, and the question Iran has 
posed to Israel, the Muslims to the Jews, and 
the East to the West, is, What will you do if 
we open the door to Armageddon? Israel has 
provided the answer, and it reads quite simply. 
To an Iran that calls for its destruction and is 
proceeding headlong toward nuclear weapons, 
Israel has stated in the war in Lebanon that it 
will not go down alone.

This is not the subtext of the July war, it is 
the prime text. What one commentator after 
another termed the “disproportionate” destruc-
tion of Lebanon was indeed a message about 
proportion and intentions: that the three or 
four nuclear detonations in Israel which would 
be enough to destroy it will yield many, many 
times that number in Iran and possibly else-
where. Iran is neither exclusively rational nor 
irrational, and as rash and determined as it may 
be, it is yet probing for information. 

The United States, in overextending its forces, 
keeping a dangerous rein on military expendi-
tures, and following Europe into the Russian-
Chinese-Iranian diplomatic swamp, has partial-
ly answered Iran’s query as to what it may do in 
regard to Iranian nuclear development. Even if 
in the unlikely event that the immediate Hez-
bollah provocation was not of Iranian origin, the 
question exists and Israel has addressed it. In 
light of Ahmadinejad’s fanaticism, some doubt 
the utility of deterrent signals, but whether or 
not productive or even received, such signals 
must be sent, as they are fundamental to sur-
vival. And, then, counter to many impressions, 
Iran is in fact moving with some care.

Both it and Syria possess chemical and bio-
logical weapons, Iran’s stockpiles being rich and 
varied. And yet not one of Hezbollah’s 10,000 
missiles capable of carrying a chemical or biologi-
cal warhead was so equipped. Without guidance, 
they would not have achieved maximum impact, 
and merely turned the public relations battle on 
its head. But, more importantly, had they been 
used, they would have given Israel not only the 
occasion it does not need to attack Iranian nucle-
ar facilities, but reason to attack Iran itself. Iran 
now knows exactly what kind of game it is in, 
and will calibrate its moves accordingly: perhaps 
emphasizing deception all the more, harden-At bookstores everywhere or call 800-786-3839
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Secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s vision of a “new”
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wars; and the disconnect between such grand
strategic visions as the Bush Doctrine.
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ing its facilities as never before, or even reaching 
some sort of deal. Whatever it does, it has been 
unambiguously put on notice. The dense traffic 
in symbols and signals among proxies and prin-
cipals, as in the conduct of the Cold War with a 
similar language and millions of casualties, has 
moved all parties closer to the denouement.

What that will be no one can say, but even 
without the use of nuclear weapons Israel is ca-
pable of the certain destruction of the Iranian 
nuclear project, and the clash in Lebanon, as 
much a pre-nuclear clarification as anything else, 
has brought it much closer to this than ever.

To judge the war solely according to its dev-
astation (for which Hezbollah, deliberately 
sheltering missile launches against Israel among 
its own people, was entirely responsible and too 
little condemned), by its tactical efficiency, by 
numbers and metrics, in view of carelessly stat-
ed objectives, or in thrall of the compelling tes-
timony of the participants and victims of both 
sides, is to overlook its greater import.

It was a war like most of Israel’s wars rather 
than the few, and its egregious missteps beg for 
correction. But as Churchill said of a weak, 17th-
century England that did not enjoy the wealth 
and power of the Victorians who condemned 
its immoralities in the affairs of state, “We had 
to keep ourselves alive and free, and we did so.” 
Israel has lost the battle for public relations but 
achieved a number of necessary objectives—re-
ducing the growing arsenal arrayed against its 
civil population, putting a large stick in the 
spokes of Hezbollah’s wheels, perhaps buying a 
period of relative peace in the north, and hold-
ing Lebanon to account for grafting onto its 
political structure a Spartan state at war with 
Israel for the purpose of its destruction.

Existential Battles

To the iranian de facto declaration 
to Israel, the Arabs, and the West that 
it possesses a belligerent outpost on 

the Mediterranean, Israel has weathered world 
condemnation to reply that the rent for this 
outpost is high and can be made higher. When 
Iran spoke to Israel in the language of war, Is-
rael spoke back with absolute clarity even if not 
with the mythical brilliance attributed to it by 
friend and foe alike. Which is not to say that it 
is incapable of fighting the stunning existential 
battles that once it fought. For it is indeed ca-
pable of them, and they are yet to come.

Mark Helprin, who holds degrees from Harvard and 
Harvard’s Center for Middle Eastern Studies, served 
in the Israeli infantry and Air Force, and as an advi-
sor in defense and foreign relations to the American 
government. He is a senior fellow of the Claremont 
Institute.
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That western europe suffers from 
a state of general paralysis is a truth 
too universally acknowledged to re-

quire much reiteration. Slow growth and high 
unemployment; an aging and shrinking popu-
lation; scientific and cultural irrelevance to the 
rest of the world; a large, unassimilated alien 
population much of which is hostile to the very 
countries into which it has immigrated—these 
are just a few of the problems that Western Eu-
rope not only fails to solve, but even properly to 
recognize.

While Europe Slept, Menace in Europe, and Lon-
donistan all deal with the European disease (if 
such a metaphor may be allowed for shorthand 
purposes), from slightly different perspectives. 
Bruce Bawer, an American writer resident in 
Norway, deals mainly with the threat of Is-
lamism in northwestern Europe; Melanie Phil-
lips, a distinguished British journalist, treats 
the specific case of Islamism in what might be 
called its international nerve center, London; 
and Claire Berlinski, an American writer living 
in Paris and Istanbul, analyzes the general state 
of the European psyche. Read in conjunction, 
they are far from reassuring.

The publishing history of Londonistan is by it-
self diagnostic of the European disease. Phillips 
claims that the British government and intellec-
tual elite has been complicit in allowing the dan-
gerous ideology of Islamism—which threatens 
the security not only of the British state, but of 
Europe and North America—to take deep root 

in Britain. The recent plot to blow up ten airlin-
ers en route from Britain to America appears to 
bear her out. Furthermore, an amalgam of cow-
ardice, moral frivolity, lack of conviction, and 
political correctness (all of which are, of course, 
intimately interrelated) has ensured that almost 
every policy decision taken by the government 
has worsened the situation rather than amelio-
rated it. Phillips provides a lot of evidence for 
her claims, some of which (especially the words 
emanating from the mouths and pens of the 
hierarchs of the Church of England) would be 
funny if their pusillanimity were not so typical 
of the British establishment.

You might have thought such a book, written 
in clear English, would be snapped up by British 
publishers, especially as it has sold well in the 
United States. But it was turned down by all 
the major publishers in Britain, and eventually 
taken only by a very tiny house (Gibson Square 
Books, Ltd.). Its widespread rejections cannot 
be explained on narrow commercial grounds, or 
on purely literary ones: 200,000 books per year 
are published in Great Britain, not all of them 
by any means imperishable literary masterpieces 
or bestsellers. The only reasons that withstand 
scrutiny are precisely the ones that the author 
offers for the enfeebled stupidity of British gov-
ernment policy. In other words, we are dealing 
with a deep cultural problem, not just a problem 
of the wrong personnel being in charge. Mr Blair, 
in all his blustering faintheartedness, is unfortu-
nately a true representative of his people.

Phillips’s book, being the most narrowly 
focused, is the best-documented and freest of 
error. Both Bawer and Berlinski sometimes let 
their rhetoric run away with them. For example, 
in order to counter a Norwegian’s condescen-
sion about America’s contribution to the world, 
Bawer lists American inventions and discover-
ies, quite a few of which, unfortunately, were 
not American.

The dangers of painting with a 
broad brush are that nuances may eas-
ily be brushed out. Bawer tells us, for 

example, that in Britain patriotism has become 
so inadmissible that showing the flag is associ-
ated with fascistic tendencies. This is a slight 
but significant mistake. Showing the Union 
Jack—that is to say, the British flag—is not a 
sign of fascistic tendencies; however, showing 
the English flag (the cross of St. George) is, or 
at least has been until very recently, strongly as-
sociated with such tendencies. A reluctance to 
display the English, as against the British, flag 
therefore has nothing to do with the decline of 
patriotism, and everything to do with a dislike 
of the chauvinistic hooliganism that, unfortu-
nately, the older flag has come to represent.

In like fashion, Berlinski accepts uncriti-
cally the deeply conventional, but nonetheless 
mistaken, idea that because British society was 
class-ridden there was little social mobility 
within it. A class society is not, however, a caste 
society. On the contrary, Britain was—at least, 

Book Review by Theodore Dalrymple

Suicide of the West
While Europe Slept: How Radical Islam Is Destroying the West from Within, 

by Bruce Bawer. Doubleday, 256 pages, $23.95

Menace in Europe: Why the Continent’s Crisis Is America’s, Too, by Claire Berlinski. 
Crown Forum, 288 pages, $25.95 (cloth), $14.95 (paper)

Londonistan, by Melanie Phillips. Encounter Books, 200 pages, $25.95
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before the advent of the supposedly egalitarian 
social policies that Berlinski correctly identifies 
as stultifying—the most socially mobile society 
in Europe, and among the most socially mobile 
in the world. On Berlinski’s view, the immense 
social, financial, professional, and intellectual 
success of those Jews who arrived in Britain 
penniless from the shtetl would be inexplicable. 
The difference between the success of the Sikhs 
and the Hindus compared with the relative fail-
ure of the Muslims is not attributable, as she 
claims, to differences in their initial social class 
and level of education: there must be some oth-
er explanation. When an informant tells her 
that there are, indeed, a few Indian physicians 
in Britain, a piece of information that she ap-
pears to take at face value, she demonstrates a 
certain detachment from current British social 
realities: there are, in fact, whole hospitals with 
scarcely a British doctor employed among their 
senior staff. Indeed, the senior staff of the hos-
pitals in which I last worked in Britain could 
almost have furnished a General Assembly of 
the United Nations, with the Indians being by 
far the largest delegation.

However, a few errors or even misconcep-
tions do not vitiate wide-ranging books. Both 
Bawer and Berlinski understand that Europe’s 
inability, indeed unwillingness, to confront the 
danger in its midst is linked to some deeper pa-
thology, while Phillips provides an important 
case history, that of Britain. Bawer is particu-
larly strong on the unreflecting anti-American-
ism of much of the European intelligentsia, a 
mixture of historical condescension, envy, and 
bitterness at loss of status in the world. Euro-
peans often speak to Americans as they would 
never speak to other foreigners, certainly not to 
North Koreans for example (were they ever to 
meet any). As all three authors are at pains to 
point out, it is possible to disagree with Ameri-
can foreign policy without likening George W. 
Bush to Hitler, a preposterous comparison of-
ten made that reveals that, for the person who 
makes it, American policy is the pretext rather 
than the cause of anti-American feeling.

B erlinski, apart from being by far 
the funniest of the authors, digs deepest 
where the existential problems that un-

derlie Western Europe’s paralysis are concerned. 
There is a crisis of meaning and purpose in 
Western European societies that she spells out 
with admirable clarity. They are almost entirely 
post-religious, but they have found no form of 
transcendence to replace religion, and none is 
on the horizon. An awareness of belonging, or 
of contributing to, a collectivity or endeavor of 
world-importance is no longer possible for them 
(the European Union is the creation of bureau-
crats, by bureaucrats, for bureaucrats). Modern 
Europeans believe in very little, except in as 

comfortable and safe a life as possible. Indeed, 
health and safety have altogether replaced faith, 
hope, and charity as the cardinal desiderata. It is 
scarcely any wonder that, when faced by people 
who, quite mistakenly and with a combination 
of staggering ignorance and arrogance, believe 
themselves to be in possession of a truth that 
justifies almost any atrocity committed, if not 
by them, exactly, then by those whom they have 
indoctrinated, modern Western Europeans do 
not know how to react. They have either for-
gotten what it is to believe in anything, to such 
an extent that they cannot really believe that 
anyone else believes in anything, either; or their 
memories of belief are of belief in something so 
horrible—Communism, for example, or Na-
zism—that they no longer believe that they 
have the right to pass judgment on anything. 
This is not a strong position from which to fight 
people who, by their own admission, hate you 
and are bent upon your destruction, brought 
about preferably at your own expense. First, 
you can’t take them seriously; second, you sus-
pect they might in any case be right. European 
multiculturalism is self-hatred writ large—and 
in the meantime is an employment opportunity 
for cultural bureaucrats.

Unfortunately, Berlinski herself indulges in 
the kind of historical criticism that Gramsci 
would have approved of as a means of under-
mining and weakening Western societies, and 
whose adoption by a large proportion of the 
population has rendered it vulnerable to the 
kind of nihilism she deplores. She says that the 
history of Europe is the history of war and geno-
cide, which is about the same as writing that the 
history of the United States is the history of 
slavery and racial prejudice. “Ethnic wars,” she 
writes, “class wars, revolutionary wars, religious 
wars, wars of ideology, and genocide are not ab-
errations in Europe’s history; they are its history” 
(emphasis in the original). Two hundred pages 
later she writes again, of Europe’s history, “cen-
tury upon century of unmitigated slaughter and 
butchery…a tradition of virtually uninterrupted 
warfare since the sack of Rome.” Unmitigated? 
Nothing else worth recording? Can she really 
think of no achievement worth mentioning, of 
nothing achieved in Europe except slaughter?

The whole of German history is treated as 
if it were but the run-up to Hitler, omitting its 
very considerable glories, and rendering inex-
plicable the loyalty of so many pre-Nazi Jews 
to Austro-German culture. The hapless loyalty 
of the great writer Joseph Roth, for example, to 
the memory of the Emperor Franz Josef, which 
was only half-ironic and bespoke an infinity 
of feeling, is quite unfathomable in Berlinski’s 
simplistic view.

Both Bawer and Berlinski insist that one 
great difference between Western Europe and 
America is the survival of religion in America, 

which gives Americans a moral backbone (for 
want of a better term) that Western Europe-
ans do not have. For myself, I am somewhat 
skeptical of the strength of American religious 
feeling compared with the breadth of the reli-
gious affiliation that they claim. If Americans 
were to experience a loss of confidence in their 
country’s power, whether objectively justified or 
not, the crisis of meaning and purpose might 
strike them too. After all, pusillanimity is not 
even now confined to Western Europeans, 
though it is no doubt at its worst among them; 
the American response to the Danish cartoon 
crisis was little short of disgraceful, both in the 
government and the press. Indeed, the French 
for once were considerably less cowardly.

P hillips draws our attention to the 
paradoxical nature of Britain’s Prime 
Minister, who appears so resolute in 

foreign, and so utterly spineless in domestic, 
policy. While he is not in any straightforward 
way an opportunist, and genuinely if delusively 
believes himself to be a man of principle, the 
fact is that going to war with Mr. Bush was 
the only means by which he could achieve 
personal world importance. Given America’s 
overwhelming military might, he did not risk 
military defeat; but he was vulnerable at home 
because several vital parliamentary seats, tradi-
tionally Labour-voting, were strongly Muslim. 
And therefore he did not scruple to allow his 
party to make use of scarcely concealed anti-
Semitic images during an election in which his 
chief opponent was Jewish; permitted his wife 
to appear in court to defend the supposed right 
of Muslim schoolchildren to go to school com-
pletely covered, in the full knowledge of what 
this really meant; and corruptly permitted 
the extension of postal voting to Muslim con-
stituencies, thereby in effect disenfranchising 
Muslim women. Phillips makes clear the many 
ways in which Mr. Blair’s government has been 
complicit with Islamism, and I doubt she will 
be receiving many invitations to Downing 
Street as a reward for her efforts.

Will these books appear to have been undu-
ly alarmist in half a century’s time? I certainly 
hope so, and indeed suspect that it might be so. 
We have had many perils and predicted apoca-
lypses before. Islamism, and indeed (in my be-
lief) the whole of Islam, is potentially very vul-
nerable to the corrosive effect of the intellectual 
acid-bath of rational criticism. Therefore, what 
we have to fear is fear itself: a fact of which the 
Islamists are themselves fully aware. I hope only 
that the ultimate critique of Islam in Europe is 
not a fascist one.

 
Theodore Dalrymple is a contributing editor to City 
Journal. His most recent book is Romancing Opiates 
(Encounter Books).
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Book Review by Richard Samuelson

Faith-based Liberalism
The Good Fight: Why Liberals—and Only Liberals—Can Win the War on Terror and Make America Great Again, 

by Peter Beinart. HarperCollins, 304 pages, $25.95

According to peter beinart, ameri-
can liberalism faces a situation much 
like the one it faced at the start of the 

Cold War. In the late 1940s, many liberals de-
nied that Stalin was an enemy and regarded 
war itself as the gravest threat to America. Cen-
trist liberals like Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and 
Reinhold Niebuhr drove these “doughfaces” 
out of the American establishment and helped 
President Harry S. Truman lay the foundation 
of America’s victory in the Cold War, not to 
mention of the Democratic Party’s continued 
electoral viability.

Unlike many of his friends on today’s Left, 
Beinart, editor-at-large at The New Republic, 
understands that America’s traditional policy 
in the Middle East no longer works and that 
the current war might be necessary. For years 
we were friendly with the region’s tyrants be-
cause they kept the oil flowing. At the same 
time, since tyranny provoked discontent, these 
clever tyrants vented their people’s frustration 
and anger in an Islamist, anti-American direc-
tion. The September 11 attacks reaped this 
whirlwind. The people in the region who had 
learned to hate us found a means to attack us. 
America’s strategy in the region had to change. 
Beinart therefore supported the war in Iraq. 
He agrees with President George W. Bush that 
since tyranny caused the problem, liberty is the 
solution: “Bush rightly believes that defeating 
jihadism requires promoting liberty.”

Though Beinart still believes in the cause, 
he now regrets having supported the war. He 
thinks that Bush should have tried containment 
and should have worked more closely with our 

allies. More importantly, he thinks that Bush’s 
means are unsuited to his ends, that he is a half-
hearted social reformer. Although keen on lib-
erty, Bush “is much less sure that defeating ji-
hadism requires promoting equality (or at least 
equality of opportunity).” Beinart is, in other 
words, an unreconstructed 20th-century liber-
al. At least when looking abroad, he forgets the 
lessons about the limits of government, and the 
importance of property rights, that some of his 
neo-liberal colleagues at The New Republic, not 
to mention almost all conservatives, emphasize. 
He believes that “equality of opportunity” ne-
cessitates ambitious, intrusive government, and 
that Bush should try to solve the region’s prob-
lems with the methods that mid-century liber-
als preferred. The U.S. should secularize the 
schools and, presumably, create welfare states, 
government-run health care, and job-training 
programs in the region. What else would a lib-
eral say?

If Beinart can rally liberals behind the war 
against terrorism, more power to him. Unfor-
tunately, he isn’t up to it. He doesn’t grasp the 
difference between our day and the liberal es-
tablishment’s heyday, and so overlooks the dif-
ference between his own brand of liberalism and 
theirs. Near the end of the book, Beinart quotes 
Robert Putnam: “The closing decades of the 
twentieth century found Americans growing 
ever less connected with one another and with 
collective life…. Our ‘we’ steadily shriveled.” 
By contrast, Beinart notes, “the era that pro-
duced cold war liberalism—the period between 
World War II and Vietnam—has been called 
the ‘golden age of civic engagement.’ Americans 

voted more, contacted their legislators more, 
volunteered for campaigns more, and believed 
in their government more than they had during 
the Gilded Age of the 1920s.”

The period in which the liberal establish-
ment dominated was unique. It was the age of 
three TV networks and one unchallenged na-
tional newspaper. It marked a low-tide in immi-
gration, another factor creating an unusual de-
gree of cultural unity. Internationally, America 
enjoyed unprecedented dominance because Eu-
rope and Japan were recovering from the War, 
and each faced a major totalitarian threat close 
to home. Perhaps more revealingly, Beinart 
completely overlooks 19th-century America, 
the period when civic involvement reached its 
apogee. By contrast, the rise of the administra-
tive state seems consistently to have reduced 
civic engagement by making voting and par-
ticipation in local government less relevant to 
people’s lives. Big government and golden ages 
of civil participation seldom go together.

S ince beinart spends so much time 
on his liberal predecessors, he should 
consider what they were up to. Herbert 

Croly and Walter Lippmann, the founders of 
Beinart’s magazine, believed that social sci-
entists, trained in modern universities, could 
manage society and the economy justly and effi-
ciently, thus improving on the Constitution, the 
free market, and, not incidentally, the natural 
rights philosophy of America’s founding. In the 
1940s, Niebuhr, Beinart’s favorite liberal, made 
the same point. Beinart doesn’t see the connec-
tion between such progressivism and New Deal 
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liberalism. “In its modern American context,” 
he writes on the first page of his book, “liberal-
ism—the belief that government should inter-
vene in society to solve problems that individu-
als cannot solve alone—began with Franklin 
Roosevelt. Progressivism has older roots and 
different emphases.” His notes, however, betray 
the truth. Roosevelt said that “the liberal party 
is a party which believes that, as new conditions 
and problems arise beyond the power of men 
and women to meet as individuals, it becomes 
the duty of Government itself to find new rem-
edies with which to meet them.” The root of 
the word Progressive is “progress.” The ideas of 
progress made liberalism, once anti-statist, into 
something progressive and statist. New Dealers 
took the Progressive critique of the founding as 
a point of departure for their enterprise. 

Beinart’s blindness to the connection be-
tween New Deal liberalism and Progressivism 
tells us something important about his thought. 
According to Beinart, “liberals pride themselves 
on their empiricism,” that is, their skill at as-
sembling and analyzing facts. The trouble is 
that empiricism finds its limit when one has to 
decide what constitutes a fact. Empirical think-
ers are always tempted to simplify their data 
in order to make scientific tests possible. More 
tellingly, although empiricism can suggest what 
input will likely yield a given output, it cannot 
say what is a good output. It can discuss facts, 
not “values.” Among mid-century liberals, his-
tory answered the riddle that their empiricism 
posed. They could not ascertain, strictly speak-
ing, what was right or what was good. By tracing 
developments over time, however, they could say 
which way the country had to move next. This 
view of history predisposed liberals like Croly 
and Niebuhr to think that change, fundamen-
tally, was necessary and good; that change was 
always, or almost always, progress. Schlesinger 
was predisposed to view the Depression as a 
“crisis of the old order,” rather than an eco-
nomic downturn, worsened by the decisions of 
policy-makers, because he had internalized the 
progressive understanding of history. Richard 
Epstein points out that, in the realm of law, “the 
older conceptual scheme did not collapse of its 
own weight. All that really happened was that 
several justices lost faith in it, without being able 
to show where it broke down.” Liberals had to as-
sume that the pre-liberal order was failing. The 
day they stopped assuming (forget about prov-
ing) that, they gave up their reason for being.

History made it both possible and neces-
sary to be in the progressive sense a man of the 

Left. The best definition of a man of the Left 
is someone who thinks that the future will be 
decisively different from the past. For if human 
nature is changeable, then men can behave very 
differently, and better, than they ever have be-
fore. War may be the way of the past; peace can 
become the way of the future.

A 1993 yale graduate, beinart is in 
the first generation of post-Cold War 
liberals. Perhaps as a result, he never 

learned to take the idea of history seriously. A 
moderate by inclination and a patriot by senti-
ment, he instinctively turns away from today’s 
anarchic, anti-American Left. Indeed, his stat-
ed goal is to save the Left from irrelevance by 
making it more responsible. But can the Left 
survive without faith in history?

The fall of the Berlin Wall and the subse-
quent collapse of the Soviet Union were histo-
ry-shattering events. History was not inevitably 
tending toward socialism, or even toward the 
“middle way” that liberals touted. In America, 
the success of conservative politics also mocked 
the progressive faith. History told liberals that 
conservatives were “the stupid party,” who made 
themselves irrelevant by clinging to old ways. 
The continued presence of conservatives in 
America, not to mention their unprecedented 
success, made a hash of that idea. To say that 
the most vital force in American politics in the 
1980s and ’90s was an anachronism is to render 
the term anachronism meaningless. 

What becomes of American liberalism 
when it turns away from history? In Beinart’s 
hands, it becomes religion. He litters his book 
with religious language. Hubert Humphrey 
“worshiped the New Deal.” Beinart’s heroes 
shared “beliefs in anti-Communism, racial in-
tegration, and America’s capacity for redemp-
tion.” Together these made American liberal-
ism “a fighting faith.” It is not a coincidence that 
Beinart’s favorite thinker is not a political phi-
losopher but a theologian. “Niebuhr,” he writes, 
“provided the theoretical heft” for mid-century 
liberalism. Actually, he provided its theological 
heft. In the late 1940s, Niebuhr said that the 
task liberals faced was to “make our political 
and economic life more worthy of our faith.” An 
empirical thinker, Beinart thinks that ends are 
matters of faith, not reason. 

Beinart might be a realist when it comes to 
policy, but he is a Romantic when it comes to 
questions of justice, and he instinctively looks 
left to find his moral bearings. In the book’s 
penultimate paragraph he writes,

citizenship can be as powerful a force for 
moral revival as religion. And democracy 
is not America’s gift to the world. It is the 
goal for which we struggle, against the 
injustice in our society, in solidarity with 
those people struggling against the injus-
tice in theirs. 

Beinart seeks redemption through politics, and 
he does so in the name of “democracy,” which 
for him is not a form of government but a way 
of life in which all citizens feel a communal 
bond, and are equal in more than merely their 
rights. That is why he takes the loss of “our 
‘we’” so personally. In democracy, he seeks a 
communal home.

Unlike so many on today’s Left, Niebuhr 
and Schlesinger knew that they were standing 
up for Western civilization against barbarism. 
Having beaten the Nazis, their liberalism had 
a seriousness that echoed the older liberalism 
of the American Founders. Schlesinger called 
his opponents on the Left “doughfaces”—moral 
purists who refused to face the decisions that 
policy required. Niebuhr preached a certain 
kind of moral realism: war is sometimes nec-
essary. “We take, and must continue to take, 
morally hazardous actions to preserve our civi-
lization,” he wrote. From both, Beinart learns 
something about the limits of what can be done 
in politics. Here we find an echo of the classi-
cal idea of statesmanship—trying to reconcile 
what is desirable with what is possible.

Yet he misunderstands the nature of those 
limits, and their connection to liberal democ-
racy. He complains repeatedly that conserva-
tives see the world in Manichaean terms. But 
what looks like simplified, Manichaean rhetoric 
to a liberal is, in fact, a different way of talk-
ing about the world in light of man’s limita-
tions. To be a liberal in the best sense of the 
term is to believe that the world cannot be re-
deemed through politics, and to understand 
that stubbornness might itself be good. Lib-
eral tolerance grows from an understanding of 
man’s inherent weaknesses, in addition to his 
capacity for greatness. Beinart seems to under-
stand that, but he hasn’t thought it through. If 
he had, he wouldn’t turn to politics in search 
of brotherhood, which is something politics 
cannot deliver without resorting to tyranny. 

Richard Samuelson is the Salvatori Visiting Fellow 
in the American Founding at Claremont McKenna 
College and an adjunct fellow at the Claremont 
Institute.
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Essay by William Voegeli

The Era of Big Ideas is Over

D o liberals think that conserva-
tives’ fundamental ideas are wrong? Or 
do they think that having fundamental 

ideas is wrong? In the intramural debate over 
liberalism’s meaning and future these questions 
have become contentious. But whether this is a 
real debate between distinct alternatives or just 
much ado about nothing remains to be seen.

Certainly, the liberal world is abuzz with the 
idea that it needs Big Ideas. Kenneth Baer and 
Andrei Cherny, the editors of the new quarterly 
Democracy, seek to revive liberalism by “grap-
pling with essential questions about how the 
world works and how it should work.” Accord-
ing to Michael Tomasky, writing in The Ameri-
can Prospect, “What the Democrats still don’t 
have is a philosophy, a big idea that unites their 
proposals and converts them from a hodge-
podge of narrow and specific fixes into a vision 
for society.” He calls this “the crucial ingredient 
of politics, the factor that helps unite a party 
(always a coalition of warring interests), create 
majorities, and force the sort of paradigm shifts 
that happened in 1932 and 1980.”

Big Idea Liberalism

The editors of democracy deserve 
an incomplete rather than a passing or 
failing grade, since their journal is new. 

The biggest idea they’ve come up with so far is 
that big ideas are a good thing. Tomasky has 
more to say about liberals’ ultimate concerns. 
The thesis of his widely discussed article in the 
May 2006 American Prospect is that “Democrats 
need to become the party of the common good.” 
He calls for a “new philosophy” that “attempts 
to enlist citizens in large projects to which ev-
eryone contributes and from which everyone 
benefits.”

For Tomasky, the common good will revive 
a liberal ideology that has been dominated since 
the late 1960s by just two principles: diversity 
and rights. He offers a carefully hedged critique 
of the liberalism defined by identity politics and 
the proliferation of non-negotiable rights. He 
allows that busing maybe wasn’t such a great 
idea, and that calls for “law and order” were 
sort of about law and order rather than being 
code words for racism. He has nothing bad to 
say about Roe v. Wade but, interestingly, praises 
pro-choice activists in South Dakota who are 
trying to overturn its new abortion law by refer-
endum rather than litigation. “Using the politi-
cal process in this way is a huge improvement 

over running yet again to the courts. In the long 
run, showing faith in this kind of democrati-
cally negotiated outcome is far better for liber-
alism.”

Apart from a few substantive hints around 
the edges, however, Tomasky’s advocacy of the 
common good is long on exhortation and short 
on rigor. He rings as many changes on “all for 
one and one for all” as a single essay can stand. 
(“We’re all in this...together, and...we have to 
pull together, make some sacrifices, and, just 
sometimes, look beyond our own interests to 
solve our problems and create the future,” he 
writes breathlessly.) 

Common-good liberalism, it turns out, is 
about saying things differently rather than do-
ing things differently, much less doing different 
things. He says that many of the agenda items of 
the liberal constituency groups are “laudable”—
he doesn’t identify one that isn’t—but if they 
can’t “ justify” that agenda “in more universalist 
terms rather than particularist ones, then they 
just shouldn’t be taken seriously.” For example, 
“immigration policy can’t be chiefly about the 
rights of undocumented immigrants; it needs to 
be about what’s good for the country.” Fine, but 
Tomasky gives no hint that his view of what’s 
good for the country will be any different from 
the National Council of La Raza’s.

No known liberal constituency is likely to 
embrace the common good as a defining idea, 
even if someone makes an argument for it that, 
unlike Tomasky’s, is clear and compelling. Guy 
Molyneux, a pollster who works with Demo-
cratic politicians and labor unions, says:

The most powerful way to talk about So-
cial Security...is to frame it in terms of a 
contribution people make through their 
payroll taxes.... I’ve contributed to this 
same system all my working years. Hav-
ing done that, the government owes me 
back.... I wish the generational compact, 
the social solidarity [arguments] were as 
powerful. But they aren’t, they simply 
aren’t.... [The first idea] brings it much 
more to you—what you have a right to, 
as opposed to this sense of obligation to 
one another.

Tomasky tells us that he had his “epiphany” 
about the common good during the 1981 strike 
by the Professional Air Traffic Controllers Or-
ganization. It was then he realized that PAT-
CO’s determination to break the law, threaten 

the transportation system with chaos, and put 
thousands of travelers at risk in order to extract 
higher salaries, was a clear violation of liberal-
ism’s fundamental principle: “Citizens should 
be called upon to look beyond their own self-in-
terest and work for a greater common interest.”

Just kidding—that’s not what he realized 
at all. Tomasky’s actual epiphany led him from 
PATCO to thinking about “history and money 
and power...about the precept that real thought 
and engagement on my part required looking 
beyond first assumptions, examining a problem 
from points of view other than my own, and 
considering any action’s impact on the whole 
society.” On the basis of this soggy banality To-
masky sets aside any misgivings about PATCO’s 
actions, saving his reproaches for President Rea-
gan and the “TV loudmouths” who “aped” his 
“line” about the strike being illegal.

A similar incoherence can be seen in To-
masky’s criticism of busing and endorsement of 
affirmative action; he’s oblivious to the fact that 
his arguments could just as well be transposed. 
Busing was one of the bad policies that “were pur-
sued not because they would be good for every 
American, but because they would expand the 
rights of some Americans.” Affirmative action, 
however, “has served us well as a whole, enriched 
us.” As Tomasky sees it, “All over the country...
attitudes...have changed dramatically for the 
better,” because liberals “decided to demand of 
citizens that they come to terms with diversity.” 
Demanding that citizens come to terms with di-
versity was exactly what liberals said in defense 
of busing 35 years ago. By the same token, bright 
students kept out of colleges they wouldn’t diver-
sify, and contractors denied government business 
they would have secured in a color-blind compe-
tition, will be gratified to learn that affirmative 
action is not one of those liberal mistakes that 
expands the rights of some Americans while dis-
regarding what’s good for every American.

Case-By-Case Liberalism

It should come as little surprise that 
the call for a new liberalism of Big Ideas 
and the Common Good has not been well-

received by those liberal thinkers and pundits 
who uphold the reigning orthodoxy of prag-
matic progressivism. Certainly, the New Repub-
lic’s Jonathan Chait is having none of it. “Big 
ideas won’t save liberalism,” he writes, because 
the fight between liberals and conservatives is 
asymmetric. While conservatives believe in 
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principles like free markets and limited govern-
ment, for liberals “everything works on a case-
by-case basis.” Liberals will just have to live with 
the fact that nobody knows what they stand for 
because, Chait asserts, “you cannot, and should 
not, formulate sweeping dogmas when you’re 
operating on a case-by-case basis.” Thus, “any 
debate that takes place at the level of ideological 
generality...inherently favors the right.”

Liberals’ rejection of “sweeping dogmas” has 
a long pedigree. In 1932, Franklin Roosevelt 
argued for concentrating on practical results 
through “bold, persistent experimentation.” “It 
is common sense,” he said, “to take a method 
and try it. If it fails, admit it frankly and try 
another. But above all, try something.”

Spurning dogma makes liberalism flexible, 
but also incoherent. Voters are rightly suspi-
cious of politicians who promise, if given the 
keys to the government car, to choose whether 
or not to stop at intersections on a case-by-case 
basis. “Should government provide everybody’s 
education?” Chait asks. “Yes. Should govern-
ment manufacture everybody’s blue jeans? No. 
And so on.”

And so on...what? Where? “And so on” sug-
gests continuation in a defined direction, the 
application of a general approach to new par-
ticulars. But there are only political particulars 
for Chait—generalities have no bearing on the 
business of governing—so there’s nothing to be 
said about how liberalism will move from one 
issue to another. The implication is that since 
liberalism doesn’t really have a theory, it will 
acquire all its meaning in practice: “Liberal-
ism” will be the accumulation of policy choices 
that cause the sort of bright, decent, well-inten-
tioned people who attend editorial meetings at 
The New Republic to say, “That sounds about 
right,” before they go on to the next case.

Consider taxation. Conservatives have a 
principled (or if you prefer, dogmatic) position 
against the progressive income tax. The argu-
ment, as spelled out by F.A. Hayek in The Con-
stitution of Liberty, is that the rule of law requires 
universality. Once you make different people 
pay different tax rates, or obey different speed 
limits, there’s nothing to stop the government 
from enacting the most arbitrary, capricious, or 
burdensome policies it can get away with. The 
liberal “principle” that people with higher in-
comes should pay higher tax rates is useless: it’s 
impossible to obey a principle if it’s impossible 
to say what it would mean to exceed it. 

And, indeed, under case-by-caseism the 
top income tax rate stood at 70% in 1980. 
Inflation pushed growing numbers of un-
rich Americans into tax brackets ostensibly 
meant for the wealthy. When Ronald Rea-
gan reduced the top rate to 50%, and indexed 
tax rates to inflation, liberals denounced this 

“reckless giveaway to the rich.” But the 1980 
election really was a paradigm shift, one that 
has constrained the policy options available to 
“that-sounds-about-right” practitioners. It is 
impossible, a generation after Reagan’s elec-
tion, to find a liberal who has a good word to 
say about his tax cuts; but it’s also impossible 
to find one who proposes to restore the 70% 
bracket or discard indexing. 

Liberals resent that so many of their aspira-
tions have disappeared from the national agenda. 
(No one talks about Marshall Plans for our cit-
ies anymore.) For liberals, the silver lining of this 
paradigm shift is that the democratic principle 
might yet rescue the case-by-case approach from 
the taint of elitism. Governance according to, 
“That sounds about right to us,” will be less high-
handed if the “us” includes cashiers and electri-
cians instead of just Kennedy School graduates. 
If those cashiers and electricians met those poli-
cy wonks on a frequent and equal basis to discuss 
the range of choices facing the government, liber-
alism would take forever to formulate but would 
emerge with increased legitimacy. 

In the absence of that communitarian fan-
tasy, however, democratizing case-by-case lib-
eralism means entrusting it to the implacable 
demands of an endless array of interest groups, 
thus making it even more confused. A self-gov-
erning republic is a dubious laboratory for bold, 
persistent experimentation. The “try something” 
part isn’t hard. Admitting failures frankly and 
moving on, though, is. It is rare for failed pro-
grams to be widely popular, but they can flour-
ish for decades by being narrowly popular. Once 
a bad program acquires a determined constitu-
ency, the gates of cost-benefit analysis shall not 
prevail against it.

In a book celebrating FDR’s “Second Bill 
of Rights” as the greatest speech of the 20th 
century, Cass Sunstein specifically repudiates 
Roosevelt’s call to recognize “the right of every 
farmer to raise and sell his products at a return 
which will give him and his family a decent 
living.” (The idea of a Second Bill of Rights, 
as proclaimed in the 1944 State of the Union 
address, sounds too dogmatic to be consistent 
with the pragmatic imperative to “above all, try 
something.” Suffice it to say that FDR was flex-
ible about being flexible.) On the contrary, says 
Sunstein, “[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 is impossible to find a 
liberal writer who takes the contrary position 
defending farm subsidies. With thousands of 
beneficiaries but no justification, however, the 
farm programs go on and on—an old, persis-
tent experiment that can never fail enough to 
be abandoned.

Tweedledum and Tweedledim

C ase-by-case liberalism reduces 
governance to messing around. We 
shouldn’t be surprised when the result 

turns out to be a mess. Whatever the weakness-
es of Chait’s argument, the burden on the liber-
als who disagree with him is to offer a compel-
ling alternative. Big ideas won’t help if they’re 
bad ideas—thin, confused, or impossible to 
flesh out. And, on this score, the hazy world-
views offered by liberals who proclaim big ideas 
help us understand why Chait disdains them.

If common-good liberalism is pliable 
enough to endorse rather than condemn the 
PATCO strike, then it can lend itself to any 
demand of any liberal interest group, provided 
that someone ponders history and money and 
power long enough to come up with a com-
mon-good rationale for the policy. Chait is 
honest, at least, about making it up as he goes 
along. Tomasky wants to have it both ways, for 
liberalism to acquire the high seriousness that 
comes from having a philosophy, while retain-
ing the plasticity to be about whatever circum-
stances, political pressures, or the latest bright 
idea dictates.

Noam Scheiber of The New Republic recog-
nizes the problem, arguing that it’s impossible 
for liberals to invoke the common good when-
ever it’s convenient and ignore it when it’s not. It 
would be better for Democrats not to bring the 
idea up in the first place, he says, rather than 
go to the voters as the party fervently dedi-
cated to advancing the common good—except 
when they aren’t. National health insurance, 
for example, can’t be mandated by the common 
good if abortion remains solely a question of in-
violable privacy rights. But the latter position, 
clearly, is not open for discussion among liber-
als. At a recent forum of the liberal Center for 
American Progress, Rachel Laser, an abortion 
rights activist, said that 1.3 million abortions in 
America each year is too many. She reports that 
when she asked how many people in the room 
felt the same way, “It was only me and maybe 
one other who raised our hands.”

Ultimately, a public philosophy based on the 
common good won’t work unless it can make 
useful distinctions about what is and isn’t com-
mon, and what is and isn’t good. As it stands, 
common-good liberalism is just case-by-case 
liberalism on stilts. In the fight between those 
who say big ideas are indispensable to the re-
suscitation of liberalism and those who say big 
ideas are incompatible with the essence of lib-
eralism, the scorecard shows that, so far, both 
sides are right.

William Voegeli is vice president of the Claremont 
Institute.
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Essay by Larry P. Arnn

Why the GOP is 
Flunking Higher Education

F or the first time since the passage 
of the 1965 Higher Education Act, the 
Republican Party, in control of both 

houses of Congress and the presidency, has 
undertaken to reauthorize the Act. There are 
two standards according to which this may pro-
ceed. The first is expressed in the foundations 
of the United States, of the Republican Party, 
and of the conservative movement with which 
that party is affiliated in its modern dispensa-
tion. The second can be found in the Higher 
Education Act itself. It is possible to follow one 
standard or the other, but not both. 

The first standard is like the American Rev-
olution itself. It is built around a principle, and 
it has a plain though ingenious administrative 
design arising from that principle and intended 
to protect it. The second standard is like the 
revolution that has come over American gov-
ernment, especially in the past 50 years—the 
revolution that gave rise to the modern bureau-
cratic state. The Higher Education Act of 1965 
is a landmark of that revolution. These two 
standards differ both in principle and in prac-
tice. Seeking different ends, they require differ-
ent means.

Landmark of Progressivism

The higher education act of 1965, a 
centerpiece of the Great Society, is the 
first and still the authoritative inser-

tion of the new bureaucratic form into higher 
learning. The Act is a thing of the greatest im-
portance, but a thing almost without peaks or 
central features in its language or self-explana-
tion. It and its progeny are all details—details 
numbering in the tens or hundreds of thou-
sands. They are uncountable and, by any one 

person, unknowable. Every year these details 
are adjusted, refined, forgotten, remembered, 
and reinterpreted in countless ways by count-
less people. But every five or six years relatively 
major changes are made by several pieces of 
legislation. This is what is meant by “reautho-
rization.”

Generally, the Act provides for direct aid 
from the federal government to colleges and 
their students. The original edition of the Act 
lists, on page one, the additional purposes of 
assisting the people of the United States with 
“housing, poverty, government, recreation, em-
ployment, youth opportunities, transportation, 
health, and land use.” I have not read the whole 
Act, nor probably has anyone else, so it cannot 
be said with confidence that it does not regulate 
breeding practices among adders and wasps. 
Everything else seems to be in. 

Conservatives, when they argue for school 
choice (a good cause), like to say that the el-
ementary and secondary schools should be fi-
nanced on the same principles as colleges, where 
student aid follows the student to whichever 
school he pleases. This is true enough, but it is 
not the aid alone that follows the student. Title 
IV of the current Act, which regulates colleges 
accepting federal student financial aid, includes 
now more than 300 pages of regulations. Failure 
of a senior college official to comply in a materi-
al respect can lead to heavy fines and imprison-
ment. Hillsdale College does not participate in 
this federal largesse, but nonetheless I surprised 
our attorney in Washington once by asking that 
he send me the regulations. He refused on the 
ground that I could not understand them. My 
academic ego was ruffled, so he explained that 
he could not understand them either; his firm 
keeps a staff person to do nothing but try to 

understand them. The Department of Educa-
tion often calls this person to get her opinion 
on what the Act might say and mean.

Of course these regulations grow in num-
ber and scope every year. Of course they af-
fect profoundly the management deliberations 
of any college—that is to say, practically every 
college—that is subject to their commands. 
The Higher Education Act is the very model 
of bureaucratic legislation: top down, complex, 
requiring interpretation of endless details by 
everyone concerned, and placing power over 
local things in remote beings whose very job 
titles are indecipherable, and who have almost 
no direct contact with the actual things being 
accomplished. 

It would be a mistake, however, to believe 
that all principle in the Higher Education Act 
is lost in detail. The principle is instead to be 
found there. The number, variety, and change-
ability of the details are the expression of the 
principle.

Entrenched Constituencies

This mighty act is the bog upon 
which the Republicans now seek to 
impress their seal, the entangling web 

upon which they seek to erect their legacy. They 
have the excuse that they are already stuck in 
the bog and caught in the web. The bog is wa-
tered and the web is spun by two key forces. 
The first is popular support, and the second is 
the power of the highly intelligent and well or-
ganized people who work in colleges. They are 
the direct beneficiaries of federal spending in 
this area, and they attend with penetrating eye 
all the doings of Washington, especially when it 
concerns this spending. 
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Popular support for the Act is partly grounded 
in something old and noble in American history: 
education is seen as the road up, the avenue of 
promise for all. Popular government, moreover, 
requires that a capacity for governing be widely 
spread, that education at all levels should im-
part the knowledge and civility requisite to good 
citizenship. Without these qualities, the people 
who make the laws will not intend either justice 
or liberty, and the people who live under the laws 
will not know what to do about that. The pres-
ervation of the republic depends, therefore, upon 
a proper system of education. At its highest, edu-
cation is the contemplation of the ultimate ends 
in virtue of which means are selected for the sake 
of private and public happiness. The people’s rec-
ognition of education’s importance creates favor 
for a Higher Education Act presumed to serve 
these ends. 

In addition to this old and noble reason for 
popular support of the Act, there is in modern 
times the acute problem of the expense of col-
lege. Since the passing of the Higher Education 
Act, college expense has exploded, especially 
in recent years. Every constituency except the 
richest fears the cost of college in the same way 
that people fear catastrophic setbacks to their 
health. (Elected representatives are certainly 
aware that citizens in the middle income ranges, 
especially when they are married and have chil-
dren, tend to vote Republican.) Government 
help with the cost of education is very welcome 
to those who have children approaching college 
age. These people are often unaware of the im-
pact that federal regulation and subsidy of edu-
cation have upon its cost. Anyway, they want 
help right now. 

The elites who work in our universities seek 
power more than wisdom, and they are success-
ful in their quest. The modern research univer-
sity has made them first the teachers and then 
the advisors to those who govern. Their pre-
decessors, the fathers of the modern research 
university, were also the creators of the modern 
bureaucratic state. Our professors and admin-
istrators have inherited a station of prestige and 
influence, and they mean to maintain it. Any 
reforms of higher education will be conceived 
with their advice, settled with their agreement, 
and implemented by their hands. 

This transformation of the university is a 
new thing, compared with the ancient lineage 
of the institution. The modern research univer-
sity was born in the 19th century and became 
dominant in the 20th. It was only in the 1980s 
that college graduates began to think and to 
vote markedly to the left of others. Still, the 
new way is deeply entrenched, so deeply that 
hardly anyone in politics, Republican or Demo-
crat, imagines an alternative to it. The speed, 
breadth, and depth of its victory are staggering.

Republicans and Education Policy

It would not then be an easy task to 
make any fundamental alteration to federal 
higher education policy. It can, however, be 

extended and enlarged, and to this task the Re-
publicans have set their shoulders. Since Reagan 
left office they have consistently made the situa-
tion worse. The elder Bush ran for president on 
the hope that he would be “the Education Presi-
dent.” The world of the highly educated sharp-
ened its talons at his approach, took his money 
(or rather, our money), and then campaigned for 
his opponent after four years. Very satisfactory. 

The younger Bush has, characteristically, 
brought more energy and thrust to education 
policy than did his father. With control of Con-
gress, and guided by his long-term colleague 
Margaret Spellings, President Bush has under-
taken major efforts first in elementary and sec-
ondary education, and now in higher education. 
There is both ambition and strategy here, and 
it is pursued persistently and with resolution in 
the face of resistance. Secretary of Education 
Spellings was with Bush in the White House 
before she went to the Department of Educa-
tion, and she was with him in Texas when he re-
formed education policy there. They are close, 
she is trusted, and in important ways she is very 
worthy of that trust. What she and the Presi-
dent are doing is bold and well-intentioned, and 
there is good in it. 

They believe in competition in education, 
and at the elementary and secondary level they 
have supported school choice. There is not much 
of it, but what there is owes to their efforts, and 
what is lacking owes to the power of the educa-
tion establishment. The Bush Administration 
has moreover stopped the move toward federal-
izing student loans. The Clinton Administra-
tion had proclaimed how much more cheaply 
the government could initiate and manage these 
loans than the private sector. There is no more 
talk like that. 

There is bad to go with the good, and not a 
little. The first bad thing the Republicans have 
done is spend a lot of money. Since 2001, the year 
of the September 11 attacks, defense spending 
has risen 47%. Higher education spending has 
risen 133%. There are major increases in most 
higher education programs, especially those 
regarding need-based aid. Both the amounts 
available and the upward limits of the income 
groups to whom they are available have risen 
sharply. This cascade of funds is unprecedented 
in absolute amounts, and it exceeds all prior ex-
perience in rates of growth, except for the Act’s 
first heady days.

More recently the Republicans seem to have 
become aware that this additional spending is 
not quite getting the job done. For one thing, 

they cannot seem to spend money as fast as col-
leges can raise tuition. The people they mean 
to help are not better off, but the colleges are. 
There is some sense that all this new spend-
ing is making rapid tuition increases possible, 
or anyway contributes to them. Also, Repub-
licans are aware that the colleges upon whom 
they heap money are the arsenals and training 
ground of their enemies. 

A Bill and a Report

The key republican documents so 
far are two among many. First there is 
a bill now passed by the House of Rep-

resentatives, the College Access & Opportu-
nity Act (HR 609). The parallel bill has not yet 
passed the Senate. Meanwhile, Secretary Spell-
ings has formed a National Commission on the 
Future of Higher Education (hereafter, the 
National Commission), and it has published a 
draft report. After an extension, the full report 
is due in September. 

We will not deal here with most of the criti-
cal, urgent, compelling, crying, and pressing 
needs that fill these documents and justify their 
existence. We stipulate that there ought to be a 
lot more technology in colleges; that every racial 
minority should be proportionally represented 
in every college; that working people, nontradi-
tional people, frightened people, older people, 
and younger people all need better access to col-
lege, especially when they want to go at night, 
or in the morning or afternoon. We stipulate 
that the ratings of colleges by the various pri-
vate firms are not very good and also hard to 
understand. Yes, college costs too much. Yes, 
there is a global marketplace, and people need 
to be pretty darned well informed to have any 
hope of making a living. In the future, if we are 
all not a lot smarter and better educated, we 
will be left behind. Sure enough, kids are em-
barrassingly ignorant; for example, they cannot 
add and subtract, nor read the jokes written 
about their ignorance. These are very important 
subjects, but there is no room to address them 
adequately in any publication not produced by 
the federal government. 

We will linger but a moment on the two big 
crises that animate both the House bill and the 
Draft Report of the National Commission. 
They are the extravagant cost of college and 
the miserable failures in basic skills, especially 
math and science but also literacy, of our high 
school and college graduates. 

About cost, neither the House bill nor the 
Draft Report recognizes the part that federal 
subsidy of education has played in the explo-
sion of college costs. The House jumped right 
over the legacy of Reagan to follow Richard 
Nixon: it flirted for a time with price controls. 
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The Draft Report has lots of ideas to cut costs, 
and some of them sound like they might work. 
Maybe colleges ought to try them. To pass a law 
requiring them, a law drafted mostly by people 
not responsible for controlling costs or making 
a college budget work, is simple hubris. It is not 
the only hubris in the report. 

The one federal policy that would work is 
not mentioned at all, despite the fact that the 
Bush Administration, in another department, 
has done some of its best work in pursuing it. 
In health care, health savings accounts (HSAs) 
and high-deductible policies are making pa-
tients more important in the health care system. 
These patients are spending their own money, 
and in a miraculous development, they are more 
careful with it than they are with the money of 

others. Instead of learning this lesson, the Na-
tional Commission is promising more subsidies 
to colleges and threatening regulation if they do 
not watch their costs.

Problems in math, science, and literacy, the 
National Commission regards as very urgent, 
and they are. The Workforce/Education Sub-
committee of the President’s Advisory Council 
on Science and Technology, under the excellent 
Robert Herbold (a board member at the Heri-
tage Foundation and former senior executive 
at Microsoft and at Proctor & Gamble), finds 
that our kindergarten students rank with the 
best in the world in their knowledge of science 
and math. For each year that they are subjected 
to the capable attentions of our public educa-
tion system, they fall a step behind. By the time 

they graduate from high school, they rank at 
the 10th percentile in math internationally, 
struggling to keep ahead of unschooled goat-
herds in the Third World. The devastation is 
occurring despite the expenditure of vast sums, 
despite the regular reinvention of the education 
system by the experts—not teachers—who are 
sovereign in its affairs. We have already a cen-
tralized, planned, and top-down system. It is in 
its maturity. Nonetheless, its failures are used 
to justify its expansion. 

The National Commission has impressive 
ideas, or anyway an impressive number of ideas, 
for dealing with the crisis, all built on the same 
notion: once upon a time, in Camelot, the Sovi-
et Union fired a rocket into space before we did, 
and so the federal government began funding 
higher education, and we had a great coordinat-
ed national effort, and we became the leaders 
in science and technology. Secretary Spellings 
tells this story often. It is the same story that 
was told back at the time of Sputnik, and it was 
used effectively to justify passage of the original 
Higher Education Act.

The story is nice, but it cannot be true. 
Sputnik went up in 1957, after Americans had 
invented the telephone, the laser, the transistor, 
done half the work to discover DNA, settled a 
continent, and covered it with railways, roads, 
airports, and communications. We managed to 
do all of this without the Department of Edu-
cation. Federal aid to higher education started 
in small ways a year after Sputnik. We landed 
on the moon in 1969, twelve years after Sput-
nik, barely time to get an undergraduate degree 
and then a Ph.D. No student funded even in 
the first year can have played an important part 
in the moon landing. It is simply not possible 
that federal aid to education had a significant 
impact on the space race. Nor is it possible that 
our race with the central planners in Moscow 
was won by duplicating their methods. The ge-
nius of the American people lies elsewhere. 

The Academic Bill of Rights

This revival of the thinking that 
led to the Department of Education is 
widespread among Republicans and 

many conservatives. They are now appealing to 
the example of the Left as their guide to reform, 
and in important ways they are proposing to go 
further than the inventors of the New Free-
dom, the New Deal, and the Great Society even 
imagined. Especially is this true when they ad-
dress the content of higher education, the ques-
tion of what is taught in the college classroom. 
The House bill timidly and the Draft Report 
aggressively take up this question.

Section 103 of the College Access and Op-
portunity Act contains a statement on “student 

yalebooks.comYA L E  U N I V E R S I T Y  P R E S S

CÉZANNE IN PROVENCE
Philip Conisbee and Denis Coutagne

This book, stunningly illustrated
with some 160 paintings and
watercolors, celebrates Cézanne’s
depictions of Provence and offers
fascinating insights into the artist
and his beloved countryside.
Published in association with the National
Gallery of Art, Washington
34 halftones + 330 color illus. $60.00

HATSHEPSUT
From Queen to Pharaoh
Edited by Catharine H. Roehrig 
with Renée Dreyfus and
Cathleen A. Keller

This handsome book is the first 
to explore in detail Hatshepsut’s
rise to power in the fifteenth 
century B.C., the nature of her 
kingship, the innovative art and 
architecture of her time, and the 
mysterious obliteration of her name
from historical accounts.
Published in association with The Metropolitan
Museum of Art
160 b/w + 226 color illus. $65.00

AMERICANS IN PARIS
1860–1900
Kathleen Adler, Erica E. Hirshler, and 
H. Barbara Weinberg

Featuring more than 100 paintings 
by Sargent, Whistler, and many
more, this gloriously illustrated book
traces the role of American artists in
Paris, from the 1863 Salon des
Refusés to the emergence of a
uniquely American style of painting 
at the turn of the century.
Published by National Gallery Company/
Distributed by Yale University Press
20 b/w + 240 color illus. $65.00

TUTANKHAMUN’S TOMB
The Thrill of Discovery
Photographs by Harry Burton
Text by Susan J. Allen
With an Introduction by James P. Allen 

This richly illustrated book of vintage
photographs commemorates the 
discovery and exploration of the
tomb of the ancient Egyptian
pharaoh Tutankhamun (Dynasty 18,
ruled ca. 1336–1327 B.C.).
Published in association with The Metropolitan
Museum of Art
157 duotone illus. $24.95

MICHELANGELO
Hugo Chapman

A fascinating tour of
Michelangelo’s greatest drawings
—which range from unfinished
sketches to refined studies for the
Sistine Chapel and the Last
Judgement.
59 color illus. $17.95

VINCENT VAN GOGH
The Drawings
Colta Ives, Susan Alyson Stein, Sjraar
van Heugten, and Marije Vellekoop

A comprehensive look at Vincent
van Gogh’s beautiful and varied
drawings, this book showcases
about 120 of his works in charcoal,
ink, graphite, chalk, and watercolor.
Published in association with The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, and Van Gogh
Museum, Amsterdam
177 b/w + 212 color illus. $65.00

Claremont Rev. #2465  8/15/06  1:42 PM  Page 1



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2006 
Page 21

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

speech and association rights.” The “Bill Sum-
mary” released by the House Committee on 
Education and the Workforce says that this sec-
tion is modeled on the Academic Bill of Rights, 
an idea proposed by David Horowitz. Horow-
itz, a lion on the campus and an effective guer-
rilla fighter in good causes, has reason to make 
his recommendations. He knows first hand, by 
visiting dozens of college campuses where he is 
a popular speaker, how skewed are the opinions 
that reign there among the faculty. His idea of 
an Academic Bill of Rights is to turn to advan-
tage the notion of balance and value-free neu-
trality to which those campuses pay lip service. 
Here is how he describes it:

All higher education institutions in 
this country embrace principles of aca-
demic freedom that were first laid down 
in 1915 in the famous General Report of 
the American Association of Universi-
ty Professors, titled “The Principles of 
Tenure and Academic Freedom.” The 
Report admonishes faculty to avoid “tak-
ing unfair advantage of the student’s 
immaturity by indoctrinating him with 
the teacher’s own opinions before the 
student has had an opportunity to fairly 
examine other opinions upon the mat-
ters in question….”

In other words, an education—as 
distinct from an indoctrination—
makes students aware of a spectrum 
of scholarly views on matters of 
controversy and opinion, and does 
not make particular answers to such 
controversial matters the goal of the 
instruction. This is sound doctrine 
and common sense, and in one form or 
another it is recognized in the academic 
freedom guidelines of all accredited 
institutions of higher learning in the 
United States.

In another place, Horowitz writes: 

There are no “correct” answers to con-
troversial issues, which is why they are 
controversial: scholars cannot agree. An-
swers to such questions are inherently 
subjective and opinion-based and teach-
ers should not use their authority in the 
classroom to force students to adopt their 
positions. To do so is not education but 
indoctrination.

There are truths here, which give the state-
ment plausibility. Certainly students should not 
be browbeaten by their professors, and anyway 
good students are not persuaded by this tactic. 
One ought not to draw conclusions without ex-

amining all the serious arguments on every side. 
Evidence must be eagerly sought and neither 
suppressed nor distorted. Faculty members, 
highly trained and carrying serious responsibil-
ities, must have latitude in pursuing their work. 
These concepts are part of the substance of the 
academic life; they are old, much older than the 
American Association of University Professors 
and John Dewey. 

The Heresy of Orthodoxy

Indeed, if the principles of academic 
freedom are real, they cannot have been 
laid down first in 1915. The very adjective 

“academic” is taken from Plato’s ancient teach-
ing ground. The first universities were operat-
ing, in the later 12th century, more or less as 
we know them today. A couple of centuries ago, 
Thomas Jefferson worked with fellow revolu-
tionary James Madison to design a college cur-
riculum; these men committed treason rather 
than submit to violations of freedom of speech 
and conscience. Madison wrote to Jefferson 
that it “is certainly very material that the true 
doctrines of Liberty, as exemplified in our polit-
ical system, should be inculcated on those who 
are to sustain and may administer it.” Then, he 
commits a heresy by speaking of heresy:

After all, the most effectual safeguard 
against heretical intrusions into the 
school of politics, will be an able & ortho-
dox professor, whose course of instruc-
tion will be an example to his successors, 
and may carry with it a sanction from the 
visitors.

Did Madison really mention “a sanction 
from the visitors,” meaning the governing board 
of the college? What can he have been think-
ing? But before we condemn him as a bigot, we 
should remember his résumé. He cannot have 
meant that he wished to raise up generations 
of automatons, men who might, for example, 
do the bidding of a king or aristocrat merely 
because they were in awe of authority. That 
would be the kind of man Jefferson and Madi-
son had lately expelled from the new nation 
by force. The co-author of the Federalist, the 
constitution writer whose preparation for that 
work was an academic study both exhaustive 
and profound, cannot have meant that educa-
tion should be one-sided, partial, partisan, or 
shallow. 

Jefferson is famous for writing that there 
are such things as the “laws of nature and of 
nature’s God.” His colleague George Washing-
ton spoke of the moral and political instruction 
to be found “in the economy and course of na-
ture.” They were talking about a “nature” and 

“laws of nature” that are accessible to reason, 
and better known if the reason is trained to see 
them. Jefferson and Madison thought that an 
educated man would have investigated these 
matters, indeed, that he would have come to 
some conclusions about them that would de-
cisively shape his life. Students, when they are 
young, must have a reason to begin the journey 
of learning, or they will not begin it at all. If 
they start out indoctrinated with the facile no-
tion that “there are no correct answers,” they 
will be relieved of the burden of looking for 
them. They will be launched on a journey that 
can lead only to nowhere.

Liberal Game on a Liberal Field

M adison and jefferson are not 
alone here. College after college 
has been founded with such words 

as virtue, honor, piety, freedom, right, and goodness 
in their mottoes and their missions. These 
are words of value, and they are controversial 
words. This means in the academic setting that 
they must be debated and discussed. At the 
same time it must be realized that whole insti-
tutions, many of them lasting centuries, have 
been built to teach or “indoctrinate” students 
with the principles that underlie moral and in-
tellectual virtue. 
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Are the purposes of those institutions ren-
dered obsolete by the principles of academic 
freedom that were “first laid down” by the 
American Association of University Profes-
sors? That is the position of that association. It 
is precisely indoctrination in its new progressive 
principles that has remade the university into 
the thing we have today. By that transforma-
tion colleges have not gained but lost in open-
ness, profundity, civility, and high purpose. 
The universities built on the new principles are 
a scandal of uniformity, of contempt for the un-
orthodox, of disdain for the backward folk who 
take the foundations of their colleges or their 
country seriously. 

Why might this be? The trouble with prag-
matism, they say, is that it does not work. The 
relativism and utilitarianism of the progressive 
doctrine are an invitation to the assertion of 
the will. This doctrine begins by undercutting 
the whole point of college, which is—choosing 
a traditional mission statement at random—to 
provide “such moral, social and artistic instruc-
tion and culture as will best develop the minds 
and improve the hearts of the students.” (I 
borrow from the Hillsdale College Articles of 
Association, 1855.) In the older view, students 
should be invited to look, not to themselves 
and their own opinions, but rather outwards 
and upwards, beyond themselves to something 
against which they can judge the choices they 
must make. Shakespeare is beautiful and in-
structive, but not usually at first. He takes 
work. What justifies the work is the idea that 
some great thing awaits the one who does it 
successfully. The one who fails will be defective, 
in some important sense, in his ability to grasp 
the beautiful and the profound. You can pass a 
law that no child will be left behind. That does 
not make it so. 

But if the measure of things is human 
opinion and, by extension, human making, it 
follows that one ought to assert oneself. Be a 
maker! Create your truth! Your world! This is 
why radical causes spill from college campuses 
faster than widgets off an assembly line. This 
is the engineering project at the heart of the 
modern university. The work of the progres-
sive academy is to articulate new and ever new 
ideas of correctness, and to enforce them upon 
a population that now must wait for the wise 
and powerful to create their world. 

Apart from the fact that the progressive idea 
of academic freedom undercuts the principles 
of college, and apart from the fact that it robs 
the student of his reason to study anything 
outside himself, it has the disadvantage that it 
will not work. Well-intentioned advocates like 
Horowitz apply this principle to open campus-
es up so that conservatives will not be hazed 
from the student body and the faculty. But 

this is to play on a field that the liberals pre-
pared, and they have long since perfected the 
game. In most universities, hiring is done by 
faculty committees dominated by members of 
the academic department where the position is 
to be filled. The hiring of ideological friends is 
done with a wink and a nod, not in writing and 
never as an explicit criterion of employment. 
Within the existing system, the only way to 
fix the problem would be to introduce explicit 
ideological criteria into the hiring process. But 
Horowitz has agreed that this should not be 
done. His first principle is that it should not 
be done. Whether or not one agrees with that 
first principle, no sensible person would favor 
a federal law that required the introduction of 
the “ugly word” (Churchill’s phrase) ideology 
into academic hiring. 

The attempt to regulate speech in class-
rooms is doomed to the same failure. A federal 
law will be a clumsy instrument, ultimately in-
terpreted by a bureaucracy in profound sympa-
thy with academic liberalism, and implemented 
by academic liberals who enjoy dominance in 
the academy now. They have built the system, 
and they are masters of it. Whatever makes it 
stronger will make them stronger, too. 

Why, anyway, should one attempt to com-
bat these evils by shoring up the fortresses in 
which they are sheltered? Another idea would 
be to strengthen their victims. It is not the fed-
eral bureaucracy that needs more authority. It 
is the parents who send their children off to 
college in hopes they will not be ruined; and 
the trustees, alumni, and friends who are lec-
tured by their alma mater when they object to 
its radicalism.

Failure of Understanding

W e have proof in the house bill, 
and still more in the work of the 
National Commission, how little 

the problems are understood among Republi-
cans. The National Commission is especially 
serious about enforcement. It means to make 
things clear, orderly, and disciplined. It will 
do that by using the methods of the Higher 
Education Act to reform the Act. Indeed, it 
will go beyond any method imagined by the 
original Act into a new world. There will be 
national standards. Compliance with them 
will be examined through a test administered 
to every student in the land. The results will 
be published so that everyone may see. Ac-
crediting agencies, which will be nationalized 
or anyway more tightly regulated, will use 
these “outcomes data” to accredit or to with-
old accreditation.

All the vices of “teaching to the test” are la-
tent in these proposals. Charles Murray writes 

of the No Child Left Behind Act that it has 
not improved test scores and that it creates an 
atmosphere of endless drilling, which is bad 
for learning. He bases his conclusions on the 
kind of close statistical analysis of which he is 
a master—in this case, however, analysis done 
by the Harvard Civil Rights Project. He agrees 
with them hardly at all in his political views, 
but their research seems sound. He is probably 
right that the tests actually stand in the way of 
learning. 

Worse than the tests’ ineffectiveness and 
waste of time will be the fact that they will be 
expressions of the worst forms of political cor-
rectness. One should fear this, first of all, be-
cause the National Commission is not interest-
ed in that subject. It justifies its reforms on the 
ground that math and science knowledge and 
literacy are poor, and college costs too much. 
This is true, but not exhaustive. Certain mat-
ters formerly thought important do not come 
up in the Draft Report nor, apparently, in the 
deliberations of the National Commission. 
The Draft Report does not mention religion, 
God, or morality. It does not mention history 
as a subject of study. It does not mention the 
Constitution, either for what it commands or 
allows, or as a subject of study. Although busy 
governing, the Report does not mention gov-
ernment as a subject of study. Philosophy, liter-
ature, happiness, goodness, and beauty are not 
to be seen. These terms abound in the mission 
statements and mottoes of American colleges 
whenever they are older than a hundred years, 
and in most of the younger ones.

A Mad World

The draft report is devoid of any 
echo of the purpose of education as 
it is trumpeted in our first national 

documents. It contains no whisper of the sen-
timents from the Northwest Ordinance, those 
regarding “religion, morality, and knowledge 
being necessary to good government and the 
happiness of mankind.” It does not so much as 
murmur the hallowed idea that students should 
learn the lessons upon which our republic was 
built, the teaching of which is the reason gov-
ernment would be interested in education in 
the first place. Have they read no Lincoln? For 
example, his prescription for public schools:

that every man may receive at least, a mod-
erate education, and thereby [be] enabled 
to read the histories of his own and other 
countries, by which he may duly appreci-
ate the value of our free institutions…. 

The tests that will decide the fate of colleges 
will be devised later. One does not have to guess 
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about their nature; they will be prepared by the 
most influential academics. Or one can observe 
the tests they write now. Take, for example, the 
College Board’s Advanced Placement Program, 
and specifically its Teacher Guide, AP English Lit-
erature and Composition. 

Today’s English Literature departments 
are alive both with excitement and con-
troversy. Nothing seems simple any-
more, particularly where the introduc-
tory courses are concerned. There is little 
consensus among English teachers when 
it comes to goals, curriculum, approaches 
to literature, or even definitions of litera-
ture, or rather literatures….

There is no agreement, then, about the mean-
ing of the thing that is being taught. Formerly, 
there was a more “robust regard for textual au-
thority.” Now, 

perhaps most importantly…“objectivity” 
and “factuality” have lost their preemi-
nence. Instruction has become “less a 
matter of transmittal of an objective and 
culturally sanctioned body of knowl-
edge,” and more a matter of helping in-
dividuals learn to construct their own 
realities…. 

And finally: 

Contemporary educators no doubt hope 
students will shape values and ethical 
systems as they engage in these interac-
tions, acquiring principles that will help 
them live in a mad, mad world. 

Forget for a moment the selfishness, lassi-
tude, and despair that are latent in this notion. 
The student is taught that the world is mad: 

find your own way, gentle child. If the text does 
not appeal to you, never mind. You are only 
looking for your own reality: a little thing, but 
thine own. Find what comfort you may in it. 
Little wonder that half the opinions of the Su-
preme Court today read as if the Constitution 
were unavailable to them. Little wonder that 
members of Congress write about education 
requirements ad nauseam, ignorant all the while 
of the great documents by which education was 
built in our country. 

These will be the tests. College students 
will take them, and colleges who do not 
prepare their students to excel on them will 
be held up to ridicule and may be denied 
accreditation. Poor parents, whose children 
will be taught to devalue all that has bound 
their family together. Poor students, if they 
want to waste their time in the love of Milton 
or Aquinas or Plato.

 
Old Truths for New Urgencies

To repair all this and place the 
education system on a better footing, 
there are two things that need doing, 

neither of them proposed so far during this 
reauthorization of the Higher Education Act. 
The first is that we should return control of 
college to private people to the utmost extent 
possible. The Federal government should do 
what Reagan suggested: go back to the things 
it has the constitutional power to do. As it 
withdraws, it should mimic the great acts of 
education support from our past, the North-
west Ordinance and its companion, the Land 
Ordinance of 1785, and the Morrill Act signed 
by Lincoln. It should decentralize authority to 
the states. Or even go one better. Let taxpayers 
keep their money, if they are prepared to spend 
it for something so vital to the public interest as 
education.

The second thing is to recover the tradition 
of liberal and civic education that has helped to 
keep us free by teaching us the purpose of our 
freedom. To do this, we will have to be willing 
to take positions on subjects that are “contro-
versial.” We will have to organize our colleges 
to study the great documents of the American 
past and those upon which that past was built. 
This will involve us—gasp—in the study of 
the Western canon. This is not merely a good 
thing, it is “urgent.” The National Commission 
goes on at length about what is “urgent,” but it 
forgets a point evident in this little paragraph 
from an influential man of our day:

You are the nation who, rather than rul-
ing by the Shariah of Allah in its Con-
stitution and Laws, choose to invent your 
own laws as you will and desire. You 
separate religion from your policies, con-
tradicting the pure nature which affirms 
Absolute Authority to the Lord and your 
Creator. 

This is from a statement given to the Ameri-
can people by Osama bin Laden on November 
24, 2002. He objects specifically to the thing 
that makes us what we are, the principles of 
civil and religious freedom. This man and his 
friends have killed more than 5,000 of us al-
ready. They seek weapons to kill us en masse. 
They offer us peace only if we agree that the 
right to make a law comes from appointment to 
their priesthood. Here is an urgent matter. We 
are in a war, likely to be a great and terrible war, 
a war for the central principles of our land. Per-
haps we ought to study those principles. Then 
maybe we can remember the meaning of the 
doctrine that “resistance to tyrants is obedience 
to God.”

Larry P. Arnn is president of Hillsdale College.
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Essay by Barry Rubin

The Rise and Decline of al-Qaeda

F ive years after september 11, al-qaeda 
still exists. Osama bin Laden remains on 
the loose; the organization plays a lead-

ing role in the Iraqi insurgency; and the death 
of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, its leader there, 
brought worldwide headlines. Yet one cannot 
help feeling that it is a bit passé as an organiza-
tion; so, too, bin Laden as a leader, and al-Qa-
eda’s priority of attacking America as a jihadist 
tactic. New forces have largely shouldered them 
aside—Iran’s president Mahmoud Ahmadine-
jad, for instance, or the Muslim Brotherhood—
and new strategies for obtaining power and in-
fluence point far beyond coordinated bombings 
to elections and drives for nuclear weapons. 
Hamas is running the Palestinian Authority 
and Hezbollah is in the Lebanese government 
coalition. Since their drubbing in Afghanistan, 
al-Qaeda has been homeless. Doubtless the 
group will continue plotting against the West, 
and from time to time we may confront such 
enormities as August’s thwarted scheme to 
bring down ten airliners. But I believe al-Qaeda 
is, in 2006, largely a spent force.

Al-Qaeda remains the most extreme revolu-
tionary Islamist movement, but it is hardly dis-
tinct in its beliefs or actions. Part of the prob-
lem with much writing on bin Laden and his 
group is that it treats them in relative isolation 
from the larger radical Islamist and Arab politi-
cal milieus. But before turning to al-Qaeda and 
its context, let us briefly consider bin Laden the 
global terrorist entrepreneur. 

There is little mystery here. Four factors 
shaped the individual who would become the 
world’s most wanted man, with a $50 million 

bounty on his head. First, he was apparently a 
nice person, a critical if paradoxical point. He 
wanted to be kind and good and help people; he 
did not seek wealth or comfort for himself. His 
altruism not only made him willing and eager to 
suffer for his cause, but it also helped persuade 
others that he was a virtual holy man whose pu-
rity made him Islam’s redeemer. Second, he was 
a fanatic who sought to be a perfect Muslim, to 
go further than others in the strictness of his 
observance and in his dedication. Compromise 
was, to him, betrayal. Third, he came from a 
fantastically wealthy family. Money made many 
things possible for him. But he was also spoiled 
in spiritual terms; he believed he could do any-
thing and yield to no one. Finally, his under-
standing of Islam was at once radical and igno-
rant. He began as a Wahhabi, the most extreme 
sect within mainstream Islam, known for its 
intolerance and austerity. Yet his education, 
relatively modern by Saudi standards, deprived 
him of the kind of historically and hierarchi-
cally oriented instruction that a cleric receives. 
As a result, bin Laden came to believe that he 
could interpret Islam irrespective of historical 
practice or the rulings of most senior clerics.

The Rise of al-Qaeda

P eter bergen’s the osama bin laden i 
Know is a remarkable read. The author, 
familiar to many as CNN’s terrorism 

analyst, is also a freelancer who has covered 
al-Qaeda for years, a senior fellow at the New 
America Foundation, and an adjunct professor 
at the School of Advanced International Stud-

ies at Johns Hopkins University. In his book he 
pieces together interviews, articles, and docu-
ments (usually extracts) to give a sequential view 
of bin Laden’s development. While the constant 
switching of sources is somewhat jarring and not 
all are equally credible, the book certainly pro-
vides the clearest narrative account of bin Laden’s 
life, surpassing other recent efforts like Jonathan 
Randal’s Osama: The Making of a Terrorist (2004), 
Bruce Lawrence’s Messages to the World: The State-
ments of Osama bin Laden (2005), or Michael 
Scheuer’s Through Our Enemies’ Eyes (2006).

While supporting the local insurgency in 
Afghanistan against the Soviet takeover, bin 
Laden enjoyed close links to the Saudi regime 
(and not, by the way, to U.S. intelligence, which 
worked directly only with the Afghans). He 
became intoxicated by the revolutionary atmo-
sphere and resolved to turn the struggle into a 
much broader jihad, which he believed would, 
over time, transform the entire Muslim world. 
Al-Qaeda was founded just as the Afghan war 
was coming to an end and bin Laden was seek-
ing new battlefields. According to a magazine 
he published to announce the founding of the 
group in 1988—cited in Bergen’s book—“The 
vanguard constitutes the solid base [al-Qaeda 
al-Sulbah] for the expected society.” Two years 
later, when Iraq invaded Kuwait, bin Laden 
tried to convince the Saudi rulers that they 
should depend on his international brigade and 
not on U.S. forces. Understandably, the Saudis 
preferred the American military to bin Laden’s 
barely trained foot soldiers, whose service in Af-
ghanistan had been marked by personal bravery 
but military incompetence.



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2006 
Page 25

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

These events touched off the next phase of 
his career. He turned to overthrowing the exist-
ing regimes in the Arab world and other Mus-
lim states (as had many other Islamists, some 
inspired by the Iranian revolution a decade 
earlier, others, like bin Laden, fighting what 
they perceived to be corrupt, apostate regimes). 
During the next few years, both in Sudan and 
back in Afghanistan, bin Laden built his orga-
nization, which benefited from the failure of 
Islamic revolutionary movements everywhere 
else. After Iran’s 1979 revolution, Islamists 
expected quick victories across the Muslim 
world, but 27 years later, their only triumph in 
Arab lands had been a temporary one in Su-
dan. These movements lost not only because 
the regimes they opposed were too strong and 
clever, but because the Muslim masses did not 
embrace groups that attacked fellow Muslims 
rhetorically and physically.

Evaluating this history—but refusing to ad-
mit either defeat or unpopularity—the Egyp-
tian Islamic Jihad leader Ayman al-Zawahiri, 
a doctor with little formal training in Islam 
but whose influence on bin Laden steadily in-
creased, proposed a new idea: put the priority 
on attacking the West, especially America. The 
United States could not only be the scapegoat 
for everything that had gone wrong with the 
Muslim world, but now for the Islamist revolu-
tionaries’ defeats as well. Actually, the U.S. had 
almost nothing to do with these battles. But by 
the late 1990s, al-Qaeda had declared war on 
America, followed by several spectacular ter-
rorist acts, culminating in September 11.

If terrorism within Arab countries proved 
futile in overthrowing regimes and installing 
al-Qaeda in power, perhaps terrorism against 
the West would mobilize enough support to 
make revolution at home a second step. One 
of the best expositions of this strategy was 
offered by al-Qaeda associate Abu Musab al-
Suri, quoted in Bergen’s book. Bin Laden, he 
explained, had two options. The first, to fight 
the Saudis, was “[a] losing battle in the eyes of 
the people due to the size and influence of the 
Saudi religious establishment that has planted 
legitimacy and prestige in the minds of the 
people for the past seventy years or more.” The 
second, “safer route,” was to attack the Ameri-
cans. If the Saudis and their religious estab-
lishment defended these infidels, they would 
be discredited. With the second option, chosen 
by bin Laden, “[t]he battle will be on clearer 
grounds in the eyes of the people.” Thus one of 
bin Laden’s bodyguards, also quoted in Bergen, 
explained that the attacks on American tar-
gets were designed to “raise the morale of the 
Islamic nation…. They proved to the Islamic 
world a Muslim ability to break U.S. prestige 
and hegemony.”

Although bin Laden’s direct targeting of 
America was innovative, his ideology was mostly 
second-hand, stemming not only from other Is-
lamists but from the very Arab regimes that he 
identified as his enemies. According to this too 
familiar doctrine, the cause of the Arab-Mus-
lim world’s relative weakness is (a) its abandon-
ment of Arab and Islamic unity, and (b) the im-
perialist-Zionist conspiracy, which ceaselessly 
plots against Arab and Muslim interests. (Bin 
Laden, going even further, saw traditional Arab 
nationalist regimes as traitors and lackeys.) 
Thus only Arab unity and Muslim jihad could 
overthrow corrupt regimes, destroy Israel, and 
exorcise Western influence from the region.

This brand of thinking is still broadcast 
daily across the Arab world by regimes, me-
dia, schools, clerics, and virtually every other 
institution, with only the rarest voice of refu-

lands, Asia, Africa, Europe, and North Amer-
ica—ranging from small personal funds to gi-
ant foundations. Only 14 such institutions have 
been associated directly with al-Qaeda. But, 
the authors explain, “[i]t is not the number of 
Islamic charities devoted to Islamist and jihad-
ist terrorism, but their size, outreach, and above 
all their wealth that has enabled them to have a 
significant international impact far out of pro-
portion to their numbers….”

There is a lot of first-rate research and analy-
sis in the book, especially in its tracing of Saudi 
charities, including those sponsored by govern-
ment agencies. One technique used by jihad-
ists before September 11 was to staff official 
or semi-official charities and thus ensure that 
the money went to their colleagues. Meanwhile, 
despite Israeli warnings and intelligence about 
how much money was being raised for terror-
ism even from within the U.S., the Clinton Ad-
ministration refused to act; it was “reluctant to 
initiate investigations of any Islamic charities 
that could precipitate charges of religious bigot-
ry and accusations of ethnic discrimination….” 
In 2000-2001 alone, one U.S. charity paid out 
$650,000 to radical Islamists in the Balkans.

Only after September 11 did the U.S. move 
energetically to staunch this flow, and only after 
a terrorist campaign began against the Saudi 
regime in 2003 was Riyadh willing to lift a fin-
ger. (Nonetheless, the export of Saudi “charity” 
money to support foreign jihadist movements 
continues.) A raid on the Bosnian office of one 
Islamic charity in March 2002 uncovered a se-
cret organization called the Golden Chain, con-
sisting of 20 wealthy al-Qaeda backers. These 
donor businessmen and bankers—officials at 
the top Saudi banks—had an estimated net 
worth of over $85 billion. A third of them sent 
their contributions directly to Osama bin Lad-
en. Of special interest is the authors’ examina-
tion of Islamist charities in Europe, where the 
network has reached enormous proportions. 

Burr and Collins do an admirable job. They 
take an extremely complex issue and explain it 
clearly, telling a fascinating story in a scholarly 
manner. What is most impressive, they do so 
without any sensationalizing and with a keen 
grasp of Islamic principles underlying charita-
ble giving. This book is highly recommended.

Walid Phares, a terrorism analyst for 
MSNBC and senior fellow at the Foundation 
for the Defense of Democracies, takes a some-
what different tack in his Future Jihad. He fo-
cuses on al-Qaeda’s operations against the U.S. 
and how America can cope with the threat. His 
book is especially useful in detailing the denial 
of radical Islamism’s threat before September 11 
by “a large segment of the academic and diplo-
matic circles” of the United States. He explains 
how this weakened America’s ability both to 

tation. The utility in such conspiracy thinking 
is to explain away the failures of Arab regimes 
to achieve victory or progress; in addition, in-
sofar as a regime pledges to fight the enemy, it 
mobilizes mass support for itself. But as the 
years passed and the nationalist regimes did 
not make good on their promises, the Islamist, 
anti-nationalist variety of this thinking grew 
in influence. It is impossible to understand bin 
Laden and al-Qaeda without this context.

Follow the Money

J . millard burr, a former state depart-
ment official who has worked with interna-
tional charities for more than four decades, 

and Robert O. Collins, a retired history profes-
sor from the University of California, Santa 
Barbara—authors of Alms for Jihad—have writ-
ten a detailed, comprehensive, and indeed de-
finitive study on how jihad is financed around 
the world. They observe that there are more 
than 6,000 Islamic charities globally—in Arab 

Books discussed in this essay:

The Osama bin Laden I Know: An Oral 
History of al Qaeda’s Leader, by Peter L. 

Bergen. Free Press, 480 pages, 
$26 (cloth), $15 (paper)

Alms for Jihad: Charity and Terrorism in 
the Islamic World, by J. Millard Burr 
and Robert O. Collins. Cambridge 

University Press, 368 pages, $30

Future Jihad: Terrorist Strategies Against 
the West, by Walid Phares. Palgrave 

Macmillan, 288 pages, $24.95 (cloth), 
$14.95 (paper)
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understand jihadism and to defend against it. 
Even a half decade after the attacks, these same 
forces of denial continue to apologize for and 
minimize the threat.

A basic question still needs, however, to be 
answered. How well does bin Laden actually 
understand U.S. policy in the Islamic world? If 
other people in the region are any indication, 
probably very poorly. American policies are 
continually distorted by every Arab and Ira-
nian institution, almost without exception. To 
select two from hundreds of examples: to this 
day, Egyptian schoolchildren are taught that 
U.S. planes attacked their country in 1967 and 
destroyed their air force; and Egyptian newspa-
pers routinely claim that all terrorism in Iraq is 
sponsored by the U.S. in order to divide Sunni 
and Shia. The chief grudge that Islamists have 
against American policy—and here they see 
shrewdly—is explained by Phares: “The main 
force preventing jihadists from taking over Mus-
lim governments remains the United States…. 
Paralyzing the American capacity to intervene 
worldwide would allow the Islamists to overrun 
their foes and implement their plans.”

The Decline of al-Qaeda

H ow likely is al-qaeda to realize 
its ambitions? The answer is far less 
clear than it is for other Islamist 

groups. Today, everywhere except among 
Iraqi Sunnis and in Saudi Arabia, the Islamist 
struggle is not conducted by transnational al-
Qaedists, but by local groups: Hamas, Hezbol-
lah, Jordan’s Islamic Action Front, the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt and Syria, and others. 
How, then, has al-Qaeda lost its position as the 
“vanguard” of world Islamic revolution? First, 
its war on America has had limited results, es-
pecially considering its failure to perpetrate any 

attacks here since September 11. Moreover, its 
transnational approach prevents it from gaining 
a strong foothold in any particular country. Its 
insistence on armed struggle as its sole tactic 
also limits its appeal and ability to maneuver, 
ensuring that it remains a terrorist threat, but 
not a political one. It does not help that its lead-
ers lack Islamic credentials—even the clerics 
who provide it with support are mostly second-
rate. Finally, many radical Islamists criticize 
al-Qaeda for letting Arab regimes off the hook 
by abandoning domestic revolutionary efforts 
(except in Saudi Arabia).

The case of Iraq, where al-Qaeda is appar-
ently most significant, proves these points. The 
late Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, a Jordanian street 
thug turned Islamist revolutionary thug, did 
not have very impressive Islamic credentials 
compared to, say, Sheikh Yusuf Qaradawi, a 
senior Muslim Brotherhood mentor. When 
Zarqawi denounced participation in elections 
as an act of defiance against God—implied in 
democracy’s rule of the people as opposed to the 
rule of God—Qaradawi, himself an endorser of 
terrorism and with views quite close to those of 
al-Qaeda, suggested that the Islamists would be 
fools not to run in elections if they thought vic-
tory was possible. Zarqawi also expanded his 
jihad in Iraq into a crusade against Kurds and 
Shia, who compose 80% of that country’s pop-
ulation. Not only did this undercut any general 
anti-American insurgency, it exposed the Sun-
ni minority to massacre should the communal 
civil war he sought ever come to pass. In effect, 
Zarqawi’s strategy pushed the Shia and Kurds 
into the arms of America.

Two other developments demonstrate how 
al-Qaeda has been superseded both as a model 
Islamist organization and as the world’s prime 
instigator of Islamic terrorism. First is Hezbol-
lah’s success in initiating a war with Israel, then 

surviving Israel’s onslaught. This will make 
Hezbollah—a state-within-a-state, composed 
of trained terrorists-cum-soldiers, armed by 
Syria and Iran, fielding its own spokesmen and 
television channels—a model for future groups. 
A second development is the frightening pro-
liferation of tiny, homegrown terrorist cells in 
European cities. In these cases, Muslim immi-
grants or their children imbibe al-Qaeda’s ideol-
ogy from afar (perhaps over the internet), then 
take up the sword of jihad independently of al-
Qaeda’s hierarchy. Not only in London but also 
in Canada and Germany, young Muslims, born 
and raised in those countries, sometimes even 
native converts, have been apprehended while 
planning a terrorist attack.

Al-Qaeda is surviving, as we were reminded 
in August. It is still able to stir passions and it is 
indifferent to losses. Every defeat is proclaimed 
a victory. Yet General Patton was right: the goal 
of war is not to die for your country but to make 
your enemy die for his. Bin Laden inaugurated 
the global Islamist movement and was essential 
to disseminating its hideous ideas. Today, how-
ever, the various Muslim Brotherhood offshoots 
like Hamas, and Shia Islamist groups like Hez-
bollah, have a much brighter future than al-Qa-
eda. They focus on one country and know how 
to maneuver tactically. Al-Qaeda makes for a 
lot of disruption and violence, but it will never 
rule anywhere. Bin Laden may become a mar-
tyr, but he will never be a political leader.

Barry Rubin is director of the Global Research in 
International Affairs (GLORIA) Center and editor 
of the Middle East Review of International Af-
fairs (MERIA). His latest books include The Long 
War for Freedom: The Arab Struggle for De-
mocracy in the Middle East (John Wiley & Sons) 
and The Tragedy of the Middle East (Cambridge 
University Press).
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Book Review by Charles Geshekter

Beating Ploughshares into Swords
The Fate of Africa: From the Hopes of Freedom to the Heart of Despair, 

by Martin Meredith. PublicAffairs, 752 pages, $35

A frica is the least developed and 
hungriest continent on earth. Its 54 
countries, comprising 680 million 

people with a great diversity of habitats, ethno-
linguistic affiliations, colonial heritages, and 
local cultures, cluster consistently at the bot-
tom in rankings of income, school enrollments, 
civil rights, and health. With 13% of the world’s 
population, Africa accounts for less than 2% of 
global trade; and roughly 75% of its people live 
on less than $2 a day.

It wasn’t always this way. During the 1960s, 
Africa’s myriad peoples enjoyed improvements 
in education, declines in death rates, increased 
life expectancy, and a new infrastructure of 
roads, ports, and railways. But despite these 
and shared “hopes of freedom,” in the succeed-
ing decades war, famine, banditry, and mass 
murder afflicted countries across the continent. 
To explain this wretched cavalcade, British 
journalist and historian Martin Meredith fo-
cuses on the grotesque, high-level corruption of 
Africa’s leaders, who systematically fleeced their 
populations while squandering foreign aid.

Relying on personal memoirs, African-
studies scholarship, and his own experiences, 
Meredith reconstructs the historical forces and 
personalities that caused Africa’s postcolonial 
descent. Each chapter in The Fate of Africa oozes 
with examples of rank dishonesty and disregard 
for law. The accounts of the Rwandan genocide, 
the savage children’s wars of Liberia and Sierra 
Leone, and the homicidal thuggery in Uganda, 

Congo, Central African Republic, and Equato-
rial Guinea are particularly grim.

Although the bitter history of European co-
lonialism will never absolve African tyrants of 
responsibility for their crimes, Meredith could 
have laid more blame for today’s suffering on 
the legacy of imperialism. As it is, he observes 
that colonial administrations often were con-
ceived in violence and maintained by more of 
the same. They were not run for the benefit of 
their inhabitants, and hardly provided a model 
of good government. Consequently, he argues, 
many early African nationalists regarded the 
state “as a foreign institution that could be 
used for personal and community gain without 
any sense of shame or need for accountability.” 
These habits replicated themselves among Af-
rican elites long after the colonial authorities 
had departed.

Nonetheless, it was the Africans themselves 
who produced three generations of demagogues, 
“flamboyant replacements of the old colonial 
order,” in the words of Nigerian playwright 
Wole Soyinka. The book provides fascinating, 
occasionally hilarious biographies of Africa’s 
deplorable “Big Men,” like Francisco Nguema 
of Equatorial Guinea and Jean-Bedel Bokassa 
of Central African Republic, who imagined 
themselves to be infallible and invincible, even 
protected by supernatural forces. In summariz-
ing the extent of personal and professional cor-
ruption, Meredith leaves no doubt that African 
countries have regressed strikingly over the past 

decades thanks to massive graft, patronage net-
works, and bureaucracies packed with cronies, 
crooks, and the functionally illiterate.

Other parts of Africa became proxy battle-
fields for Cold War conflicts. Corruption and 
embezzlement afflicted every country that 
competed for superpower attention because 
Cold War patrons rarely demanded account-
ability, only loyalty. In Somalia, for instance, lo-
cal politicians played a dangerous, high-stakes 
game of trying to manipulate both superpowers. 
Once the Cold War ended and Somalia lost its 
geopolitical allure, the Russian and American 
ambassadors fled the war-torn capital of Mog-
adishu in 1990 aboard the same helicopter. A 
year later, the long, intravenous financial drip 
line that had stretched from Western capitals 
into Somalia’s arm was yanked, and the coun-
try collapsed.

The chapters on haile selassie’s 
overthrow in Ethiopia and on his 
Marxist successor, Mengistu Haile 

Meriam, offer a gripping account of the implo-
sion of Africa’s oldest continuous monarchy 
after it failed to deal with famine, droughts, 
and internal demands for political reform and 
democratization. The revolution turned sour 
under Mengistu, who initiated a brutal cam-
paign to silence critics. The Ethiopian famine 
of the mid-1980s was caused by further severe 
droughts, state-run agricultural boards that de-
pressed prices for peasant products, and Men-
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gistu’s scorched-earth policy against his anti-
Communist enemies. As a result, a country that 
had been one of Africa’s legendary food produc-
ers became a mass of ragged, starving beggars. 
By 1984, 5 million people were at risk of starva-
tion while Mengistu continued to maintain his 
huge army of 300,000 soldiers. In Meredith’s 
words, “inflicting hunger became a key military 
strategy.” Eventually, a million Ethiopians per-
ished. An eyewitness BBC account, broadcast 
in October 1984, caused a wave of international 
horror. Oblivious to the regime’s systematic 
corruption, the Irish pop singer Bob Geldof 
(with his fund-raising single, “Do They Know 
It’s Christmas? ”) joined “USA for Africa” ef-
forts by Harry Belafonte, Michael Jackson, and 
Lionel Richie (with their song, “We Are the 
World”). Together, they raised over $1 billion 
for relief assistance.

Many African leaders insisted that their 
one-party states were needed to forge national 
unity, but what they actually produced was na-
tional misery. In Guinea, Sekou Toure’s eco-
nomic strategies helped ruin a country known 
for its wealth of bauxite and iron ore. Tanza-
nia, in the 1970s, received $3 billion in foreign 
aid; yet by 1981 Tanzanian President Julius 
Nyerere was forced to admit that his coun-
try was “poorer now than we were in 1972.” 
In the Congo, Joseph Mobutu stole a fortune 

in property and investments (estimated to be 
worth $5 billion) from the national budget and 
state mining revenues. Meanwhile, Congolese 
“[h]ospitals closed for lack of medicine and 
equipment…. A fraction of the rural road net-
work remained usable for motor traffic…[and] 
the level of employment was lower than…[at] 
independence.”

M eredith reckons that “more than 
$300 billion of Western aid has 
been sunk into Africa…with little 

discernible result,” yet somehow believes that 
“the prospects of Africa escaping from precipi-
tous decline remain heavily dependent on west-
ern assistance.” How would that work, exactly? 
He admits that he does not know, because “the 
sum of Africa’s misfortunes…presents a crisis 
of such magnitude that it goes beyond the reach 
of foreseeable solutions. At the core of the crisis 
is the failure of African leaders to provide effec-
tive government.”

There may, however, be cause for hope. Af-
ter the Cold War, Africans began to challenge 
their predatory rulers by demanding economic 
and political reforms and launching grassroots 
non-governmental organizations. Today, there 
is talk of “an African renaissance,” as govern-
ment leaders here and there encourage private 
investment, reduce state intervention, and de-

nounce military regimes. One-party systems 
have been dismantled in Mali and Zambia, and 
some dictators (Mengistu, Samuel Doe, and Si-
yad Barre) have been killed or ousted. But the 
continent has a long way to go: when Senega-
lese President Abdou Diouf was defeated in an 
election in 2000, he became only the fourth Af-
rican peacefully turned out of office in 40 years. 
In 2004, the British High Commissioner in 
Kenya claimed that the “names of honest minis-
ters and senior officials” in that country “would 
fit on the back of a postage stamp.”

The African Union has established new 
goals for its members, calling for transparency, 
accountability, fiscal and economic discipline, 
respect for human rights, and the empower-
ment of women. We wish them well. In the 
meantime, there are many modest, sensible 
things that donors can do to ameliorate suffer-
ing—e.g., purchase and make available mos-
quito nets, distribute oral rehydration solutions 
to prevent infant diarrhea, and provide inex-
pensive micronutrients. But Africa will never 
be “saved” by Western philanthropy. Africans 
themselves must eliminate their dictators, and 
enable citizens who work hard and honestly to 
improve their lot.

Charles Geshekter is professor of history at California 
State University, Chico.
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Book Review by Gerard Alexander

The Cost of Good Intentions
The White Man’s Burden: Why The West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So Much Ill and So Little Good, 

by William Easterly. Penguin Press, 400 pages, $27.95

A  tragedy of our world is that hun-
dreds of millions of people perform 
backbreaking labor but still live in dire 

poverty. Through no fault of their own, young 
lives are regularly cut down by malnutrition, 
disease, and predators called presidents. Our 
ancestors lived no better, to be sure, and some-
times worse. But the survival of such poverty 
into our times is a heartbreaking reality, one 
that tugs at the conscience. The problem is that 
we don’t know what to do about it, though that 
has not stopped us from trying. 

In his important new book, The White Man’s 
Burden, William Easterly estimates that ad-
vanced industrialized countries gave one trillion 
dollars in official development assistance  (mea-
sured in constant 1985 dollars) to poor coun-
tries between 1950 and 1995. And that doesn’t 
include billions more in subsidized loans, for-
given debt, and private charity (the latter an es-
pecially significant source of American giving). 
This has been one of the most ambitious col-
lective aid projects in human history, and also, 
sadly, one of the most ineffectual.

Having cut his teeth as a World Bank 
economist, Easterly is able to provide a true 
insider’s guide to what went wrong. In his 
first book, The Elusive Quest for Growth (2001), 
Easterly described the long series of economic-
development theories that informed successive 
anti-poverty policies from the 1940s on. At 
first the economists thought the problem was 
mere lack of technical expertise, and so they 
urged rich countries to share their technology. 
When this did not produce the desired result, 

economists suggested that the real problem 
was lack of investment in machinery and other 
“means of production.” When this also failed 
to do the trick, they shifted their focus to re-
forms in government, e.g., reducing corrup-
tion. They introduced the idea of “structural 
adjustment” programs that offered loans in 
return for political improvements. But when 
many countries failed to implement genuine 
reform and couldn’t pay back the loans, donors 
often forgave the debt anyway, which only 
served to reward the recipients’ bad faith and 
bad policies.

The record suggests that the development 
economists never got it right, but this hardly 
slowed them down. As each theory succumbed 
to bitter experience, they replaced it with an-
other. By contrast, Easterly seems to have taken 
away exactly the right lesson, that we should be 
skeptical of all such theories in this area. As he 
points out in The White Man’s Burden, the for-
eign aid community’s “utopian agendas” are as 
intellectually arrogant as they are operationally 
doomed. 

The urgency of this message cannot be exag-
gerated, since massive international aid schemes 
frequently have downright deleterious effects. 
We now know (as some wise minds had reason 
to anticipate) that in many cases our large-scale 
aid plans assisted corrupt and abusive despots 
to outfit militaries and co-opt leading reform-
ers. Their unjust rule was deepened and per-
petuated by our aid programs, while their al-
ready weak economies were made even more 
dysfunctional.

Easterly doesn’t flinch from citing stud-
ies suggesting that foreign aid, above certain 
levels, is associated with negative effects on 
growth. He tackles the issue of whether failure 
pre-dated aid—whether aid got sent to places 
because they were already disasters, instead of 
aid causing the disasters—and concludes that, 
in any event, large-scale aid seldom helps. Some 
major aid recipients never improve (some even 
get worse). Most of the recent success stories 
are countries “that did not get a lot of foreign aid 
and did not spend a lot of time in IMF [Interna-
tional Monetary Fund] programs.”

Now, if a lot of this sounds fa-
miliar, it should. Over four decades 
ago, the political scientist Edward C. 

Banfield warned that the reigning “doctrines” 
of foreign aid would prove counterproductive, 
underestimating the many prerequisites of de-
velopment and overestimating our own ability 
to address these problems. Not long afterward, 
the economist Peter Bauer warned that govern-
ment-to-government development assistance 
tended to politicize economies, fuel growth-
choking bureaucracies, and retard develop-
ment, protracting the poverty of millions. Since 
then, dozens of market-oriented scholars and 
commentators have expanded on Banfield’s and 
Bauer’s warnings and applied them to specific 
countries and development projects.

Beyond adding to that line of argument, 
Easterly has a positive case to make. We should  
not necessarily throw up our hands just because 
hugely transformational projects are fruitless 
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and even dangerous. Our mistake has been to 
pursue grandiose goals with the tools at hand, 
however unsuitable. Instead, we should ask first 
what tools are available and then how best to 
use them. 

So what are our tools? We have an abun-
dance of money and technology, certainly. But 
we lack knowledge of poor economies, commu-
nities, and families, as well as of the effects of 
different kinds of assistance. Our knowledge is 
limited in part because distant bureaucracies 
have few mechanisms for getting feedback from 
the people they’re trying to help—and lack in-
centives to improve that information, much less 
to get outcomes right.

Our knowledge is limited, too, because of the 
complexity of the processes of economic growth. 
Even industrialization in the West remains mys-
terious; we don’t know exactly which conditions 
favored its emergence. As Easterly puts it, “The 
fallacy is to assume that because I have studied 
and lived in a society that somehow wound up 
with prosperity and peace, I know enough to 
plan for other societies to have prosperity and 
peace.” Now, we can guess that things like the 
rule of law mattered in Western economic his-
tory. But that’s a satisfactory answer only until 
we remember that the emergence of the rule of 
law required still other conditions, and we don’t 
really know what those were.

So what is to be done? We should be cau-
tious, set modest goals, experiment, and avoid 
schemes that rely on many moving parts. In 
Easterly’s words: “The right plan is to have no 
plan.” So in telling the story of foreign aid, if 
the black hats are worn by those whom Easterly 
calls “Planners,” the white hats are the “Search-
ers,” people who have “knowledge of local con-
ditions, experimental results from interven-
tions, and some way to get feedback from the 
poor.” Searchers assume (unlike Planners) that 
the world’s complexity outpaces our insights, 
and are content to look for incremental im-
provements. The way forward is to accept that 
“there is no automatic formula for success,” and 
that only “piecemeal improvements” are likely. 
By setting their sights right, by aiming “to make 
individuals better off, not to transform govern-

ments or societies,” Searchers can tangibly im-
prove the quality of people’s lives. For example, 
Easterly likes programs that pay poor parents 
to keep their children in school, especially 
schoolgirls in some traditional societies. This 
isn’t a master plan for a national economy. But 
it could very gradually expand the number of 
citizens with better economic prospects.

O ur limited knowledge, the prob-
lem of unintended consequences, the 
need for caution—this, too, should 

sound familiar. Beginning in the 1960s, neo-
conservatives argued on precisely these terms 
against large-scale social engineering, advising 
policymakers to adopt a more humble approach. 
And the Austrian school of economists, too, has 
long argued that ignorance is a pervasive prob-
lem in social planning. You’d never uncover any 
of this intellectual debt from Easterly’s pages, 
but his critique of foreign aid is so needed that 
he can be forgiven the curious conceit of having 
invented humility.

The book’s most innovative moments come 
when he discusses politics, not economics. 
First, he argues that functioning free markets 
emerge as the result of many accumulated ac-
tions, and can’t be created by administrative 
fiat. “Shock” transitions to capitalism strike 
him as just as implausible as abrupt industrial-
ization. Second, he rejects the notion that since 
sustained economic growth presupposes good 
government and the rule of law, we should go 
into the good-government business. That, too, 
is beyond our capacities. “Western intervention 
in the government of the Rest, whether during 
colonization or decolonization, has been on the 
far side of unhelpful.”

This sort of language, imparting these sorts 
of lessons, has made Easterly an inviting target 
for professional economic developmentalists. 
Jeffrey Sachs, for example, in a recent issue of 
The Lancet, rejects Easterly’s call for lowering 
our sights, and lists nine major achievements 
of large-scale international intervention. Eight 
of the nine achievements concern health care 
(such as the eradication of smallpox) and the 
other is “the spread of high-yield variety seeds.” 

Sachs’s list is revealing. These are largely feats 
of technology, accomplished in labs by small 
numbers of professionals, then paired with field 
operations that were in many cases either one-
time events or involved very precise objectives. 
None of the nine consumed the huge budgets 
and bureaucracies that characterize the eco-
nomic-development industry. None is meant to 
achieve the sustained economic progress hoped 
for by development economists, and none in-
volves the grandiose imagery of Sachs’s recent 
book, The End of Poverty (2005). If anything, the 
nine items on Sachs’s list are more consistent 
with Easterly’s message: each involved the use 
of feasible means to tackle what amounted to 
small parts of the poverty puzzle. 

But the real validation for Easterly—as well 
as for Edward Banfield, Peter Bauer, the neo-
cons, and the Austrian economists—is in front 
of our nose. Well, it’s in front of my nose: it’s 
the computer screen on which I’m writing these 
words. The screen is sleek and new, and it was 
made in a country that just 30 years ago was 
in economic ruins. I’m talking about China. 
But after decades of stagnation and disaster, 
China’s economy experienced a striking shift 
toward rapid growth in the 1980s. This shift 
coincided with a change in government poli-
cies, a change in the direction of economic free-
dom. It’s true that such freedom required a 
state strong enough to enforce de facto prop-
erty rights. But the combination of an effective 
state and economic liberty unleashed tens of 
millions of “Searchers” in China whose names, 
until then, were unknown even to themselves. 
These Chinese citizens have improved their 
lives—and only coincidentally their country’s 
economy—through one incremental decision 
after another, decisions concerning employ-
ment, risk-taking, education, and much else. 
In the process, more people in China have been 
lifted out of dire poverty, and in less time, than 
in any comparable episode in history. And for-
eign aid had absolutely nothing to do with it.

Gerard Alexander is associate professor of political 
science at the University of Virginia and a visiting 
scholar at the American Enterprise Institute.
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Book Review by R. Shep Melnick

The $10,000 Solution?
In Our Hands: A Plan to Replace the Welfare State, 
by Charles Murray. AEI Press, 140 pages, $20

R emember george mcgovern’s “de-
mogrant”? During his ill-fated 1972 
presidential campaign, he proposed a 

government grant of $1,000 to every Ameri-
can. Conservatives quickly derided the hand-
out, which became another nail in the coffin of 
McGovern’s quest for the presidency. 

Now the plan is back, this time promis-
ing $10,000 annually to every citizen over the 
age of 21. And strangely enough, the champi-
on of this new guaranteed income proposal is 
Charles Murray, the author of Losing Ground, 
What It Means to be a Libertarian, and The Bell 
Curve. Despised by latter-day McGovernites, 
Murray has in his latest manifesto borrowed 
a page from the Left’s old playbook. Like lib-
erals of the 1960s and 1970s, he sees universal 
grants as a great way to kill the paternalistic, 
intrusive, and self-serving welfare bureaucracy, 
and to eliminate the inherently complex “means 
test” that creates so many perverse incentives 
while stigmatizing welfare clients. The point of 
his proposal, Murray explains, is to take money 
from the government and give it directly “to the 
people.” Although he relies primarily on liber-
tarian arguments, he hopes “to extend a hand 
across the political divide between libertarians 
and social democrats, offering a compromise 
that provides generous assistance for dealing 
with human needs without entailing the suffo-
cating and soulless welfare state.” 

The main elements of Murray’s proposal, 
which he dubs, somewhat unimaginatively, “the 
Plan,” are deliberately simple. Every American 
citizen over age 21 would receive $10,000 annu-
ally from the federal government. When a re-
cipient’s earned income reached $25,000, a 20% 
surtax would be imposed on the grant—which 
means that the grant would be reduced by $1,000 
for every $5,000 of earned income over $25,000. 
The surtax would be capped at $5,000, leav-
ing everyone earning more than $50,000 with 
a $5,000 grant. He would require all recipients 
to purchase health insurance, which he claims 
would cost about $3,000. In order to make 
health insurance available at this cost, he would 
institute wide-ranging changes in the American 
health care system, including eliminating all 
medical licensing laws and substantially reduc-
ing opportunities to file medical malpractice 
claims. He suggests, too, that the government 
might require recipients to put $2,000 of the an-
nual grant into a retirement plan. 

To finance the Plan, which he estimates 
would cost about $2 trillion per year, Murray 
would eliminate the entire American welfare 
state. To make sure that it did not grow back 
he would enact a constitutional amendment 
declaring that the government—federal, state, 
and local—“shall make no law nor establish any 
program that provides benefits to some citizens 
but not to others.” Among the programs slated 
for elimination are the big-ticket contributory 
programs, Social Security and Medicare, along 
with unemployment compensation, workers’ 
comp, and veterans’ benefits. Murray would 
bid a not-so-fond adieu to all means-tested pro-
grams as well: Medicaid, TANF (Temporary 

restraint, and willingness to take responsibility 
for our own lives and for our children). Indeed, 
the most interesting chapters of the book are 
those in which he explains how the Plan will pro-
vide economic security to all without discourag-
ing work or encouraging out-of-wedlock births. 
It is in these chapters, in particular, that Murray 
compels us to think through the connections be-
tween economic incentives, social outcomes, and 
individual character traits. Many readers might 
disagree with Murray’s conclusions, but they will 
undoubtedly be fascinated and impressed by his 
many clever arguments.

In Our Hands demonstrates Murray’s special 
knack for explaining complex matters in simple, 
engaging prose. One example of this is his dis-
cussion of what he calls the “Doolittle Effect,” 
named after the lovable Alfie Doolittle character 
in Pygmalion and My Fair Lady. Murray explains 
that under the Plan, benefits are structured so 
as to “lure people into working until they are 
making so much money that they cannot afford 
to quit.” Recipients face no reduction in their 
grant until they earn $25,000. Who would give 
up a $26,000 job because his grant was reduced 
by $200? That would mean going from a total 
income of $35,800 to $10,000—quite a drop in 
one’s standard of living. Similarly, Murray ar-
gues that because no one gets a payment until 
turning 21, and because young women without 
children receive as much as those with children, 
the Plan will reduce the number of young, un-
married mothers. 

D espite its many virtues, murray’s 
book is not without serious flaws. 
His proposals are vulnerable to many 

practical and economic objections. More funda-
mentally,  Murray seems to forget what Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan called the “central conserva-
tive truth,” namely that “it is culture, not poli-
tics, that determines the success of a society.” 
And he embraces an exaggerated version of “the 
central liberal truth” that “politics can change a 
culture to save it from itself.”

Murray’s book will stimulate a lively debate 
among budget experts over whether his num-
bers add up. He makes a plausible argument 
that by the year 2011 the cost of the programs 
eliminated will exceed the cost of the Plan. He 
points out that it will be much easier to control 
spending under the Plan than with existing 
programs, especially those pertaining to health 

Assistance for Needy Families), food stamps, 
the Earned Income Tax Credit, Supplemen-
tal Security Income, Pell Grants, general as-
sistance, housing aid, and much more. And 
he would kill off other programs he dislikes, 
including all agricultural subsidies, the Corps 
of Engineers, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, 
and most of the “corporate welfare” programs 
of the Departments of Commerce, Energy, and 
Transportation. According to Murray, our gov-
ernment has become so bloated and inefficient 
that we can make everyone in the country fi-
nancially secure by writing checks rather than 
running programs.

In Our Hands is a stimulating and useful book 
because it confronts a basic question: what do we 
want from the welfare state? Murray emphasizes 
that we want not only to provide a “safety net” for 
those facing temporary or involuntary setbacks, 
but also to promote certain personal habits and 
character traits (especially industriousness, self-
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care. The success of Murray’s scheme for lift-
ing everyone out of poverty, though, rests in 
large part on the consequences of his proposal 
to deregulate health care. A great deal of what 
Murray denigrates as “wasteful government 
spending” pays for Medicare, Medicaid, and 
veterans’ health benefits. Yet if health care costs 
continue to soar, notwithstanding Murray’s 
proposed deregulation of health care, most of 
the Plan’s $10,000 grant would go to buying 
health insurance alone. 

Of course, the truth is that we will never learn 
how well the Plan will work, since as a politi-
cal matter it has no chance whatsoever of being 
enacted. It is guaranteed to generate enormous 
political opposition: every interest group, public 
administrator, and legislator would oppose it, in-
sofar as the Plan would drastically reduce their 
ability to serve their clients and constituents. 
And who would support the Plan? Not cur-
rent or future recipients of Social Security and 
Medicare. Not farmers or Native Americans or 
veterans or employees of the medical-industrial 
complex. If you thought it was hard selling par-
tial privatization of Social Security, wait until 
you try persuading them to eliminate Social Se-
curity and Medicare and everything else! 

Early in the book Murray concedes this 
point and urges the reader “to suspend disbelief 
and play along.” He presents the book as a use-
ful “thought experiment” rather than as a po-
litical program. By the end of the book, though, 
he claims that “something very like the Plan is 
politically inevitable—not next year, but some-
time” (emphasis added). Why? Because the 
more government expands, the more evident its 
incompetence becomes: “By the time the gov-
ernment begins trying to administer to com-
plex human needs, it is far out of its depth…. 
The limited competence of government is in-
herent. At some point in this century, that too 
will become a consensus understanding.” 

Those who belong to the church of libertari-
anism will no doubt find this argument con-
vincing. Those of us not dedicated to that faith 
must ask for more evidence. Given the central-
ity of Murray’s claim that government bureau-
cracies are inherently ineffective and wasteful, 
one would expect a careful comparison of pub-
lic bureaucracy with what he calls “private phi-
lanthropy.” But on this topic Murray offers only 
slogans. The pejorative term “bureaucracy” is 
conveniently reserved for public agencies. The 
United Way, Catholic Charities, and the Ford 
Foundation, he seems to imply, seldom suf-
fer from the pathologies of bureaucratization. 
Anyone who has worked for a large corporation 
or private university (or for that matter read 
Max Weber) knows that non-governmental or-
ganizations can be “bureaucratic,” too. 

In his brief discussion of public bureaucracy, 
Murray claims that “bureaucracies must by their 

nature be morally indifferent.” Really? To be 
blunt, this claim is preposterous. American wel-
fare programs for years were decried as “moralis-
tic”—which meant they imposed a form of mo-
rality disliked by critics. In his well-known study 
of police departments, James Q. Wilson dem-
onstrated that many “street-level bureaucrats” 
cannot avoid making moral judgments on a daily 
basis. One reason for the success of the 1996 wel-
fare reform act is that it allowed state and local 
welfare bureaucracies to impose norms, not just 
neutrally hand out money “as a matter of right.” 

Murray’s deep-seated distrust of 
government not only drives him to 
endorse policies previously cham-

pioned by the Left, but also leads him to part 
company with conservative advocates of “pa-
ternalistic” post-1996 welfare reform. Those 
interested in understanding divergent strains 
of contemporary conservatism should com-
pare Murray’s libertarian attack on the welfare 
state with Lawrence Mead’s vigorous defense 
of Wisconsin’s welfare-to-work program in 
Government Matters: Welfare Reform in Wiscon-
sin (2004). Relying on extensive empirical evi-
dence, Mead argues that Wisconsin’s highly 
competent, innovative, and morality-imposing 
welfare bureaucracy succeeded in turning thou-
sands of long-term welfare recipients into active 
participants in labor markets, giving them skills 
and support not provided by the private sector. 
Ironically, Murray’s first book, Losing Ground, 
played an important role in building political 
support for the paternalistic welfare regime 
that Mead celebrates and that has become a 
hallmark of contemporary conservative efforts 
to reform the welfare state.

Conservatives should also find Murray’s 
proposal to institute his plan through consti-
tutional amendment disconcerting. His con-
stitutional revision would strip state and local 
governments of their most important functions 
and powers, fundamentally changing the na-
ture of American federalism.

Underlying Murray’s notably un-conserva-
tive proposal to remake American government 
is his belief that almost every problem in mod-
ern life is a product of the perverse incentives 
created by the welfare state. How to explain 
the decline of religious belief so apparent in 
Europe? Blame the welfare state, says Murray: 
“Give people plenty and security, and they will 
fall into spiritual torpor.” Ditto the decline of 
marriage: “The current decline in marriage is 
not a function of modernity, but of the welfare 
state. The welfare state systematically com-
petes with the natural attraction to marriage.” 
Declining social capital? He finds a “causal con-
nection of great importance” between growth 
of the welfare state and decline of private phi-
lanthropy and neighborliness. 

Not surprisingly, Murray claims that once 
the Plan replaces the welfare state “the effects 
on civil life will be transforming.” The “momen-
tous effect of the Plan” will be “the revitaliza-
tion of the institutions through which people 
live satisfying lives.” Religion and marriage will 
flourish again. Once individuals are given the 
minimum resources needed to succeed in life 
and are forced to recognize that their fate is 
“in their own hands,” our cultural malaise will 
come to an end. 

Well, perhaps. But many conservatives will 
be less confident that a change in the welfare 
state—even a change as radical as Murray pro-
poses—will so fundamentally and abruptly 
transform our social mores. Here it is instructive 
to compare him with the most famous student 
of American mores, Alexis de Tocqueville. Like 
Murray, Tocqueville believed that the rise of a 
centralized, powerful, and bureaucratic nanny 
state would go hand-in-hand with the decline 
of religion, private associations, and the family. 
But for Tocqueville—unlike Murray—this “soft 
despotism” was not the primary cause of the cor-
ruption of morals, which lay rather in the thor-
oughgoing democratic individualism of our age. 

According to Tocqueville, the United States 
managed  to avoid the worst diseases that afflict 
Europe not because its government was small 
but because it was decentralized (and thus 
encouraged citizens’ participation) and never 
united church and state (which inevitably cor-
rupts and discredits religion). For Tocqueville, 
individualism was a dangerous modern con-
ceit, one that religion, government institutions, 
families, and customs must together seek to 
tame and redirect. Murray’s sole objective, in 
contrast, is precisely to unleash individualism. 
To be sure, he discusses the role of virtue, self-
restraint, and responsibility to others, but un-
like Tocqueville he is supremely confident that 
families, markets, and informal social networks 
will take care of such things if government just 
gets out of the way. Indeed, according to Mur-
ray, we need not even worry about the linger-
ing effects of welfare state mores: the incentives 
provided by the Plan combined with the natural 
goodness of man will quickly right our culture. 
In marked contrast to Tocqueville, Murray is a 
populist at heart. 

In Our Hands is a provocative book that will 
help us all to think more clearly about things 
we usually take for granted. No one need worry 
about the Plan becoming government policy. 
But liberals should ponder why parts of Mur-
ray’s proposal seem so attractive to them. And 
conservatives should think hard about how 
much of Charles Murray’s underlying analysis 
they are willing to credit.

R. Shep Melnick is Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr., Professor 
of Politics at Boston College.
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Essay by Peter W. Schramm

Born American, 
But in the Wrong Place

In october 1956, my parents, my four-
year-old sister, and I shared a small apart-
ment with my father’s parents and his 

brother on the plaza near the eastern railroad 
station in Budapest. I was two months shy of 
my tenth birthday when the Hungarian Revo-
lution began. 

Because the revolutionaries had taken over 
the railroad station, the Soviets positioned sev-
eral tanks in our neighborhood, and we could 
not leave our apartment. There was heavy 
fighting, and bodies were strewn everywhere; 
one lay just outside our window for several 
days. After a week and a half, the action moved 
elsewhere and we could once again venture out-
doors—carefully. Walking around one day, I 
came upon a Russian personnel carrier that was 
stacked with skeletons. It seemed that each was 
covered with about two inches of black velvet. 
I later learned that these poor souls had been 
burned alive by a Molotov cocktail.

It soon became clear that though the Sovi-
ets had pulled out of our immediate area, they 
were winning. The Revolution was going to be 
defeated, and they would be back. Things were 
going to get more unpleasant than ever, and 
Hungary had not been a pleasant place for the 
Schramms for quite a long time. 

My father, William, was born in 1922, into 
a politically tumultuous Hungary produced by 
the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire at 
the end of World War I. His father, an active 
participant in the 1919 Communist revolution, 
was hounded by the Fascists then ruling Hun-
gary. By the time my father reached his teens, 
the Depression hit, followed by another world 

war. My father was placed in the air artillery. He 
liked it there, he said, because they could pre-
tend to shoot down American planes, knowing 
that the B-17s were flying well out of range. They 
couldn’t hurt the good guys, yet they did their 
duty. That was as good as life got in those days.

The war’s end brought little relief. When 
the Communists took control of the country in 
1949, they “expropriated” my parents’ little tex-
tile shop (about half the size of my current liv-
ing room) and everything in it. Under this new 
tyranny, my parents were considered part of the 
dangerous “bourgeoisie.” In that same year, the 
Communists sentenced my father’s father to ten 
years hard labor for having a small American 
flag in his possession (by that time he had been a 
leader of the social democrats for some years). At 
his “trial” he was asked why he had the flag. Was 
he a spy? He replied that it represented freedom 
better than any other symbol he knew, and that 
he had a right to have it. My father tried then, for 
the first time, to persuade my mother, Rose, to 
leave the country. But ties to family and friends 
were too strong, and she could not bear to do 
it. Soon, my father himself was sentenced to a 
year of prison for “rumor mongering” (someone 
claimed he had called a Communist a tyrant, 
which he had). When he got out, he washed 
windows for a while and made illegal whiskey to 
make ends meet as best he could. 

My grandfather got an early release from the 
labor camp in 1956 and came back to us look-
ing like a victim of the Holocaust. Still, the 
first thing he wanted to know was whether we 
still had the flag. Of course, we did not. It had 
long ago been confiscated. But my father didn’t 

want to break his father’s heart and had some-
how managed to secure another one. We took 
it out of its hiding place and, at that tender age, 
I learned the very adult lesson of the complex-
ity of telling the truth. Seeing that flag some-
how erased much of the pain and torment of my 
grandfather’s years of imprisonment; it seemed 
to give him hope.

Now, with the revolution failing, everyone 
expected that the Communist boot was going 
to come down harder than ever. But before we 
had more opportunities to experience it, an odd 
accident set us on the path to a very different 
future. On one of his trips out to secure some 
bread, a hand grenade landed next to my father 
but, miraculously, did not go off. That was the 
last straw. He came home and announced to my 
mother that he was going to leave the country 
whether she would come or not. Mom said, 
“O.K., William. We will come if Peter agrees. 
Ask Peter.” 

“But where are we going?” I asked. 
“We are going to America,” he said. 
“Why America? ” I prodded. 
“Because, son. We were born Americans, 

but in the wrong place.” 
He said that as naturally as if I had asked 

him what was the color of the sky. It was so ob-
vious to him why we should head for America 
that he never entertained any other option. Of 
course, he hadn’t studied American history or 
politics, but he had come to know deep in his 
heart the meaning of tyranny. He hungered for 
its opposite and knew where to find it. America 
represented to my father, as Lincoln put it, “the 
last, best hope of earth.” I would like to be able 

On October 23, 1956, students gathered at the foot of Sandor Petofi’s statue in Budapest and read his poem “Rise, 
Magyar!” made famous in the democratic revolution of 1848. Workers, and even soldiers, soon joined the students. The 
demonstrators took over the state-run radio station and the Communist Party offices and toppled a huge statue of Stalin, 
dragging it through the streets. Rebellion spread throughout the country. The demonstrators—now Freedom Fight-
ers—held Soviet occupation forces at bay for several days. 

On November 1, the Hungarian Prime Minister announced that Hungary would withdraw from the Warsaw Pact. 
At dawn, November 4, the Soviets launched a major invasion of Hungary, in an offensive involving tens of thousands of 
additional troops, air and artillery assaults, and 6,000 tanks. A heroic resistance was crushed in less than a week. 

The last free Hungarian radio broadcast spent its final hours repeating the Gettysburg Address in seven languages, 
followed by an S.O.S. Over 20,000 Hungarians were tried and sentenced for participation in the uprising, hundreds 
receiving the death sentence. An estimated 200,000 Hungarians—of a population of nine million—became refugees. 
Forty-seven thousand came to the United States. Hungary became a member of NATO on March 12, 1999.



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2006 
Page 34

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

to say that this made my father a remarkable 
man for his time and his circumstances. For, in 
many ways, he truly was a wonder. But this is 
not one of those ways. Among the Hungarians 
I knew—aside from those who were true be-
lievers in the Communists—this was the com-
mon sense of the subject. It was self-evident to 
them. I would spend much of the next 20 years 
acquiring this common sense for myself. 

Journey to America

We could not tell anyone—in-
cluding my grandparents and un-
cle—that we were leaving. It was 

safer for them (and for us) that they not know 
where we were, so they could answer honestly 
and convincingly when questioned. We there-
fore had to leave with essentially nothing. My 
sister Marta and I each had a doll and a small 
bag of clothes. My parents had one small bag 
between them. And my father had 17 dollars 
in his pocket in single dollar bills, which he had 
been hoarding for years; good as gold, he always 
said. The trains were packed with many other 
people similarly outfitted and with the same 
destination—the Austrian border. The Rus-
sians were stopping the trains and looking for 
people. We all just kept our heads down and 
said nothing to anyone. 

When we left the train, hundreds of others 
left, too, all taking different paths, doing their 
best to ignore one another but inevitably merg-
ing into larger groups, since they were all head-
ing in the same direction. We had many miles 
ahead of us, most of them in the dark, some 
across fields and farm land. We did our best to 
avoid haystacks (where Russians were thought 
to lie in ambush), and I remember a particu-
larly difficult thing we had to do—ignore the 
nearby sound of a crying child. That was a well-
known Russian trick. We did, however, come 
upon a boy whose father had been shot. He was 
immediately welcomed into our growing and 
informal group of which, it seemed, my father 
had become the leader. 

We crossed a little bridge in the dark before 
morning. Someone heard the sound of German 
on the other side of the bridge. It was the Aus-
trian border post! As we stepped over a line, 
the Austrians asked us to show our weapons. 
I remember being utterly surprised to see that 
every man in our group immediately began 
to drop pistols, knives, etc. We had just fin-
ished an expedition of the brave. It had led us 
to the town of Nickelsdorf, Austria. There we 
were housed in a big barn, and slept soundly, 
on beds of straw (I remember the oddness of 
going to sleep when it was still daylight). The 
next morning we were moved to an Army camp 
near Innsbruck. For nearly a month, we were 
fed and housed there. Dad went out and got a 
job. I occupied myself in the normal pursuits of 
10-year-old boys. 

Occasionally, officials from the various em-
bassies of different countries would come by and 
attempt to catalogue where the refugees were 
planning to go and why. They wanted to know 
if we had any relatives in any other country. 
We did not. The man from the German em-
bassy encouraged us to settle in Germany. We 
would be made citizens immediately because 
Schramm was a German name. My father told 
him we were not German. He was sure of what 
he wanted. But we had no relatives in America. 
The representative from the American embas-
sy asked my father, “Don’t you know anyone in 
America? ” 

As fate would have it, we did. Back in 1946, 
in war-ravaged Hungary before I was born, my 
father (who was not a mechanic or an engineer, 
but was resourceful in all things) had somehow 
managed to build a car out of scrap parts. It was 
nothing more, really, than an engine with four 
wheels and a flat-bed in the back. Apart from 
military vehicles, cars on Hungarian streets 
were an extreme rarity at that time. He combed 
the countryside in this contraption for junk to 
sell or trade so that his family could survive. 

On one such excursion, he came upon a 
man standing next to a broken-down Volk-

swagen. The man turned out to be a decom-
missioned U.S. officer who had been born in 
Hungary and was taking time off to tour the 
country. My father was able to help him get 
the car going again, and the man offered to pay 
for the help in precious dollars. Dad was too 
proud to take the money, but he accepted the 
man’s business card. It read, “Joseph Moser, 
DDS, Hermosa Beach, California.” “If you 
ever need anything,” the man said, “don’t hesi-
tate to call.” Dad gave the card to my mother 
for safekeeping. 

Now, in Nickelsdorf, Austria, ten years 
later, my mother remembered that we did 
know someone in America. She ran back to the 
bunks and out of her little satchel pulled an old, 
rumpled business card. “Yes,” my father said, “I 
know this man.” He showed the business card 
to the American. We had had no contact with 
Dr. Moser in all those intervening years. But he 
was still where his card said he was, and he was 
willing (thank God!) to sponsor us. 

Within a week of contacting Dr. Moser, we 
were shipped off to Munich and then took a 
plane to New York City. We landed just before 
midnight on Christmas Eve, one day after my 
tenth birthday. When the plane stopped for re-
fueling in Newfoundland, the crew of the air-
line (TWA, as I recall) gave Christmas presents 
to the children on board. My sister got a doll, 
and I got a toy Army jeep. This was the extent 
of the presents for that Christmas—except for 
the freedom we were about to enjoy. On Christ-
mas morning we were taken to Camp Kilmer, 
New Jersey, for processing. 

A few weeks later we took a train to Los 
Angeles where we were met by Dr. Moser and 
his family. Sponsorship meant that they had to 
guarantee that we would not become a burden 
to the American people. He had to house and 
feed us for awhile. Mom and Dad both got jobs 
right away, Dad at the local newspaper lifting 
heavy things, and Mom cleaning houses. Soon 
we had a little beach shack to live in, and my 
parents were able to purchase their first res-
taurant with their savings and a bank-financed 
loan. The whole family went to work. We had 
to tear the place apart before we could open it. 
After it was opened, my sister and I washed 
dishes as Mom and Dad cooked and waited on 
tables. 

The Education of an American

When i reached high school age 
we moved to Studio City and 
bought a bigger restaurant, Sch-

ramm’s Hungarian Restaurant, right across 
the street from many of the movie studios. I 
attended Hollywood High because it had an 
ROTC program, which the neighborhood high 
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school didn’t. But I must say that I didn’t learn 
much, either in high school or college, about 
the great country to which I’d emigrated. Even 
in the early ’60s (before “political correctness” 
had been heard of), it was already common for 
teachers and professors to teach that Amer-
ica was an amazingly hypocritical place. All I 
needed to know about Abraham Lincoln, one 
teacher said, was that he was a racist. 

When I graduated from Hollywood High 
in 1964, I enrolled at San Fernando Valley 
State College (now California State University, 
Northridge), while continuing to work for my 
parents. By that time, I had become an avid 
reader and had accumulated a large and grow-
ing library of my own (to the chagrin of my fa-
ther, to whom this seemed very impractical). 
But there was no particular focus to my read-
ing—I wandered through history, philosophy, 
literature, language, as one thing or another 
struck my fancy. When I started college, I just 
took classes that I found interesting. I had no 
plan or major in mind, until I discovered I had 
to pick one. So I picked political science. 

Throughout these years, because of my own 
experience rather than anything I was taught in 
school, I maintained an interest in American 
politics. The anti-Communist positions of the 
GOP were a natural draw for my family and 
me. We didn’t think the Democrats fully ap-
preciated the enemy. I became active in Repub-
lican Party politics and campaigned for Barry 
Goldwater in 1964 and for Ronald Reagan in 
his successful race two years later to become 
Governor of California. But my politics were 
not well developed. 

While I was active in the Young Republi-
cans, I attended a few seminars sponsored by 
the Intercollegiate Studies Institute. They pro-
vided an opportunity for students from colleges 
all around the country to meet and study with 
some of the leading conservative professors. It 
was in 1965 at one of these summer seminars 
that I first met Harry V. Jaffa. He had just 
moved from Ohio to Claremont Men’s College 
and was teaching a class on Shakespeare; Mar-
tin Diamond was teaching one on The Federalist. 
At about the same time, I came across the new 
journal Intercollegiate Review and the youthful 
National Review. 

As I met and became friends with other 
students and teachers in Claremont, I discov-
ered a world of study that united all my inter-
ests and included an understanding of America 
that was worthy of the subject. I enrolled in a 
doctoral program in Government at Claremont 
Graduate School in 1971. I took classes on Pla-
to’s Phaedo, the American Founding, Lincoln, 
Shakespeare’s politics, and many other topics. 
It was intoxicating, made even more pleasant 
because it took place with friends, who were not 

only smart and hardworking, but partisans of 
America and the things for which the country 
stood. It was here that I started understand-
ing what my father had always understood: 
that in America human beings could prove to 
the world that they have the capacity to govern 
themselves. I came to understand what Lincoln 
meant when he said that the ideas of the Decla-
ration of Independence were the “electric cord” 
that linked all Americans together, as though 
we were “blood of the blood, and flesh of the 
flesh, of the men who wrote that Declaration.” 
This is what it meant to be an American, and 
it wasn’t all that far from what it meant to be a 
man. 

Teaching Americans

America became home to me, and 
these days I continue my life as a stu-
dent of America. The difference is that 

now a university pays me to study, rather than 
my paying it for the privilege. Here at a liberal 
arts college in central Ohio, I’m in the ironic 
position of teaching native Americans (I mean 
native-born Americans) how to think about 
their country. How odd it seems, and yet how 

perfectly American, that I, a Hungarian immi-
grant, should teach them. 

When I teach them about American poli-
tics and American history, I start with a simple 
thing about their country and themselves. I tell 
them that they are the fortunate of the earth, 
among the blessed of all times and places. I tell 
them this as a thing that should be as obvious 
to them as it was to my father. And their bless-
ing, their great good fortune, lies in the nation 
into which they were born. I tell them that their 
country, the United States of America, is not 
only the most powerful and the most prosper-
ous country on earth, but the most free and the 
most just. Then I do my best to tell them how 
and why this is so. And I teach them about the 
principles from which those blessings of liberty 
flow. I invite them to consider whether they can 
have any greater honor than to pass undimin-
ished to their children and grandchildren this 
great inheritance of freedom. 

Peter W. Schramm is Executive Director of the 
Ashbrook Center and Professor of Political Science 
at Ashland University. This essay is adapted from 
a longer memoir in On Principle, Special Edition, 
April 2006.
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Book Review by William F. Buckley, Jr.

Amicus Brief
Friendship: An Exposé, by Joseph Epstein. 

Houghton Mifflin, 288 pages, $24

Joseph epstein remarks that there 
aren’t many books written on the subject 
of friendship. Two hundred and seventy 

pages later, we might be tempted to think, Score 
one more for the marketplace! But of course you 
wouldn’t be tempted to say any such thing af-
ter completing this book. Joe Epstein appears 
to have promised himself, 17 books back, that 
he would never be tedious, and this latest book 
is certainly a validation of that oath. In particu-
lar because a book on a subject so amorphous 
(How about a book on love? Or duty?) runs 
singular risks, in this case the epiphany is that 
there is no epiphany in the offing. Although Ep-
stein never ceases to amuse and to illuminate, 
he has no thesis about friendship to commu-
nicate, no bizarre discoveries to share. He can 
only instruct and entertain. Instruct in what? 
How to make friends? No, not really. How to keep 
them? No, not exactly. How to weather the loss of 
one? Not quite, though he has a bromide or two 
handy. How much to care for the evanescence of one 
or more friendships? 

Depends. So what is it that he tells us that is 
edifying? Well, how to write about friendship, 
never mind that the challenge—how to make 
a friend—can’t be confidently undertaken be-
cause there are no sure-fire rules. On this point 
he quietly surrenders.

What then does he do?

He is gifted beyond belief in coming up with 
a phrase or a sentence or a paragraph written by 
or about people who make good copy, Christ-
mas light after light on a huge tree, and after 
a few chapters you permit yourself to wonder, 
Can this man keep this up?

Here is a schematic idea of the scope of the 
challenge he accepts.

Turning to the index, you run your eyes 
down the first page pausing only at proper 
names. We have Achilles, Mortimer Adler, Ce-
leste Alberet, Alcibiades, Alexander the Great, 
Kingsley Amis, Digby Anderson, Yasir Arafat, 
Hannah Arendt, Aristotle (12 citations), New-
ton Arvin, Titus Pomponius Atticus, W. H. 
Auden, Saint Augustine, Jane Austen, Francis 
Bacon, George Balanchine, Honoré de Balzac, 
Karl Barth, Jacques Barzun, Walter Jackson 
Bate, Samuel Beckett, Max Beerbohm.

I was once tempted (unhappily, i re-
sisted the temptation) to turn to a boring 
television host, who couldn’t find stay-

awake words to describe the book I was on his 
program to promote, and throw out a chal-
lenge. I thought to say, “Max, give me a number 
between 1 and 341, the last page of my book. 
Never mind why, I’ll tell you why. I will turn 
to the page you select and in five seconds, will 
read aloud from one paragraph on that page. It 

will demonstrate the unspeakable satisfaction 
imparted from hearing the text.” As a gesture 
of humility, I might have added that if any of 
Max’s viewers accepted the challenge and did 
not find in the selected paragraph the adver-
tised qualities of wit and elegance, that person 
would be excused from buying the book. Max 
had about five million viewers, so my challenge 
was pretty safe. 

If readers of these words I am writing about 
Epstein were within earshot, I’d have rejoiced 
in issuing a challenge at the same level, centered 
on people he quoted or alluded to.

For instance, what did Mortimer Adler do 
or say to get him into Friendship: An Exposé?

Page 159: “I once worked for Mortimer J. 
Adler, who was born a Jew but for many years 
attended an Episcopal church, and who once 
instructed a friend of mine who was his office 
manager not to hire a Jewish girl as his secre-
tary (Adler converted to Catholicism shortly 
before he died). Around me this man, who 
identified himself as little as possible as Jewish, 
would occasionally bring out a Yiddishism or 
recount stories of his immigrant father. Some-
thing about me, apparently, brings out the Jew 
in people.”

Titus Pomponius Atticus had one very 
close friend. Epstein dilates: “With a wife 
or husband who is truly one’s [friend], with 
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physical love and a mutual interest in one’s 
children added, one requires less in and from 
other friends. Sometimes, in fact, when one 
has such a dominant best friend—a live-in, 
as it were, best friend—the expectations and 
obligations of other friendships can come to 
seem a touch, and sometimes more than a 
touch, burdensome.”

In my own experience, incipient friendships 
are often stillborn―in that they were never really 
born. On reflection, they were intimacies that 
owed their lives to briefly shared experiences. 

These are frequently associated with travel. 
If it wasn’t Somerset Maugham who wrote 
about the shipboard romance, it’s simply be-
cause he forgot to do so. The situation is very 
nearly generic. The woman, preferably middle-
aged, is on a liner crossing an ocean and in a 
matter of days goes from attraction for a single 
male passenger to devotion to him, and before 
the ship docks there is a mutual intimacy that 
sweeps them off their feet. When they leave the 
ship, they go off to disparate engagements, but 
it is inconceivable that they should end other 
than as full-fledged lifelong friends; but in fact 
they never see each other again, or if they do, 
only fleetingly.

Such relationships are not always romantic 
in nature. I’ve had short-term friendships, con-
ceived aboard ship, or during basic training in 
the army, or pooling time and resources at col-
lege in pursuit of learning or pleasure. But the 
inseminating agent never did permanent work, 
and commonplace absorptions took over.

I think of Hughie, though I now need to 
work at it to remember him at all, but he fits 
here exactly. It was a hot August 1944, and 
Hughie was on the bus that carried a load of 
draftees from Camden, South Carolina, to Ft. 
Jackson, South Carolina. There we would be 
“processed,” a three-day operation, after which 
half of us would be bused to Ft. Bragg, North 
Carolina, the next step in a progressive deploy-
ment that took me, finally, to Camp Wheeler, 
in Macon, Georgia, for basic training in the 
infantry. Hughie and I were together for ten 
days, at the end of which he was dispatched to 
Oklahoma for artillery training. We learned at 
the same drill that we would be separated that 
same day, and the forlornness was piercing. We 
spoke of reunion in Camden after the war end-
ed, and of correspondence in between, though 
I remember wondering whether Hughie knew 
how to read and write.

Such “friendships,” though perhaps that 
is not what they should be labeled, I simply 
imagine happen to us all, no doubt including 
Mr. Epstein, though I’d be reluctant to admit 
just any old anybody into the hallowed com-

pany of Hughie, sacred in my thoughts, for a 
couple of weeks in the hot Carolina sun of 1944 
when what seemed the entire world was bent 
on wresting us from civil life to make us into 
soldiers. 

Character is required, along with the suppres-
sion of envy, for the less fortunate of two friends 
not to hold his old friend’s success against him. 
“Francis Bacon, on this point, claims that ‘there 
is little friendship in the world, and least of all 
that between equals.’ I take Bacon’s point to be 
that equality between people is chiefly a spur to 
rivalry, which can be death on friendship.” Bal-
zac is waiting there to strengthen the argument, 
writes Epstein: “with that worldly cynicism one 
comes to expect (and enjoy) in him, [he] backs 
up Bacon by remarking that ‘nothing so forti-
fies a friendship as the belief on the part of one 
friend that he is superior to the other.’”

The mention of Amis brings on an extensive 
excerpt from this examination of friendship:

Consider a relatively famous recent three-
way male friendship, that among literary 
Englishmen of the same generation: the 
poet Philip Larkin, the novelist Kingsley 
Amis, and the historian of Soviet terror 
Robert Conquest…. Larkin was the best 
poet of his time, Amis the most highly 
regarded English novelist, and Conquest, 
in The Great Terror, the author of one of 
the most historically significant books of 
the past century. Larkin and Amis went 
to university together; Conquest matched 
both in comic point of view.

The objective comes now clearly into view:

Friendships similar to that among these 
three men are unthinkable among wom-
en, and perhaps among American men. 
Although they were (Conquest is still 
very much alive) men of considerable in-
tellectual and artistic seriousness, among 
themselves they remained schoolboys, 
perhaps no older than age-fifteen school-
boys. They shared an interest in light 
pornography, spanking and all that (ah, 
there’ll always be an England), as well as 
a scruffiness and a deliberate loutishness. 
Larkin could write to Amis about what a 
waste of time and money it was to court a 
woman, when it made much more sense 
and saved five pounds to toss off early 
in the evening and spend the rest of the 
night alone, drinking and listening to jazz 
records. Amis could report to Larkin on 
his adulteries and his drunkenness. Their 
anti-female sentiments were unabashed 

and, if one is not a woman, wickedly 
funny. Conquest sent them both limer-
icks quite gigglesome in their obscenity. 
To one another they could mock the pre-
tensions of the famous among their other 
friends and acquaintances. In short, guy 
stuff, to a high and amusing if not en-
tirely admirable power, yet of a kind that 
gave all three of these extraordinary men 
much pleasure and probably solace.

However abundant the spirit for friendship, 
there needs to be a practical limitation, surely, in 
numbers? “I am myself guilty of breaking a seri-
ous rule of the art of friendship,” writes Epstein, 

the Aristotelian stricture against poly-
philia, or having too many friends: “for it 
would seem,” Aristotle wrote, “actually 
impossible to be a great friend to many 
people.” In a talk I once gave on friend-
ship, I mentioned that I have seventy-five 
or so friends. A sensible woman in the 
audience said that that seemed an unusu-
ally, almost unbelievably high number. 
(I’m reminded here of reading somewhere 
that William F. Buckley, Jr., once gave a 
party to which he invited his fifteen hun-
dred closest friends.)* I now think that 
the number seventy-five was probably on 
the modest side, at least if one thinks of 
friends as people with whom one has had 
past and expects to have continuing rela-
tions, with all the conviviality and obliga-
tions entailed in a friendship.

All of which is best summarized by suggesting 
that here is the perfect gift for your—friend. 

Best friend? 
Why not? Though perhaps best friends 

should have two copies.

* The story here is funny. A commercial ship 
owner brought to New York City for its maiden 
exposure a huge new sail-rigged ship and asked 
me, through an agent of his line, if I would 
like to have it for a lunch sail with “your clos-
est friends.” How many would the ship accom-
modate, I asked? “Fifteen hundred” was his 
answer. I took some delight in issuing the invi-
tations, disclosing a mock rank of each invitee 
in a discreet pencil stroke, counting down from 
1,500; a fun exercise in eyebrow-raising. About 
50 friends boarded the boat, discussing, for a 
while, their relative standing in my roster.

William F. Buckley, Jr., is the founder of National 
Review.
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Book Review by Mark Blitz

Giving Honor Its Due
Honor: A History, by James Bowman.
 Encounter Books, 265 pages, $25.95

James bowman’s honor is both an analy-
sis and a warning. It looks carefully at a phe-
nomenon we too often ignore and defends 

vigorously a quality we sometimes foolishly 
mock. The book contains no cant, partisan 
frothing, or ideological silliness, although its 
recommendations and its enemies will satisfy 
conservatives more than liberals. It is a substan-
tial achievement.

Bowman, a resident scholar at the Ethics 
and Public Policy Center, traces honor from 
the ancient Greeks until today, concentrating 
on the period from 1914 through Vietnam. The 
volume’s high points are a trenchant review of 
our post-Vietnam softness and a series of brac-
ing recommendations for restoring honor’s 
importance. Its chief deficiency is conceptual. 
Bowman sees honor’s facets as few do today, but 
he does not see enough of its setting or unifying 
core. 

At the heart of his analysis is the distinction 
that he draws between reflexive honor and cul-
tural honor. Reflexive honor means standing up 
for yourself or getting back at those who harm 
you, letting “others know one is not to be trifled 
with.” All men have or can have it. Cultural 
honor is admiring or defending one’s culture. 
The “honor culture” of our radical Islamist en-
emies obviously differs from Victorian culture, 
but all cultures honor visible qualities that be-
long especially to those on top. Traditionally, 
men are honored by a reputation for courage 
and women by a reputation for chastity.

Honor’s chief contemporary enemies, accord-
ing to Bowman, are therapy, pacifism, feminism, 
individual authenticity, excessive equality, and 
the cult of celebrity. They replace the shame, 
warrior spirit, chaste domesticity, public out-
look, necessary inequalities, and admiration for 
true distinction that help contribute to honor. 
To resuscitate it, consequently, we must restore 
warrior spirit, defend sensible inequalities, over-
come celebrity-worship, and revivify differences 
between the sexes. He believes these outcomes 
to be possible (in descending order of likelihood) 
but honestly reports his inability in several cases 
to see practical steps to bring them about. 

Bowman’s thoughtful, instructive history is 
inevitably somewhat uneven. In general, he is 
weakest about the Greeks and gathers strength 
as he goes along. He misses Plato’s subtle dis-

cussions of the political need for both courage 
and moderation; somewhat distorts the place 
of Aristotle’s view of honor in his overall un-
derstanding of virtue; bypasses the connection 
of virtue’s nobility to both the individual soul 
and the political community; and ignores the 
importance of reason in forming and directing 
passions. A more careful consideration of the 
ancient philosophers might have ameliorated in 
advance some of the difficulties I discuss below. 

Every reader will of course quibble with points 
of emphasis and interpretation. More signifi-
cantly, however, Bowman touches too lightly 
and idiosyncratically on our entrance into and 
success in the Second World War, overempha-
sizes what he believes was the reflexive assertion 
of our honor in striking back at those who had 
attacked us and, consequently, downplays the 
importance of protecting freedom and justice, 
of self-defense, and of aiding friends in trouble. 
He underplays, too, our response to the Cold 
War, which showed an admirable patience and 
endurance that is hard to imagine absent the 
American people’s respect for the justice of our 
way of life. Offended pride or honor would not 
have been enough.

Bowman’s distinction between reflexive and 
cultural honor is confined to two of honor’s 
three main divisions. By examining all of them 
we can confront his understanding more radi-
cally. One division involves “honors,” i.e., marks 
of distinction. We award honors in professions, 
the arts, education, and the military. Aristotle 
considered the chief honors to be political offic-
es. The second involves honorable behavior—
doing the right thing; and the third is “honor” 
as the subject of offense. Offended “honor” is 
offended pride, “honorable” behavior is proper 
behavior, and merited “honors” are badges of 
distinctive excellence.

O ffended honor stems from the 
spiritedness that protects, distinguish-
es, and encloses us individually, that 

wards off and punishes intrusions and attacks, 
and that constitutes each human being insofar 
as he stands up for himself. Bowman’s notion 
of reflexive honor cogently brings out some of 
this phenomenon, but he sees it too narrowly. 
He shows how therapy and authenticity vitiate 
honor, because the honorable soul is more re-
sponsible than the therapeutic self, and honor’s 
content more public than authenticity’s self-
proclaimed uniqueness. But what about pride 
requires the self-motivation of responsibility 
rather than the passivity of therapy, and the ac-
claim of reputation rather than the daydream 
of sincerity? Bowman does not elaborate a view 
of the soul that clarifies the better and worse 
expressions of our common human powers. 
His preference for honor could thus seem to be 

Bowman ably brings out the connection 
of honor to reputation through the stories 
of Lancelot, Arthur, and Roland, explores 
Shakespeare’s complex understanding, recog-
nizes the modern attack on honor in writers 
such as Mandeville, and usefully analyzes the 
Victorians’ contradictory yet stalwart notion 
of the Christian gentleman. He then traces 
the attack on honor caused by claims about 
the pointlessness of the First World War and 
the foolishness of the old men who led it. This 
attack formed the view of the 1930s, and pre-
saged the objections to the official culture of 
honor during the Korean and, especially, the 
Vietnam War. Vietnam and its aftermath ex-
acerbated the honor-opposing culture that is so 
prominent today.

Much of this discussion is cogent and il-
luminating, melding intelligent argument and 
analysis with discussions of literature and film. 
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merely one irrational stance among others.
Behaving honorably also means doing the 

right thing. Honorable action need not always 
mean taking offense or getting even: one does 
not cheat even if no one is looking. Nor does 
one push women and children away from the 
lifeboat, or recklessly kill defenseless civilians. 
Here, however, Mr. Bowman is too impressed 
by the way the right thing varies in different 
places and times. He reminds us that, because 
only the public knowledge of Lancelot’s adultery 
with Guinevere disgraced Arthur, lying about it 
was acceptable. Drawing on this example and 
others, Bowman tries to defend the wisdom of 
separating public action and private virtue in 
our day, too. Indeed, he seeks generally to sepa-
rate honor from virtue and prefers that war not 
be justified in universal terms. 

The result of his argument, however, is that 
the link between honorably standing up for one-
self and doing the right thing becomes fuzzy. 
It is a mistake not to see how honor’s power, 
pride, and courage are linked to moderate, gen-
erous, and just action, prudently understood. 
Doing the wrong things should cause self-con-
tempt even when no one else knows. Bowman 
believes that Islamic “honor” killings of rape 
victims, male tyranny, and murderous revenge 
show us something about the inequalities and 
offended bravado always involved in honor. He 
also knows that these practices are barbaric. To 
deal successfully with this contradiction (and 
to justify the reconstituted Victorian honor he 
prefers), he would need to locate honor in a uni-
versal characteristic—spiritedness—that we 
can perfect through a virtue (courage) connect-
ed to other virtues. This would give us grounds 
to understand the truly honorable and to take 
offense properly, while still learning something 
from offended spirit whenever we see it.

B owman’s notion of cultural honor 
raises similar questions. How much is 
reflexive honor naturally independent 

of one’s culture, and how much is it merely a 
product of that culture? To what extent do I 
conceive myself as a “one” only in terms of a 
“cultural” many? When Bowman discusses 
authenticity, sincerity, therapy, and the Islamic 
honor culture it is as if individual human be-
ings could be fully subsumed or defined by the 
regnant culture. This cannot be, however, if 
men such as Bowman self-consciously defend 
a view older and nobler than what prevails in 
their own culture. The scope he attributes to 
a culture or “honor group,” moreover, remains 
undefined. Tribes, professions, communities, 
religions, and arts are not the same. Recogniz-

ing their conflicts allows us to overcome some 
of the hypocrisy of “cultural” honor, while also 
defending it properly.

We also notice these issues politically. Re-
flexive honor often concerns striking back at 
injustice. Although the injustice might be di-
rected against me, I and others understand its 
substance—the violated equality, hierarchy, or 
ownership—on the basis of common, or po-
tentially common, principles. We defend our 
customs and traditions but also our freedom, 
equality, and goods. The true subject of “cul-
tural” honor is justice as we find it embodied in 
law, or a way of life. Some ways of distributing 
goods are arguably more just and better than 
others. “Honors” speak to true distinctions, not 
only cultural ones. Mere cultures and traditions 
are incommensurable and, therefore, objects ei-
ther of lazy equality, or domination, until we 
judge them rationally and universally. “Cultur-
al” honor is better or worse in terms of the jus-
tice of the way of life it defends. Bowman does 
not show, as he could have, how any “cultural” 
honor opens to and is dissatisfied with what is 
not fully honorable. The inevitable shortcom-
ings of one’s community also help to energize 
the natural split between individual (reflexive) 
and political (cultural) honor.

These questions are connected to several 
practical concerns. 

For one, Bowman too drastically separates 
honor from political rule. He is properly wary 
of our academics’ proclivity to reduce honor to a 
fig leaf for power and patriarchy. He also means 
to counter the extreme view of war, especially 
of the First World War, as a corrupt venture 
precipitated by powerful old men’s belief in, or 
blather about, honor. After all, one cannot see 
honor clearly without recognizing it as an inde-
pendent force. Nonetheless, we misunderstand 
honor unless we notice that encouraging others 
to live up to codes that I control cements my 
rule. Bowman mentions this occasionally but 
not thematically. It is important to acknowl-
edge honor’s consequent potential for hypocrisy, 
however, as well as its place in establishing often 
unfair authority. Otherwise, as I have suggested, 
one may ignore the difference between good and 
bad authority that the hypocrisy in all author-
ity helps make evident. Honor does not justify 
Islamic tyranny, but it is unreasonable there and 
elsewhere to ignore the pretense, posturing, and 
dominance that clothe themselves in honor’s 
dignity.

We also misunderstand honor practically 
unless we see that bristling at slights is not 
just the expression of an independent passion; 
it protects my life and property by leading en-

emies to look for easier marks. Spiritedness is 
not only a fact and honor (as courage) a perfec-
tion of it; they are linked to security and sur-
vival. Recognizing this link to what is ordinary 
helps to prevent the extremism or even madness 
of so-called “honor” when it is unhinged from 
rational balance. In this regard, Bowman also 
does not say enough about security and self-de-
fense as grounds for war. Not merely a cause 
and a slap in the face, but securing freedom 
and resources lead us to protect ourselves. The 
bristling of spirit can be connected to the calm 
of satisfaction; alone and apart they tend to be-
come imprudent and ignoble. 

F inally, although bowman skill-
fully brings out many factors that work 
against honor in America today, he does 

not bring out so well the elements compatible 
with it. His history mostly skips over the Rea-
gan era. He gives short shrift to our military 
response in Afghanistan and our police and 
fire response directly after September 11. He 
does not ask what citizen involvement might 
be in future military actions more visibly con-
nected to self-defense than is the Iraq war. 
Even his analysis of popular culture ignores 
the television shows of the past decade that 
present justice being pursued and achieved, 
not only by loners and outsiders but by dedi-
cated officials.

More generally, he overlooks some of Amer-
ican liberal democracy’s resources for defend-
ing and elevating our version of reflexive honor, 
not to mention our principles. He says little 
about America’s grounding in equal freedom 
and rights. This ground, however, liberates the 
spirited defense and execution of individual au-
thority and choice. It promotes the character 
we require to exercise our rights. Our respon-
sibility and industry, in the proper atmosphere 
of education and competition, support and de-
velop liberal or egalitarian pride. This pride is 
compatible with courageously taking on public 
tasks, at least when we understand our freedom 
and talents expansively.

That we too often understand freedom as 
private license and too little feel the honor-
able need to defend our country, however, also 
is true. Our ethical and intellectual resources 
are in danger of being depleted. Mr. Bowman’s 
admirable and intelligent book stands manfully 
against this decline.

Mark Blitz is Fletcher Jones Professor of Political Phi-
losophy at Claremont McKenna College and the author 
most recently of Duty Bound: Responsibility and 
American Public Life (Rowman & Littlefield).
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Book Review by John Yoo

The Pettifoggery of War
Preemption: A Knife that Cuts Both Ways, by Alan M. Dershowitz. 
W.W. Norton & Co., 192 pages, $24.95 (cloth) $16.95 (paper)

In the last decade, the united states 
has launched three military interventions 
(in Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq), and 

the decade to come may bring even more such 
actions. As of this writing, Iran continues its 
clandestine efforts to build a nuclear weapon, 
and North Korea has tested (with limited suc-
cess) a long-range missile. Should the U.S. at-
tack Iran or North Korea preemptively? If so, 
when and how? These are probably the most 
difficult questions an American president in 
the next decade will have to face. And so there 
is cause to welcome Harvard law professor Alan 
Dershowitz’s well-timed Preemption: A Knife that 
Cuts Both Ways. 

Dershowitz, whose eminence in the law is 
nearly as great as his celebrity, has never been 
able to resist throwing himself into the issues of 
the day. He has written books on Israel, Bush v. 
Gore, the Bible, abortion, and the O.J. Simpson 
and Claus von Bulow cases. But scholars who 
wander outside their specialty do so at their 
own risk, and Preemption is a case in point. 

The book is noteworthy for taking a series 
of positions: Dershowitz believes Israel was 
within its rights to launch a preemptive attack 
in the Six-Day War, to attack Iraq’s Osirak nu-
clear reactor in 1981, and to selectively target 
(or assassinate) terrorists. He opposed the war 
in Iraq (though he says it was “a 51-49 percent 
matter, with the deciding 2 percent based on 
the law of unintended consequences”). And in 

the case of Iran’s nuclear program, he appears 
to believe that the United States and Israel have 
the moral and legal right “to protect their civil-
ians and soldiers from a threatened nuclear ho-
locaust, and that right must include—if that is 
the only realistic option—preemptive military 
action.” But he expresses doubts about an at-
tack that would cause “undue civilian casualties 
and other costs.”

Dershowitz is entitled to his opinions, but 
whether they are persuasive is another matter. 
Unfortunately, Preemption provides no theory or 
framework for thinking about the issue of pre-
emption. Dershowitz appears to be oddly rud-
derless. He correctly observes, as foreign policy 
and international relations specialists have for 
a long time, that there is a difference between 
preemption (using force in anticipation of an 
imminent enemy attack) and prevention (at-
tacking before an enemy poses a threat). He 
complains that there is no coherent jurispru-
dence on the use of preemptive or preventive 
force, and certainly none that nations appear to 
follow. He is right on that score, too.

Dershowitz offers a long list of factors that 
he believes should be considered in deciding 
whether to carry out a preemptive attack, in-
cluding the type of military action, reason-
able alternatives, effect on civilians, reliability 
of intelligence, and the certainty, severity, and 
immediacy of the enemy’s potential attack. 
But he provides no method for balancing any 

of these elements against each other. He likes 
the philosopher Kant (who would have op-
posed preemption), but he also likes Bentham 
(who would have supported preemption). “In 
eclectic, heterogenous democracies,” Dershow-
itz writes, “no jurisprudence will ever reflect 
a single ideology or worldview. Nor should it. 
It should incorporate Benthamite utilitarian 
principles that weigh costs against benefits, but 
it should also reflect some Kantian imperatives 
and absolutes.”

But how are we to strike this magical bal-
ance between Bentham and Kant? And how are 
we to evaluate the multiplicity of factors and is-
sues involved in preemptive war? Dershowitz 
does not say. By the book’s end, he seems to 
have thrown up his hands: he calls for a juris-
prudence of prevention and preemption, rec-
ommends making adjustments based on future 
experience, and then withdraws. 

S ome readers might find this prag-
matic approach appealing because of its 
resemblance to the workings of the com-

mon law, which Dershowitz at times invokes as 
a source of inspiration and comparison. But the 
common law is not the only or even the most 
obvious way to approach the problem. He ig-
nores, for example, the long tradition of just-
war theory developed by Catholic thinkers and 
natural law philosophers. Nor does he engage 
modern academics such as Michael Walzer and 
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John Rawls, each of whom wrote significant 
works on just-war theory. Dershowitz also ne-
glects much that would have been relevant to 
his subject in the political thought of America’s 
founders. In The Federalist, for example, Alex-
ander Hamilton observed that declarations of 
war had fallen into disuse because nations were 
then (1787) in the habit of launching unan-
nounced attacks. He argued that the United 
States needed a strong presidency within a re-
vitalized national government to protect itself 
against surprise attacks. 

D ershowitz eschews american his-
tory, too. The United States, after all, 
has conducted several major wars that 

were arguably preemptive or preventive, includ-
ing the Mexican-American War, the Spanish-
American War, and World War I. In the first 
case, the U.S. reacted to a skirmish along the 
Texas border by invading Mexico and captur-
ing its capital. America acted less in self-defense 
than preemptively to prevent Mexico or any 
other country from wielding power in the west-
ern half of the continent. Similarly, America re-
sponded to the destruction of the U.S.S. Maine 
by sinking Spain’s navy and seizing its overseas 
colonies. And though President Wilson could 
have sat out World War I, instead he launched 
a preventive war, as it were, against the rising 
power of Germany. 

In the end, Dershowitz begs the basic ques-
tion. He never explains why a “ jurisprudence” 
of preemptive force is needed, or even whether 
one is possible. Decisions to use force depend 
upon the totality of the circumstances. No po-
litical entity exists to enforce international law, 
and nations regularly violate the U.N. Charter’s 
stipulations on the use of force. Preemption re-
flects a lawyerly overconfidence in the power of 
the law, a view unfortunately shared by the U.S. 
Supreme Court. It never occurs to Dershowitz 
to ask why, if the law really could work in this 
area, the legal rules already in place have failed 
so spectacularly.

He might have sought in Preemption to re-
think how best to use military force in an age 
of terrorism. He might have drawn on our own 
history as well as the founders’ statesmanship 
while also engaging the serious philosophic and 
legal arguments that have been offered both 
for and against preemptive and preventive war. 
What he has given us instead is a series of talk-
ing points on hot-button issues. Somehow one 
expects more, even from Alan Dershowitz.

John Yoo is professor of law at the University of 
California, Berkeley, and a visiting scholar at the 
American Enterprise Institute. His latest book is 
War by Other Means: An Insider’s Account of 
the War on Terror (Atlantic Monthly Press).
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Essay by John Rosenthal

The Road to Condemning Guantanamo
Post-World War II Revisionism and the European Zeal to Shut Down Guantanamo

In the face of what is commonly de-
scribed in the media as “increasing interna-
tional pressure,” the Bush Administration 

has recently shown a willingness to consider 
shutting down the American detention center 
in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. On closer inspec-
tion, this international pressure turns out to 
come almost exclusively from Europe. Thus in 
June, in the most highly publicized “interna-
tional” initiative to date, Austrian Chancellor 
and then E.U. Council President Wolfgang 
Schüssel used the occasion of the U.S.-E.U. 
summit in Vienna to appeal directly to Presi-
dent Bush to close the center. Only a week be-
fore, the European Parliament passed a motion 
likewise calling for the center’s closure. These 
official gestures follow years of harshly negative 
coverage of Guantanamo in the European me-
dia—beginning almost with the first transfer of 
detainees in January 2002 and reaching a kind 
of crescendo this spring—that has featured the 
unquestioning repetition of unverified atrocity 
stories and blank incomprehension, or outright 
misrepresentation, of the status attributed to 
detainees by the U.S. government. The latter 
gets expressed, above all, in the continual asser-
tion that the U.S. is treating detainees as “en-
emy combatants”—as if this would constitute 
a novelty in a situation of war—while omitting 
the crucial qualifier “unlawful”: as in “unlawful 
enemy combatants.”

Perhaps no one better exemplifies or has con-
tributed more to this campaign against Guan-
tanamo than the Austrian law professor, and 
U.N. Special Rapporteur on Torture, Manfred 
Nowak. When, on behalf of the E.U., Schüssel 
made his now famous appeal to President Bush 
to close the center, this was widely interpreted 
as a “spontaneous” reaction to the suicides at 
Guantanamo that had immediately preceded 
the summit. In fact, the Austrian Chancellor 
was following a script that Manfred Nowak had 
already publicly recommended to the E.U. over a 
month before.1 In the preceding months, Profes-
sor Nowak turned up regularly in the European 
media inveighing against the center, which he 
describes, in language that is neither academic 
nor diplomatic, as a “a disgrace” (Schandfleck).2 

Interviewed on a German radio station in 
April, he vowed that “international pressure” 
would soon bring down Guantanamo. When 
the interviewer complained that the U.S. was 
wrongfully treating detainees as “enemy com-
batants”—a status that she scoldingly observed 
“in fact does not exist”—Nowak did nothing to 
correct her, much less to clarify the precedents 
cited by the American government in classifying 
some captured combatants as, by the standards 
of the Hague and Geneva Conventions, “unlaw-
ful.”3 Since the U.S.-E.U. summit, Nowak has 
turned from proselytizing against the Guanta-
namo facility to laying out the “correct” modali-

ties for closing it down. According to his latest 
proposal, the vast majority of current detainees 
(all but “5-10%”) should either be repatriated to 
their countries of origin or—presumably in case 
they might face “persecution” in the latter—tak-
en in as “refugees” by “European countries or 
others such as Chile and Argentina.”4 Were this 
proposal implemented, it would transform cap-
tured combatants in what are by all accounts on-
going hostilities into political asylum-seekers—
an act of benevolence toward the enemy that is 
surely unprecedented in the annals of warfare! 

But Nowak’s greatest contribution to the 
campaign against Guantanamo is undoubtedly 
the U.N. Guantanamo report.5 When it was 
issued in February, critics pointed to the large 
number of undemocratic regimes with dubious 
human rights records on the now defunct U.N. 
Human Rights Commission, which had spon-
sored the report. It was, however, Nowak who 
was responsible for the report’s most publicly 
damaging finding: namely, the conclusion that 
American treatment of detainees “amounts to 
torture.” As American officials were quick to 
point out, he refused an American invitation to 
visit the Guantanamo facility. “What’s the sense 
of going to a detention facility and doing fact-
finding when you can’t speak to the detainees? ” 
Nowak said in his defense, alluding to a U.S. 
stipulation. “It is just nonsense!”6 But as noted 
in the report itself (§3), the U.S. had not in fact 
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denied the U.N. investigators the possibility of 
speaking with detainees, merely of conducting 
“private interviews or visits” with them. Not 
surprisingly, in light of the refusal of Nowak 
and his colleagues to inspect the conditions ob-
taining at the facility first-hand, their report is 
based largely on the unverified accounts of freed 
former detainees and their lawyers.

Careful consideration of the U.N. report re-
veals, however, that Nowak did not require hard 
evidence to arrive at his shock conclusion con-
cerning torture at Guantanamo. He does so in-
stead by, in effect, expanding the concept of “tor-
ture” beyond recognition. Thus, for example and 
most notoriously, the report cites methods used 
to feed inmates on hunger strike as “definitely” 
constituting torture.7 The punching or kicking 
of recalcitrant inmates by guards—”as it inflicts 
severe pain or suffering on the victims [sic]”—
was also “considered” by Nowak to “amount to 
torture” (§54). This is hardly the stuff to send 
shivers down the spine. Both sorts of cases, more-
over, clearly lack the instrumental element—de-
liberately inflicting pain as a means, for instance, 
to extract information—that is essential to the 
concept of torture in the customary sense of the 
term. Instead, the report stylizes into instances 
of “torture” the incidental use of force that is part 
and parcel of every coercive situation. 

The consequence of such an inflationary us-
age is that actual instances of torture become 
more difficult to identify—and hence to pre-
vent. Now, it might seem surprising that a U.N. 
official whose task it is to monitor the applica-
tion of the U.N. Convention Against Torture 
should invite such consequences by playing fast 
and loose with terminology. But if one consid-
ers the identity of the authority whom Nowak 
has named—and four months before the render-
ing of the report no less!—as the “inspiration” 
for his Guantanamo judgment, this turns out 
to be not so surprising after all. 

A Teacher’s Influence

L ast october 18th, nowak gave  a 
speech in Vienna at the Ludwig 
Boltzmann Institute of Human Rights.8 

The occasion was the awarding of the first 
ever “Felix Ermacora Human Rights Prize.” 
In 1992, Nowak co-founded the Boltzmann 
Institute with Ermacora. He earlier studied 
with him at the law faculty of the University of 
Vienna, where from 1973 to 1978 he served as 
Ermacora’s teaching and research assistant. In 
eulogizing his late colleague and former teacher, 
Nowak recalled how Ermacora had once inves-
tigated torture charges against British security 
forces in Northern Ireland as a member of the 
European Human Rights Commission. “[A]s 
is well known,” Nowak observed,

the Commission had qualified the five 
“deep interrogation techniques” employed 
by the British security forces as torture. I 
can still well remember Ermacora’s dis-
may when the [European] Court [of Hu-
man Rights], on the urging of the Brit-
ish judge, corrected the opinion of the 
Commission and found the British forces 
responsible for “merely” inhumane treat-
ment. More than 30 years later, I am now, 
in my role as U.N. Special Rapporteur on 
Torture, charged with the qualification 
of similar interrogation methods em-
ployed by the USA in Guantanamo Bay, 
Abu Ghraib, and other camps. I think, 
in this difficult question, I will permit 
myself to be inspired by the legal opinion 
of my former teacher rather than by the 
jurisprudence of the European Court of 
Human Rights.

Note that the jurisprudence of the Europe-
an Court of Human Rights—set up to moni-
tor the application of a regional convention to 
which the U.S. is not a party—ought not to 
have had any particular relevance to Nowak’s 
assessment. But note further that Nowak is 
here saying that he will ignore what he evidently 
regards as relevant legal precedent, in order to 
draw inspiration from an “opinion” of Felix Er-
macora that the court in question rejected. 

One month later, in an interview with Scot-
land’s Sunday Herald,9 Nowak entered into a po-
lemic with the U.S. government, insisting that 
the U.N. Rapporteurs would persevere with 
their investigations “whether we are allowed in 
[to Guantanamo] or not.” He had received his 
invitation to visit Guantanamo three weeks be-
fore. He went on to claim that the U.S. conduct 
of its war with Islamist terror organizations 
was undermining the “framework of interna-
tional human rights law which has been devel-
oped over the last 60 years by the U.N. as a re-
action to national socialism.” Now, it is hardly 
plausible to treat the U.N. Convention Against 
Torture, which was first adopted by the Gen-
eral Assembly in 1984, as a “reaction to national 
socialism.” But in light of Nowak’s invocation 
of National Socialism, it is of even greater in-
terest to know something about the career of 
his “inspiration,” Felix Ermacora, and about the 
curious company that Ermacora kept.

Old Nazis and New Revisionists

F ar from being a defender of the 
post-WWII European and international 
orders, Felix Ermacora played a promi-

nent role in revisionist circles in Austria and 
Germany—”revisionist”, among other things, 
in the sense that they regarded significant as-

pects of the postwar settlements as unjust to 
Germany and Germans and that they aimed to 
overturn them. The connections of these circles 
to the Third Reich, in both personal-biographi-
cal and ideological terms, have been extensively 
documented in German.10 

Starting in 1965, Ermacora formed part of 
a “Working Group” of legal scholars and Ger-
man state functionaries, whose stated aim was 
to lay out the principles of a “European law of 
ethnic groups.” The promotion of such a “law 
of ethnic groups” (Volksgruppenrecht) was and re-
mains the purpose of a little known, but influ-
ential, German-based non-governmental orga-
nization called the Federal Union of European 
Ethnic Groups (FUEV). The FUEV’s leading 
“theoretician” at the time, Theodor Veiter, was 
the convener of the “Working Group.” Several 
of the participants in the “Working Group,” 
including Veiter, were former Nazis.11 The 
others included, for instance, former SS man 
Kurt Rabl and Hermann Raschhofer, who was 
appointed Professor of International Law in 
German-occupied Prague in 1941. The Ger-
man political scientist Samuel Salzborn has 
described Raschhofer as “sort of the right-hand 
man” of Karl-Hermann Frank, the Reich Se-
cretary for the “Protectorate of Bohemia and 
Moravia” that the German occupiers establis-
hed following the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 
1939.12 Frank would be convicted of war crimes 
and executed after the war.

Veiter and former party comrades like Rabl 
and Raschhofer had participated in the elabo-
ration of National Socialist ideas on law and 
international law in the 1930s and early 1940s. 
The project of constructing a Europe-wide 
“law of ethnic groups” was already the cen-
terpiece of their reflections under the Third 
Reich. In 1938, for instance, Veiter published a 
monograph on “national autonomy” (Nationale 
Autonomie). In the vocabulary of Veiter and his 
colleagues, this expression refers to “nations” 
understood in a pre-political, ethnic sense: 
thus “the Germans” and “the French,” but 
also, say, “the Corsicans” or “the Basques”—or, 
for instance, “the Jews.” Of the latter, Veiter 
wrote the following in his 1938 volume: “The 
destructive questioning of the highest human 
values… by Jewry shows that Jews are already 
excluded from the ethnic-national [völkischen] 
life of other nations by virtue of their mode of 
thought, which flows precisely from their race, 
and that they should therefore be excluded 
from the other nations.”13

Ermacora can hardly be said to have shied 
away from such associations. In their 1996 ex-
posé of the FUEV, Von Krieg zu Krieg [From One 
War to the Next], the German journalists Wal-
ter von Goldendach, Hans-Rudiger Minow, 
and Walter Rudig note:
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His [1974] work Die Selbstbestimmungsidee 
[The Idea of Self-Determination] was pub-
lished in the Austrian “Eckart Series,” 
an organ that aimed to provide “a wor-
thy memorial to the achievements of the 
Waffen-SS” and to bring about a renais-
sance of the “biologically effective genetic 
heritage [Ahnenerbe]” of the “ethnic-na-
tional [völkisch] ancestry.”14

In 1977, Ermacora was a founding member 
of a second German NGO that has agitated 
for “ethnic law” in Europe: the International 
Institute for the Law of Nationalities and Re-
gionalism (INTEREG). His co-founders in IN-
TEREG included Veiter and the convicted Nazi 
war criminal Franz Hieronymus Riedl. The 
later German representative to the E.U. “con-
stitutional convention,” the Social Democrat 
Peter Glotz, was also, incidentally, a founding 
member of INTEREG.

In 1984, Ermacora published a favorable re-
view of the German edition of David Irving’s 
Hitler’s War in the Austrian magazine Neue Ord-
nung.15 Although Irving was not yet an outright 
Holocaust denier, Ermacora’s own admiring ac-
count of the volume suggests that minimizing 
the significance of the Nazi genocide against 
European Jews—not to mention, exonerating 
Hitler of responsibility for it—was already a 
core theme of his writing. “Irving has placed the 
judgment of the role of the Germans in poli-
tics and war—above all, in the Second World 
War—in a significant new light,” Ermacora 
enthuses in the opening sentence of his review. 
Nonetheless, he allows that: “The book will 
give offense, because the author treats the liqui-
dation of the Jews as an accident that occurred 
in haste and tries to free our image of Adolf 
Hitler from the clichés that have attached to it 
in the course of the last 60 years.”

The revisionist tendencies of Ermacora’s own 
work are on display in a so-called Handbook on 
the German Nation that was published in 1986. 
His contribution, bearing the alarmist title “An 
Endangered Nationality” (Bedrohtes Volkstum), 
consists of a survey of the situation of “ethnic 
Germans” in Eastern Europe and South Tirol. 
In it, he writes:

After the Munich Accord of 1938 and 
the subjugation of Czechoslovakia as a 
protectorate of the German Reich, the 
Germans could say that the self-determi-
nation of peoples had been applied…. It 
was first at the end of the Second World 
War that a demographic transformation 
of the territories occurred, not as a result 
of a constructive policy of the German 
Reich, but rather of the policy of the vic-
torious powers.16 

The chiding allusion here is to the transfer 
of the bulk of the “ethnic German” population 
of Czechoslovakia, the so-called Sudeten-Ger-
mans, to Germany. The measure was agreed 
upon at the Potsdam Conference by the three 
major Allied powers: the U.S., Great Britain, 
and the Soviet Union. In light of the some 
200,000 to 300,000 Czechoslovakian Jews, as 
well as tens of thousands of their non-Jewish 
compatriots, who died in German camps, Er-
macora’s seeming insistence that a “demograph-
ic transformation” of the Czech territories had 
not occurred as a result of what he mind-bog-
glingly calls a “constructive policy of the Ger-
man Reich” is particularly notable. 

Relativizing Nazi Crimes

Nonetheless, as a rule, the re-
visionism of Ermacora and his col-
leagues has not involved denying the 

crimes of Nazi Germany, but rather diminish-
ing their significance by affirming the com-
mission of commensurate crimes by the Al-
lied powers. In this sense, they pioneered the 
practice of moral equivalence that is the hall-
mark of so much of the criticism leveled against 
the U.S. in its current war with Islamist ter-
ror groups. Thus, in 1991, in a commissioned 
“expert opinion” for the Bavarian government, 
Ermacora concluded that the expulsion of the 
Sudeten-Germans constituted a “genocide and 
crime against humanity.” Thereby, the unques-
tionable suffering that Allied policies inflicted 
on Germans was upgraded to a “crime” on par 
with those committed by Germans against the 
populations that had been previously subjected 
to Nazi rule and, in particular, to the “signa-
ture” crime of Nazi Germany: the systematic 
extermination of European Jewry. Thereby too, 
the concept of genocide gets banalized, making 
the enormity of Nazi Germany’s crimes more 
difficult to grasp and impossible to name.

Such revisionism has often been accompanied 
by unmistakable tones of resentment—and some-
times, indeed, outright revanchism—toward the 
United States and its WWII allies. The authority 
whom Ermacora cites for his “scientific” account 
of the Potsdam Agreement and its consequences, 
the American-born Alfred de Zayas, has, for in-
stance, in a recent interview with the Germany 
weekly Junge Freiheit, denounced Roosevelt and 
Churchill as “war criminals.”17 In a similar vein, 
yet another influential German NGO, the So-
ciety for Endangered Peoples (GfbV), published 
a memorandum in 1998 titled “For an Indepen-
dent International Criminal Court! Remember 
[the] Crimes of the Permanent Members of the 
UN Security Council!”18 

The GfbV has made a hyper-inflationary 
conception of genocide into its calling card. 
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GfbV founder Tilman Zülch has declared the 
20th century the “Century of Genocides” and 
in his seemingly endless enumeration of mod-
ern genocides the crimes of Nazi Germany—in 
his words, “the most terrible in German history” 
(my italics)—fade into relative insignificance. 
In keeping with Felix Ermacora’s “expert opin-
ion,” Zülch includes the forced transfer of the 
Sudeten-Germans in his enumeration. Indeed, 
it turns out on closer inspection that the Allied 
powers that defeated Nazi Germany are made 
either directly or indirectly responsible for the 
bulk of the alleged crimes included in Zülch’s 
account, with the United States, at least as 
measured in Zülch’s expenditure of verbiage, 
seemingly topping the list.19 The GfbV suffered 
some embarrassment in 1995, when it became 
known that a long-time member of its advisory 
board, the journalist Peter Grubbe, was in fact 
Claus Volkmann, the former Nazi administra-
tor of the Jewish ghetto of Kolomea in Ger-
man-occupied Poland.

The Revisionists and International Law

M anfred nowak undoubtedly 
boasts an impressive record of ser-
vice to international institutions in 

the cause of enforcing human rights law. In ad-
dition to his appointment as U.N. Rapporteur 
on Torture, for instance, he has been named by 
the Council of Europe to serve on the Human 
Rights Chamber of Bosnia and Herzegovina. It 
should not be imagined, however, that such a 
record of service is somehow incompatible with 
having come under the influence of Felix Erma-
cora and his revisionist colleagues. The success 
of the revisionist scholars and kindred NGOs 
in gaining entry into international institutions 
and influencing the postwar development of in-
ternational law is a remarkable story, which is, 
regrettably, little known even to specialists. 

Felix Ermacora himself represents a par-
ticularly salient case in point. He was not only 
a member of the European Commission on 
Human Rights until his death, but also a long 
time member—and in 1974 the chair—of the 
equivalent U.N. Commission. De Zayas—au-
thor of the curiously titled volume Nemesis at 
Potsdam—was for over two decades a U.N. em-
ployee in Geneva, including a stint as secretary 
of the Human Rights Committee. The GfbV 
enjoys consultative status with both the Coun-
cil of Europe and the U.N. 

Moreover, the Nazi “legal experts” Veiter, 
Rabl, and Raschhofer have become standard 

references in the contemporary academic 
literature on human rights law: not only in 
German, but also in English. For instance, 
Antonio Cassese’s 1995 tome, Self-Determina-
tion of Peoples: A Legal Reappraisal (Cambridge 
University Press), contains no fewer than 16 
references to the members of the trio. Cassese 
is one of Europe’s leading experts on human 
rights law and has, among other things, served 
as chief justice of the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia. Need-
less to say, whether out of ignorance or a sense 
of discretion, citations of the trio’s work are 
typically limited to their postwar output.20 It 
is worth noting in this connection, however, 
that Felix Ermacora displayed no such com-
punction. The published version of his “expert 
opinion” on the Sudeten-German question in-
cludes Theodor Veiter’s 1938 volume on “na-
tional autonomy” in the bibliography of works 
consulted.21 This is the same volume in which 
Veiter calls for the “exclusion” of the Jews from 
the life of “other nations.”

In light of the foregoing, Manfred Nowak’s 
charges of “torture” against the U.S. can be 
understood as just the latest instance of the 
debased usage of key categories in interna-
tional humanitarian law that Ermacora and 
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endnotes

1 “Guantanamo: UNO drängt Wien”, Der Standard, 
May 5, 2006. (“In the opinion of the U.N. Special Rap-
porteur for Torture, the Austrian Manfred Nowak, 
the visit of American President George W. Bush to 
Vienna in June should also be used to communicate a 
common E.U. position concerning the detention facil-
ity in Guantanamo. I would be glad if the E.U. Coun-
cil arrived at a common position during the Austrian 
presidency, according to which it would press the USA 
to close Guantanamo….’”) 

2 ”Folter: China ist reformwillig—im Gegensatz zu 
den USA” (“Torture: China is prepared to reform—in 
contrast to the USA”), Die Universität, April 19, 2006. 
(Consultable at http://www.dieuniversitaet-online.at/
beitraege/news/folter-china-ist-reformwillig-im-gegen-
satz-zur-usa/65/neste/1.html). 

his revisionist colleagues pioneered. It was 
perhaps only to be expected that the chal-
lenges faced by America in its current war 
should provide renewed impetus for the old 
anti-American resentments that have animat-
ed this usage. To close Guantanamo in defer-
ence to such resentments would not serve the 
cause of justice. In light of the potential risk 
to American security, however, it could well 
end up serving the cause of a furtive and long-
awaited revenge.

John Rosenthal has taught political philosophy and 
the history of European philosophy at, among other 
institutions, New York University, Rutgers Univer-
sity, and the École Normale Superieure of Lyon. He 
would like to thank the Documentation Center of the 
Austrian Resistance (döw) for its kind assistance in 
obtaining archival materials.

3 Deutschlandradio Kultur, April 22, 2006 (audio file at 
http://www.dradio.de/dkultur/sendungen/interview 
/492461/). The most important domestic precedent 
for the administration‘s use of the designation “unlaw-
ful combatant” involves the trial by military tribunal of 
captured German saboteurs during WWII: a practice 
that was upheld, along with the validity of the designa-
tion, in the Supreme Court’s 1942 ex parte Quirin deci-
sion. In light of this background, such unwillingness to 
recognize the “existence” of the category on a German 
radio program is particularly noteworthy. More gener-
ally, on the history of the designation “unlawful combat-
ant,” see Lee A. Casey and David B. Rivkin, “The Laws 
of War, They aren’t POWs”, The Washington Post, March 
3, 2002.

4 “U.S. urged to close Guantanamo Bay Prison”, The Fi-
nancial Times, July 6, 2006. In remarks to Reuters cited 
in this article, Nowak hints knowingly that such a pro-
posal is in fact under discussion between E.U. and U.S. 
negotiators.

5 U.N. Commission on Human Rights, Situation of De-
tainees at Guantanamo Bay, February 15, 2006. (Consult-
able at http://www/ohcht.org/engligh/bodies/chr/
docs/62chr/E.CN.4.2006.120_.pdf).  

6 See, for instance, “U.N.: U.S. tortures Guantanamo de-
tainees,” MSNBC, February 13, 2006 (http://www.ms-
nbc.msn.com/id/11333496/page/2/), though Nowak’s 
remarks were widely reported in various media.

7 The only evidence that Nowak cites in support of 
this contention is the assertions of detainee lawyer Ju-
lia Tarver, who accuses American medical personnel of 
having force-fed detainees through the nose using tubes 
“thicker than a finger” that caused them to bleed and 
gag (Situation of Detainees at Guantanamo Bay, note 73). 
On a recent visit to Guantanamo, a journalist from the 
German daily Der Tagesspiegel interviewed the head phy-
sician responsible for feeding hunger-striking inmates. 
Displaying “thin plastic tubes” used for this purpose, 
the physician described charges that hunger-striking de-
tainees were “punished, or even tortured” through the 
use of thick tubes as “defamatory” (infam) (“Das Lager,” 
Der Tagespiegel, July 23, 2006). By refusing the American 
government’s—in his estimation, “nonsensical”—invita-
tion to visit Guantanamo, Manfred Nowak assured that 
such charges would be left uncontradicted in the U.N. 
report.

8 The text of the speech is available on the site of the 
Boltzmann Institute: http://www.univie.ac.at/bim/
php/bim/get.php?id=127. 

9 “Torture by UK and US ‘biggest human rights threat 
since Nazis’”, The Sunday Herald, November 20, 2005.

10 See especially W. von Goldendach, H-R. Minow and 
M. Rudig, Von Krieg zu Krieg (Berlin: Verlag 8. Mai, 
1996) and the elaborately detailed new academic study 
by Samuel Salzborn, Ethnisierung der Politik (Frankfurt: 
Campus Verlag, 2005).

11 See Salzborn, p. 204, for the details of Veiter’s party 
membership.
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12 “Geplante Aufarbeitung ist nur ein Alibi-Akt,” in-
terview with Dr. Samuel Salzborn, ARD Tagesschau, 
September 1, 2006 (http://www.tagesschau.de/aktu-
ell/meldungen/0,1185,OID5852372_TYP6_THE_
NAV_REF1_BAB,00.html).

13 Cited from Goldendach, et al, p. 38.

14 Goldendach, et al, p. 48.

15 Neue Ordnung, no. 8-9/1984, p. 22.

16 Felix Ermacora, “Bedrohtes Volkstum,” in Bernard 
Willms, ed., Handbuch zur Deutschen Nation, vol. 2 (Tü-
bingen: Hohenrain Verlag, 1987), p. 509. Other con-
tributors to the Handbook include Alain de Benoist, the 
leading intellectual of France’s so-called “New Right,” 
whose Fascist (Julius Evola) and Nazi (Carl Schmitt) 
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Werner Georg Haverbeck. The entry on Haverbeck in 

the on-line German-language Encyclopedia of Right-Wing 
Extremism (http://lexikon.idgr.de/h/h_a/haverbeck-
werner-georg/haverbeck- werner- georg.php) features an 
impressive record of service to the Nazi party and state 
between 1928 and 1945, including membership in both 
the SA and the SS. On Haverbeck’s postwar “scholarly 
output,” it cites the assessment of Thomas Jahn and 
Peter Wehling in their 1991 book Ökologie von Rechts 
(Right-Wing Ecology): “Haverbeck combines a ‘Nordic’ 
understanding of Christianity, with barely-hidden anti-
Semitic traits, and an ethnically-based nationalism.” 
It should be noted in this connection that Fascist and 
neo-Nazi currents are conventionally classified in both 
Germany and France as being of the “(extreme) Right.” 
In light of the pronounced “anti-capitalist” elements 
in both Fascist and Nazi ideology, this classification is 
highly problematic.

17 “Verbrechen gegen die Menschheit,” Junge Freiheit, Oc-
tober 14, 2005.

18 For more on the GfbV in this connection, see “A 
Curious Proponent of the ICC: the ‘Society for Endan-
gered Peoples,’” Transatlantic Intelligencer, April 15, 2005 
(http://www.trans-int.com/news/archives/151-a-curi-
ous-proponent-of-the-icc-the-society.html). 

19 See Tilman Zülch, “Völkermord im 20. Jahrhundert,” 
Pogrom, no. 200, Fall 1998. Zülch devotes particular at-
tention to former American Secretary of State, Henry 
Kissinger, whom he accuses of complicity in multiple 
“genocidal crimes.”

20 A contribution from Veiter on “Ethnic Group 
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schrift for Felix Ermacora (Kehl/Strasbourg/Arlin-
gon: Engel Verlag) that was co-edited by Manfred 
Nowak.
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Book Review by Steven B. Presser

We, the People
America’s Constitution: A Biography, by Akhil Reed Amar. 

Random House, 672 pages, $29.95 (cloth), $16.95 (paper)

In a valuable postscript to his new 
book, Akhil Reed Amar summarizes the 
ambitious scope of America’s Constitution: A 

Biography. He has attempted, he writes, 

to unite law, history, and political science; 
to view the [Constitution] over its entire 
life span; to see how various textual pro-
visions and institutional patterns fit to-
gether; to ponder both rights and struc-
ture, and to examine their interrelation; 
to analyze both constitutional politics…
and constitutional law…; to attend to all 
the branches of government, and not just 
the judiciary; to weigh state constitution-
alism alongside the federal document; to 
consider both domestic- and foreign-poli-
cy dimensions of America’s Constitution; 
and to show the reader both the core situ-
ations in which a given text was meant to 
apply and salient instances where a text 
was plainly not meant to apply.

Without doubt, this is a bold book. And 
remarkably, Amar, a Yale Law School faculty 
member, has actually done what he set out to 
do. He has succeeded in writing what is quite 
possibly the best single volume on the Constitu-
tion since the student edition of Joseph Story’s 
Commentaries on the Constitution, published near-
ly two centuries ago. 

At a time when law books have become very 
specialized reading, Amar is no less ambitious 
in choosing his audience. His constitutional “bi-
ography” is intended for “undergraduates, law 
students, graduate students, history buffs, civil 
libertarians, opinion leaders, politicians, judges, 
lawyers, teachers, professors, and general-in-
terest readers.”  Certainly, any of these groups 
could profit from this wide-ranging volume. 

Most books about the Constitution deal 
with the limited circumstances surrounding 
its drafting or with the development of differ-
ent interpretative doctrines, or focus solely on 
particular branches of government or particular 
amendments. Amar rightly claims that such a 
limited focus does not allow us to appreciate the 
document’s real purposes and its true genius. 
Of course, it is still possible to disagree with 
aspects of his reading; but Amar even helps his 
critics by addressing what their quibbles are 

likely to be. By exploring his own limitations he 
has graciously and, one is tempted to say, hum-
bly behaved in a manner atypical of law profes-
sors in general, and Yale ones in particular.

In his previous book, The Bill of Rights: 
Creation and Reconstruction (1998), he turned 
the conventional wisdom on its head, arguing 
that the original ten amendments were meant 
primarily not to protect minorities but to em-
power popular majorities. Here, in another in-
teresting maneuver, he finds the original Con-
stitution at the same time more democratic 
and more devoted to protecting slavery than 
most scholars had thought. The story he tells 
in America’s Constitution concerns the gradual 
aggrandizement of the document’s democrat-
ic aspects and the eventual obliteration of its 
racial animus. This gives the book thematic 
unity, but at the expense of neglecting some 
key distinctions. For instance, he treats re-
publicanism and democracy as the same thing. 
Most of the founders would have disagreed, in-
sisting on crucial distinctions between republi-
can governments that employed representation 
and prevented (or at least mitigated) majority 
faction, and democratic governments that did 
not. While “popular sovereignty” is undeniably 
at the heart of the Constitution, it is not at all 
clear that “We the people” favored pure popu-
lar rule, as Amar believes. His lavish praise for 
the Civil War’s purportedly democratic out-
come, the Progressive Amendments, and the 
federal government’s explosive growth at the 
expense of the states may not be quite so war-
ranted. Furthermore, he agrees with the way 
the Supreme Court has incorporated the Bill of 
Rights to restrict state and local governments. 
Still, to his credit, he appears to understand 
the irony of applying the First Amendment’s 
establishment clause against the states, since 
that clause was actually designed to preserve 
state establishments of religion. 

But if sometimes Amar simply reaffirms the 
liberal pieties that prevail in the legal academy, 
at other times he offers some comfort to con-
servatives. His understanding of the president’s 
“commander in chief ” powers, for example, 
which he uses to justify President Lincoln’s 
controversial wartime measures, could be eas-
ily adopted by the Bush Administration to sup-
port wiretaps, Guantanamo detentions, and 

the Patriot Act. Amar also understands, better 
than most academics, the powerful, beneficial 
role that constitutional amendments can play 
in implementing popular sovereignty. Though 
he hints that there may be some legitimate 
means of amending the Constitution outside 
the cumbersome Article V procedures (there 
are not), he at least appears to believe that it is 
the American people’s continuing responsibil-
ity, exercising self-government, to make use of 
Article V.

Akhil amar doesn’t always succeed 
in rising above the current prejudices 
of the chattering classes, but he is still 

about as fair-minded as American academics 
get, and his ability to turn an amusing phrase 
sets him apart. Writing on the differences 
between the Articles of Confederation and 
the Constitution, he explains that “The new 
Congress would vote member by member, as 
individual lawmakers. In sum, the old Con-
gress consisted of states’ men; the new congress 
would consist of statesmen.” In the course of 
elucidating the Second Amendment, he writes 
that “history confirms a republican reading of 
the Second Amendment, whose framers gener-
ally envisioned Minutemen bearing guns, not 
Daniel Boone gunning bears.” And observ-
ing that female suffrage succeeded first in the 
Western states because men there wanted to 
attract more women, Amar notes, “By letting 
women vote with their hands, perhaps Western 
men hoped that women would vote with their 
feet—and head West.” 

America’s Constitution: A Biography is thus 
not only a work of considerable erudition, but 
of wit. One of our leading constitutional schol-
ars has made a credible and at times delightful 
bid to remove that document from the exclu-
sive possession of scholars and politicians and 
give it back to the people themselves. Although 
not without its blemishes, this is likely to be re-
garded as one of the most important books on 
American government in the early 21st century. 
And what’s more, it will deserve the acclaim.

Stephen B. Presser is the Raoul Berger Professor of 
Legal History at Northwestern University School of 
Law and the Legal Affairs editor for Chronicles: A 
Magazine of American Culture.
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Book Review by Daniel Walker Howe

In Search of a Public Philosophy
Nature and History in American Political Development: A Debate, by James W. Ceaser, 
with responses by Jack N. Rakove, Nancy L. Rosenblum, and Rogers M. Smith. 

Harvard University Press, 240 pages, $25.95

In this book, an expanded version of 
the first Alexis de Tocqueville Lectures at 
Harvard University, James Ceaser argues 

that certain “foundational concepts” have acted 
as premises for policy in America and continue 
to form the basis of our political debate. A pro-
fessor of government at the University of Vir-
ginia and the author of several excellent books 
on American politics and political thought, 
Ceaser identifies three kinds of foundational 
concepts in American history, deriving from 
views of nature, history, and religion. Having 
only one lecture at his disposal, he chose to ad-
dress only nature and history. The book also 
features responses to Ceaser’s lecture by three 
distinguished commentators, and his rejoinder 
to them.

Professor Ceaser engages in some in-group 
joking with his audience, much of which was 
lost on me, outsider that I am to the discipline 
of political science. From him, I learned that 
within political science there is a field called 
“American Political Development” or “APD,” 
and that it resembles (they would prefer to say 
it uses) what historians like me call “intellec-
tual history.” Intellectual history is one of many 
traditional historical subfields that, alas, have 
largely been abandoned by history departments 
and taken up by scholars in other disciplines. 
Nowadays, political scientists ponder what 
used to be diplomatic history, and legal scholars 
study constitutional history. Members of Eng-
lish departments explore cultural history, and 
scholars in divinity schools and religious stud-

ies departments write on the history of religion. 
Even political history, once the skeleton of his-
torical understanding, suffers a similar exile. 
Only a few scholars calling themselves histori-
ans pursue the subject. Today, one finds most 
scholars of political history in departments of 
government or politics. The loss to the histori-
cal discipline has meant gain to others. When 
historians grumble that our subject has shrunk 
in public perception of its importance and in 
the attention it gets in schools, we have mainly 
ourselves to blame. 

Professor Ceaser’s analysis of American his-
tory is highly sophisticated and impressive. He 
shows how rival conceptions of History distin-
guished the world views of Jacksonian Demo-
crats from those of their opponents, the often 
forgotten Whigs. For the sake of clarity, Ceaser 
distinguishes between “History” with a capital 
H, a source of normative values for thinkers 
like Marx or Burke, and thus of foundational 
concepts, and “history” with a lower-case h, the 
academic specialty that makes no such claims 
and that Ceaser hopes to draw upon for evi-
dence. I was waiting for him to make an analo-
gous distinction between “Nature” with a capi-
tal N (the source of normative natural law and 
natural rights), and “nature” with a lower-case 
n, the subject of present-day value-free natu-
ral science, but he did not. Later on, he sug-
gests that foundational concepts drawn from 
nature are more reasonable than those drawn 
from History, which left me speculating that he 
perhaps intended the history/History distinc-

tion to be invidious, and did not want to make 
such a distinction between two ways of viewing 
nature. Nonetheless, a parallel nature/Nature 
distinction would have been useful as well as 
consistent.

The discussants, two political sci-
entists and one historian, give the vol-
ume balance both politically and intel-

lectually. All regret his decision to leave religion 
out, as do I. Religion influenced the Framers of 
the Constitution less than natural rights or the 
lessons of history did, but the generation of the 
founders was unusual in this respect. Some of 
the space Ceaser devotes, for example, to the 
antebellum lawyer Rufus Choate might more 
profitably have been devoted to the remarkable 
evangelical synthesis of Protestantism and the 
Enlightenment that has exerted such strong 
and lasting power in American political life. 
(Choate’s Burkean political thought is indeed 
fascinating, and I’ve written on it myself; but 
faced with hard choices about inclusion, I think 
religion trumps it.)

Sometimes the American faith in progress 
which Ceaser attributes to the French philos-
ophes and Scottish moral philosophers actually 
reflected post-millennialism—the belief, going 
back at least as far as Jonathan Edwards, that 
human action in history can hasten the mes-
sianic age that will in turn herald the Second 
Coming of Christ. Post-millennialism thus did 
much to prepare the way for America’s sense of 
international mission and for the Social Gos-
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pel, both of which Ceaser rightly notices, de-
spite his avowed intention to set religion aside. 

Regardless of his reasons, downplaying reli-
gion prevents Ceaser from doing full justice to 
his theory of America’s foundational concepts. 
Like other American movements, the antislav-
ery movement drew not only upon the doctrine 
of equal natural rights but also upon religious 
faith, usually biblical but in a few influential 
cases transcendental or utopian. Conversely, the 
proslavery argument invoked not only History 
and racial natural history, but also—and even 
more often—the Old and New Testaments. 

Ultimately, paying closer attention to re-
ligion would have improved his discussion of 
statesmanship. Ceaser holds that American 
statesmen are free to choose among the founda-
tional concepts, wisely or unwisely, that they ap-
ply to particular crises. To have included more 
about religious foundational concepts would 
have underscored this variety, and helped make 
Ceaser’s point about our politicians’ agency and 
responsibility.

Rather than discuss religion, Ceaser stud-
ies natural rights. His account of natural rights 
as an important, recurring, and vital force in 
American political discourse is valid, valuable, 
and politically relevant. Indeed, one could make 
an even stronger argument for the pervasive in-
fluence of natural rights than Ceaser does. The 
Ninth Amendment would seem to incorporate 
the foundational concept of natural rights into 
the foundational document of our positive law. 

From a historical perspective, the problem 
with natural rights is that both sides of Ameri-

ca’s great controversies have laid claim to them. 
The Republican Party of Lincoln and the Dem-
ocratic Party of Jackson each invoked natural 
rights. Many Americans did not see the differ-
ence between Lincoln’s admirable demand for 
the exclusion of slavery from the territories and 
Chief Justice Roger Taney’s Dred Scott decision. 
After all, each spoke of rights. A logician might 
note that Taney and his supporters contradict-
ed themselves. On the one hand, they denied in 
effect that blacks were men, and hence denied 
the very idea of natural rights, which upholds 
the equality of all men. At the same time, they 
spoke of the right of all Americans to carry 
their property anywhere in the Union. What 
justified that right, fundamentally, if not the 
very right Taney and friends had just denied? 
The trouble is, voters and statesmen often care 
little for logic. 

A s ceaser’s argument approaches 
the present, he addresses rival schools 
of thought among his professional col-

leagues. These take on the character of both 
primary and secondary sources in his account. 
He notes that some present-day political phi-
losophers don’t believe that either God or natu-
ral rights really exist and don’t believe that his-
tory has any objective meaning or lessons; they 
therefore deny that foundational concepts serve 
a useful purpose. Ceaser judges their position 
morally bankrupt, nihilistic. Any Christian 
would concur in his judgment. As a historian, 
I worry about the effect of moral relativism 
and what is now called postmodernism on the 

standards of my profession. Still, it would seem 
that one of the foundational concepts available 
for today’s statesmen is having no foundational 
concepts. 

Professor Ceaser and his colleagues want 
to discover knowledge useful to policymakers, 
among others. Historians usually say they just 
want to find out what the past was like. 

It seems to me that there is something liber-
ating about the study of history for its own sake 
rather than for some particular instrumental 
purpose, which will entail an inevitable narrow-
ing of focus. The “liberal arts” got their name 
because they were considered appropriate for 
study by free (in Latin, liber) persons, those at 
liberty to study without the need for a practical 
payoff. We historians do assume, however, that 
knowing about history makes good citizens—
an idea that sets the context for, if it does not 
limit, the goal of studying history for its own 
sake. Once upon a time there was a maxim that 
“history is philosophy teaching by example.” 
The authors of The Federalist, among many oth-
er sober people, believed this. So, I am happy to 
report, does the author of this engaging, deeply 
thoughtful, and public-spirited volume.

Daniel Walker Howe is Rhodes Professor of 
American History Emeritus at Oxford University 
and Professor of History Emeritus at UCLA. He 
is the author of The Political Culture of the 
American Whigs (University of Chicago Press) and 
the forthcoming What Hath God Wrought: The 
Transformation of America, 1815-1848 (Oxford 
University Press).
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Book Review by Forrest McDonald

Sage Advice
What Would the Founders Do? Our Questions, Their Answers, 

by Richard Brookhiser. Basic Books, 261 pages, $26

A lthough richard brookhiser’s new 
book is fairly small, the undertak-
ing was colossal. I am aware of only a 

handful of historians who understand Ameri-
ca’s founders well enough to speculate—intel-
ligently—about things they did not consider; 
and of those, I know virtually none who is well-
enough versed in current events to address the 
burning issues of our time. The author of per-
ceptive and stimulating biographies of several of 
the leading 18th-century Americans, Brookhis-
er is eminently qualified on the first count, and 
has the additional advantage of writing with the 
fluency of his subjects. (Historians tend to write 
in the fashion of those they study, which means 
that historians of, say, 17th-century England 
are notoriously abstruse and long-winded.) As 
for current events, Brookhiser’s other hat is that 
of senior editor at National Review, which makes 
him about as up-to-date as one can be, albeit 
with a special slant. 

In regard to a few subjects of recent con-
cern, the founders appear at first blush to have 
been quite unenlightened. I refer in particular 
to their attitudes toward Indians, women, and 
blacks. George Washington had more expe-
rience with Indians than any other founder. 
Though he regarded frontiersmen as “banditti” 
whose greed for Indian lands would inevitably 
lead to strife and armed conflict, he realistically 
expected that, “the gradual extension of our 
settlements will as certainly cause the savage as 
the wolf to retire; both being beasts of prey tho’ 
they differ in shape.” Jefferson romanticized In-
dians, but he expected them to suffer the fate 

that Washington foresaw. Only John Marshall 
among the founders, ruling in the Cherokee v. 
Georgia case, held that Indians were a distinct 
community with rights that had to be respected 
under the Constitution, and he was overruled 
by Andrew Jackson. As Brookhiser points out, 
however, Marshall’s view ultimately prevailed, 
which explains how Indian tribes today are 
permitted to operate gambling establishments 
where gambling is otherwise illegal. 

As for women, Brookhiser includes the al-
most mandatory letter that Abigail Adams 
wrote to her husband in March 1776, urging 
that “in the new code of laws which I suppose 
it will be necessary for you to make I desire 
you would remember the ladies, and be more 
generous and favorable to them than your an-
cestors.” Historians normally cite the passage 
to introduce the proposition that women were 
regarded as inferior to men and were so treated 
by law and custom. To a considerable extent the 
characterization is accurate, for women could 
own real property only in South Carolina, were 
generally excluded from education, and were 
discriminated against in various ways. Brookh-
iser notes, however, that women were allowed 
to vote in New Jersey until the turn of the nine-
teenth century—the first place on earth where 
that was the case; that some men (notably 
Aaron Burr) heartily supported the education 
of women and saw to it that their own wives 
and daughters received full education; and, 
most tellingly, that several founders, including 
Washington and Gouverneur Morris, solicited 
and followed the advice of women whose judg-

ment they trusted. Of course, as these men well 
knew, Louis XV also listened closely to the 
opinions of certain women at his court. Indeed, 
the position of official mistress to the king was 
a quite powerful one in 18th-century France. In 
America, things were different.

And as for blacks, brookhiser notes 
flatly that the “Founders did not suc-
cessfully deal with slavery,” an indis-

putable observation; but he adds to that state-
ment something of a qualification, “and only 
marginally with its effects.” Those marginal 
dealings were nonetheless impressive, at least 
among certain of the founders. For instance, 
during the Revolution, Hamilton and his friend 
John Laurens proposed to raise four battalions 
of black slaves in South Carolina that would 
be given “their freedom with their muskets.” 
Laurens himself would command the unit. The 
two colonels persuaded Washington to approve 
their plan, but the legislature of South Caro-
lina refused its consent. Even so, blacks (slave 
and free) fought under Washington’s command 
in New England, and of the 12,000 men who 
fought at the battle of Monmouth, “eight hun-
dred were blacks or Indians.”

The antislavery forces in New York, headed 
by Hamilton, John Jay, and Governor George 
Clinton, made considerable strides toward re-
sponsible emancipation. In 1785 they founded 
the New York Manumission Society, one of 
whose undertakings was to set up an African 
Free School for both boys and girls to teach 
them reading, writing, and avoiding “habits of 
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idleness.” By 1823 the school comprised nearly 
900 pupils, “more than half the black children 
of school age in New York City. Its graduates 
included professionals, clergymen and one of 
the founders of Liberia.” Moreover, in New 
York and surrounding states blacks were eli-
gible to vote, and as is well known, the courts 
of Massachusetts had declared that slavery was 
abolished there by the constitution that John 
Adams had written for the state. 

Then, in a class by himself, was Washing-
ton. He freed his slaves by his last will and tes-
tament, providing that the youth among them 
be taught to read and write and “be brought up 
to some useful occupation.” Those who were 
too old to support themselves were provided a 
livelihood for as long as they lived. 

B eyond these topics, brookhiser 
finds that the founders provide prudent 
counsel for a wide range of modern con-

cerns. Among these are gun control, the war on 
drugs, response to natural disasters, religion in 
politics, luxury taxes, outsourcing, the environ-
ment, social security, legalized gambling, con-
scription, foreign relations, tuition tax credits 
and private school vouchers, journalists and 
their sources, children born out of wedlock, the 
right to privacy, campaign finance, term limits, 
and poll-driven politics. 

Sometimes the modern questions that 
Brookhiser addresses to the founders seem 
inappropriate. Take weapons of mass destruc-
tion, for instance. Obviously nuclear bombs and 
chemical warfare were unknown in the 18th  
century. Germ warfare, on the other hand, was 
decidedly known and perhaps practiced. During 
Pontiac’s rebellion after the French and Indian 
War, British commander Sir Jeffrey Amherst 
proposed that blankets infected with smallpox 
be distributed among the “disaffected tribes of 
Indians.” The evidence is unclear as to whether 
that was actually done, but a deadly outbreak of 
smallpox occurred soon thereafter. Moreover, 
Washington suspected that in 1775 the British 

deliberately infected his army in New England; 
deaths from smallpox among his troops were 
devastating. Americans, for their part, were 
appalled by the prospect, and at Valley Forge 
Washington had his army inoculated against 
the disease, lest the British resort to germ war-
fare (again?).

Three modern topics that Brookhiser treats 
relate to subjects closely associated with Presi-
dent George W. Bush and his critics. At first 
Brookhiser asks, “Would the founders sup-
port spreading democracy around the world? ” 
On the whole, Brookhiser is skeptical, for the 
founders did not believe that democracy could 
work in the United States. In a democracy, 
James Madison wrote, the “passion or interest” 
of majorities was unrestrained. “Hence it is that 
[pure] democracies have ever been spectacles of 
turbulence and contention.” Hamilton never 
called the people “a great beast,” as Henry Ad-
ams claimed (though in a paraphrase), but in 
the last letter he wrote he did declare that “our 
real disease… is democracy.” Both Hamilton 
and Madison, along with most Americans, be-
lieved that the zeal for democracy in revolution-
ary France would lead to violence, corruption, 
and tyranny. They were right, but as Brookhiser 
whimsically notes, France ultimately produced 
two stable republican regimes (1871-1940 and 
1958-present), and “[i]f even France has had 
some success with democracy, perhaps other 
nations can as well.” 

A related question is whether the founders 
would fear an American empire. “Emperors 
were devil figures in the historical imagination 
of the founders…. But empires do not have to 
have emperors.” Washington could refer to 
America as a “rising empire.” Jefferson grew ec-
static in predicting national expansion, and he 
exulted that if the nation reached its ultimate 
limits “we should have such an empire for lib-
erty” that the world had never “surveyed since 
the creation.” Jefferson, Madison, and Hamil-
ton shared the view that America could be “an 
empire and a republic at the same time.” To the 

founding generation, a federal republic was a re-
publican empire—reconciling the rights of the 
periphery with the demands of central power.

Unconnected with those con-
cerns, but a hot-button issue in the 
summer of 2006, is immigration. What 

kind of immigration policy would the founders 
have espoused, you may ask. In principle most 
wanted to encourage immigration, though in 
the Constitutional Convention questions were 
raised about assimilation, with the result that 
residency requirements of seven years were stipu-
lated for members of the House and nine years 
for the Senate, and the president was required to 
be a natural-born citizen. Assimilation became a 
heated question during the 1790s, because French 
and Irish immigrants overwhelmingly voted for 
Republicans and against Federalists. Reacting 
to that tendency, the Federalist-dominated Con-
gress of 1798 raised the residency requirement 
for citizenship from five years to fourteen. 

Perhaps the oddest summary of the mixed 
attitudes was Gouverneur Morris’s in the Con-
stitutional Convention. Morris cited the prac-
tice of some Indian tribes of extending “hospi-
tality so far as to offer to strangers their wives 
and daughters.” That, he said, was no “proper 
model for us.” He would “admit them to his 
house, he would invite them to his table, would 
provide for them comfortable lodging; but 
would not carry the complaisance so far as, to 
bed them with his wife.” 

At the end Brookhiser asks, “What would 
the founders think of this book?” With becom-
ing (if exasperating) modesty, he skirts the ques-
tion. I shall not be so squeamish. Having lived 
with the framers most of my adult life, I assert 
confidently that they would have loved it. 

Forrest McDonald is Distinguished University 
Research Professor Emeritus at the University of 
Alabama, and author most recently of Recovering 
the Past: A Historian’s Memoir (University Press 
of Kansas).
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Book Review by Diana Schaub

Mystic Chords of Memory
Lincoln’s American Dream: Clashing Political Perspectives, edited by Kenneth L. Deutsch and Joseph R. Fornieri. 

Potomac Books, 544 pages, $60 (cloth), $29.95 (paper)

The cornerstone of the lincoln 
Memorial was laid in 1915 on Lin-
coln’s birthday. Above the seated presi-

dent runs the inscription: “In this temple, as 
in the hearts of the people for whom he saved 
the Union, the memory of Abraham Lincoln is 
enshrined forever.” The opening lines of Lord 
Charnwood’s biography, published the next 
year, confirm that Lincoln’s memory was indeed 
fixed in American hearts:

The subject of this memoir is revered by 
multitudes of his countrymen as the pre-
server of their commonwealth. This rev-
erence has grown with the lapse of time 
and the accumulation of evidence. It is 
blended with a peculiar affection, seldom 
bestowed upon the memory of statesmen. 
It is shared today by many who remem-
ber with no less affection how their own 
fathers fought against him. He died with 
every circumstance of tragedy, yet it is not 
the accident of his death but the purpose 
of his life that is remembered.

Is this still so? While Americans could never 
forget Lincoln, there is a real danger of misun-
derstanding him. If memory is falsified long and 
thoroughly enough, the results can be worse 
than mere forgetting.

Lincoln was very interested in the phenom-
enon of memory, and especially its unreliability. 
It is a theme in his writing from the Lyceum 
Address in 1838 to the Gettysburg Address 
in 1863. The former closes with a meditation 
upon “the silent artillery of time” and the need 
for pillars of Union more perduring than the 
crumbling memories of the Revolutionary War. 
To supply the place of memory, Lincoln recom-

mends pillars “hewn from the solid quarry of 
sober reason.” Similarly, the Gettysburg Ad-
dress states that commemoration is insufficient: 
“The world will little note, nor long remember 
what we say here.” It is customary to remark 
the irony of these lines, occurring in the most 
famous and memorized of speeches. Nonethe-
less, if Lincoln had not succeeded in redirecting 
the energies of the living away from lamentation 
and toward the “unfinished work” and “great 
task remaining,” his self-deprecating predic-
tion would have come true. His words are re-
membered not for what they said but what they 
did. Lincoln declined to dedicate the cemetery 
ground, instead rededicating the nation to its 
founding thought or “proposition.” Even in the 
First Inaugural, which appeals to the “mystic 
chords of memory, stretching from every bat-
tlefield, and patriot grave, to every living heart 
and hearthstone, all over this broad land,” we 
learn that those chords require something else 
in order to be sounded. The “mystic chords of 
memory” must be “touched…by the better an-
gels of our nature.” The better angels are those 
that dispose us to “think calmly and well.” 

Another Lincoln text in which memory fig-
ures is a poem, written in 1846, entitled “My 
Childhood-Home I See Again.” There, Lincoln 
begins in an elegiac vein:

O memory! Thou mid-way world
‘Twixt Earth and Paradise,

Where things decayed, and loved ones lost
In dreamy shadows rise.

And freed from all that’s gross or vile,
Seem hallowed, pure, and bright,

Like scenes in some enchanted isle,
All bathed in liquid light.

But we soon learn mnemosyne’s 
limits. Memory cannot “hallow” all per-
sonages and events. Lincoln tells of meet-

ing a companion of his youth (“Once of genius 
bright”) who went murderously mad (“Yourself 
you maimed, your father fought, / And mother 
strove to kill”) and who is now “A human-form, 
with reason fled, / While wretched life remains.” 
In returning to his childhood home, Lincoln con-
fronted elements of unreasoning horror that the 
clouds of memory had disguised. His response, 
set forth in the last two stanzas, is to seek the 
ground, quite literally, of his being: “The very spot 
where grew the bread / That formed my bones, I 
see.” This “old field” is solid and life-giving. Con-
tact with it restores his mental equanimity. 

In many of his references to memory, Lin-
coln suggests that a faded or false view of the 
past can harm the future. For instance, in the 
Cooper Union Address (1860), Lincoln com-
plains of “invocations to Washington, implor-
ing men to unsay what Washington said, and 
undo what Washington did.” Being misty-eyed 
or bleary-eyed about the past leaves us vulner-
able to sophistry. Our acquaintance with the 
past must be fully mindful. 

If Lincoln is right, then the popular Lin-
coln-memory cannot be sustained by memori-
als and museums—fine though they may be. 
A true re-minding requires that we think again 
the thoughts of Lincoln. The Lincoln Memo-
rial goes about as far as stone and mortar can 
to facilitate that encounter; it contains on facing 
walls the full texts of the Gettysburg Address 
and the Second Inaugural. I don’t know of an-
other civic monument that presents unabridged 
speeches. The Washington is silent and soaring; 
the Jefferson offers orotund sound-bites; the 
Roosevelt is more pictorial. I have always been 
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struck by how many visitors to the Lincoln Me-
morial stand and read both speeches, and how 
hushed the atmosphere is within those engraved 
walls (an architectural expression of Lincoln’s 
“political religion” of “reverence for the laws”). 

Nonetheless, the memory of Lincoln will be 
decisively influenced by the partisans of mind-
fulness. For much of the last century, scholars 
(usually historians and political scientists) have 
been contesting Lincoln’s significance. Lincoln’s 
American Dream: Clashing Political Perspectives as-
sembles almost three dozen, mostly previously 
published essays (the earliest dating from 1929, 
the most recent from 2000) divided into eight 
thematic sections. On each topic, the main lines 
of interpretation are represented by four or five 
significant essays, many of them by eminent 
scholars in the field. The volume comprises 500 
pages of brutally small print. Font size apart, 
the book is an invaluable resource.

Through their judicious selections, 
the editors, Kenneth L. Deutsch and 
Joseph R. Fornieri, have created a sort 

of battle map, like the panoramic one at Get-
tysburg National Park that shows with lighted 
bulbs the array of opposing forces and the shift-

ing lines of engagement. The central front in the 
scholarly wars is on view in the book’s opening 
chapter, “Lincoln, the Declaration, and Equal-
ity,” which pits Lincoln-haters Willmoore Ken-
dall and M.E. Bradford against Lincoln’s great-
est philosophic defender, Harry V. Jaffa. (If you 
have time for only one 500-page Lincoln book 
this year, make it Jaffa’s A New Birth of Freedom: 
Abraham Lincoln and the Coming of the Civil War.) 
From that initial clash of the big guns, the battle 
fans out into lesser skirmishes, like that in chap-
ter four over the character of “Lincoln’s Demo-
cratic Political Leadership: Utopian, Pragmatic, 
or Prudent?” The action on the flanks, however, 
can be brilliant and significant on the model of 
Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain’s maneuvers on 
Gettysburg’s Little Round Top. 

The Chamberlain of this volume is Ralph 
Lerner, whose essay “Lincoln’s Revolution” is a 
beautifully composed exploration of Lincoln’s 
unique oratory. In a land where, as Tocqueville 
said, the majority “lives in perpetual adoration 
of itself,” how can one “make certain truths 
reach the ears of the Americans”? Tocqueville 
thought only “foreigners or experience” could 
do it, but Lerner reveals how a politician who 
actually won elections did it:

No aspiring politician needs to be told 
that there is a public pulse to be taken, 
and no halfway competent politician 
needs to grope for long to take it. Lin-
coln is more than halfway competent. He 
understands from the outset and with 
perfect clarity that the realm of politics 
is the realm of opinion. He sees that any 
speaker who would induce a people to 
hold a critical opinion of itself must first 
induce it to trust and have a good opin-
ion of himself. But it will presumably not 
trust or have a good opinion of one who 
criticizes the opinions it holds dear. It 
would seem, then, that in order to gain 
a hearing for his critical, nonflattering 
speech, a speaker must first dissemble his 
critical opinions and flatter his audience, 
thus exacerbating the very sickness he 
wishes to cure.

Lincoln escapes his dilemma in a 
manner worthy of study. He flatters the 
people and gains their trust, not by ca-
tering to their present noncritical opin-
ions of themselves and their affairs, but 
by bringing them with him, as equals 
somehow, into the problem of public 
opinion as such. He takes them into his 
confidence and makes them his partners 
in seeking a solution for the problem 
of popular government. And in this he 
succeeds. Not the least of Lincoln’s ex-
traordinary political achievements is his 
success in making general an awareness 
of the problem of public opinion—his 
nurturing of an opinion about the signal 
importance of opinion. A greater achieve-
ment, yet impossible without the first, is 
his persuading many American people 
to criticize and repudiate the many base 
opinions about political right and pru-
dence that their base flatterers would 
have them basely cling to. His kalam is 
directed against the enemy within.

Two other excellent essays are de-
ployed in the religion section, William 
Lee Miller’s analysis of the Second 

Inaugural and Michael P. Zuckert’s interpreta-
tion of the Lyceum Address. Doubtless, these 
judgments bespeak my own preference for tex-
tual explication and commentary, but both of 
these essays are careful, insightful contributions 
to our understanding of Lincoln as a political 
thinker and actor.  

Because the chapter divisions are inevitably 
overlapping, a straight read through the book 
yields a fair amount of repetition. So, we get Lin-
coln as tyrant from every angle: the “heresy of 
equality” in chapter 1, his Caesar-like ambition 
in chapter 2, his misuse of presidential power in 
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chapter 5, and Lincoln “the great centralizer” in 
chapter 7, along with, of course, the refutations 
of such character assassination. Surprisingly, 
one overlooked issue in the volume is the ques-
tion of secession. Neither the chapter on “Lin-
coln and Executive Power” nor that on “Lincoln, 
the Union, and the Role of the State” contains an 
essay setting forth the grounds for Lincoln’s view 
of secession as unrightful rebellion. Accordingly, 
just about the only well-known Lincoln quote 
that does not appear in these pages is the bal-
lots and bullets passage from Lincoln’s message 
to the special session of Congress in 1861:

Our popular government has often been 
called an experiment. Two points in it, 
our people have already settled—the 
successful establishing, and the successful 
administering of it. One still remains—its 
successful maintenance against a formi-
dable internal attempt to overthrow it. 
It is now for them to demonstrate to the 
world, that those who can fairly carry an 
election, can also suppress a rebellion—
that ballots are the rightful, and peace-
ful, successors of bullets; and that when 
ballots have fairly, and constitutionally, 
decided, there can be no successful ap-
peal, back to bullets; that there can be no 
successful appeal, except to ballots them-
selves, at succeeding elections.

 
The defenders of Lincoln win every engage-

ment in this volume, but the case for Lincoln 
should include a deeper exploration of the 
rightfulness of the Union cause. 

A lthough no single volume can 
contain all of the best pieces on Lin-
coln, I missed two remarkable essays 

from the 19th century. Frederick Douglass’s 
“Oration in Memory of Abraham Lincoln,” 
delivered at the unveiling of the Freedmen’s 
Monument in 1876, would have served as a fit-
ting opening to chapter 3, “Lincoln, Race, and 
Slavery.” Douglass’s verdict on the priority of 
Union over Emancipation in the statesmanship 
of Lincoln has never been bettered:

His great mission was to accomplish two 
things: first, to save his country from dis-
memberment and ruin; and, second, to 
free his country from the great crime of 
slavery. To do one or the other, or both, 
he must have the earnest sympathy and 
the powerful cooperation of his loyal fel-
low-countrymen. Without this primary 
and essential condition to success his 
efforts must have been vain and utterly 
fruitless. Had he put the abolition of 
slavery before the salvation of the Union, 

“The Onufs’ fresh, sophisticated book places the
commercial causes of the American Civil War in
an illuminating, intriguing Atlantic World context.”
--William Freehling, Virginia Foundation for
the Humanities
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author of Peace Pact: The Lost World of the
American Founding
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he would have inevitably driven from him 
a powerful class of the American people 
and rendered resistance to rebellion im-
possible. Viewed from the genuine aboli-
tion ground, Mr. Lincoln seemed tardy, 
cold, dull, and indifferent; but measuring 
him by the sentiment of his country, a 
sentiment he was bound as a statesman 
to consult, he was swift, zealous, radical, 
and determined.

Walt Whitman’s lecture, “The Death of 
Abraham Lincoln,” first delivered in 1879, 
might have been paired with the second Brad-
ford essay, “The Lincoln Legacy: A Long View.” 
Whitman’s address is a sustained reflection on 
the meaning of Lincoln’s martyrdom. Whereas 
Whitman celebrates our “first great Martyr 
Chief,” Bradford seeks to “devise a way of set-
ting aside the martyrdom,” recognizing in it an 
obstacle to his attempted impeachment of the 
man. Alternatively, the Whitman piece might 
have been paired with George Anastaplo’s es-
say, “Walt Whitman’s Abraham Lincoln.” In 
his otherwise largely critical assessment of the 
poet’s vision, Anastaplo remarks that Whit-
man’s Lincoln lecture is superior to his Lincoln 
poetry. The lecture deserves wider circulation. 

Finally, given that Edmund Wilson’s essay, 
“Abraham Lincoln: The Union as Religious 
Mysticism” (first published in 1954 and later 
collected in Patriotic Gore: Studies in the Literature 
of the American Civil War) gave such a boost to the 
psychologizing trend, it should have been includ-
ed, especially since a number of authors respond 
either directly to it or its Freudian progeny. Just 
so we know that the influence of literary crit-
ics may not always be baleful, Jacques Barzun’s 
wonderful sketch, “Lincoln the Literary Artist” 
(1959), would have made a fine addition, too. 

Clearly, there is no dearth of writing about 
Lincoln. Perhaps we have Wilson, Bradford, 
and company partly to thank for bringing forth 
so many wise defenders of Lincoln even as the 
“insidious debauching of the public mind” first 
begun by Calhoun eventually brought forth 
Lincoln. But perhaps this gives the academic 
Calhounites too much credit. Charnwood said 
of Calhoun that he was a man of “powerful 
enough” intellect, but “undisturbed in his logi-
cal processes by good sense, healthy sentiment, 
or any vigorous appetite for truth.” Such men 
will always be with us. Our gratitude is due 
to those scholars who delve for truth and who 
thereby bring citizens to a deeper, more know-
ing reverence. One hopes that Americans will 
revere Lincoln, if not “forever,” then, as Lincoln 
said of Washington, “to the last.”

Diana Schaub is chairman of the political science 
department at Loyola College in Maryland.



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2006 
Page 56

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 Jean Edward Smith

A People’s History of Reconstruction
Forever Free: The Story of Emancipation and Reconstruction, by Eric Foner. 

Alfred A. Knopf, 304 pages, $27.50 (cloth), $15 (paper)

F ew aspects of american history 
have been subject to such fluctuating 
interpretations as the causes and conse-

quences of the Civil War. My generation was 
assured during the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s that 
slavery had nothing to do with secession, that it 
was purely a matter of conflicting constitutional 
interpretation, including such esoteric points as 
the Supreme Court’s ultimate jurisdiction un-
der §25 of the Judiciary Act of 1789. Yet today, 
to reject slavery as the Civil War’s root cause is 
akin to denying the Holocaust.

Coming to grips with Reconstruction has 
proved even more difficult. Americans have been 
weaned on Gone With The Wind ’s rosy depiction 
of the antebellum South, with gleeful pickanin-
nies frolicking in massa’s cotton patch. For too 
long, Reconstruction has been widely regarded 
as a time of rampant misgovernment thrust on 
the South by a vindictive cabal of Radical Re-
publicans abetted by unscrupulous carpetbag-
gers, duplicitous scalawags, and former slaves 
totally lacking any capacity for self-government.

The tone of American historiography con-
cerning Reconstruction was set by William 
A. Dunning, Lieber Professor of History and 
Political Philosophy at Columbia, and his col-
league John W. Burgess, a founder of modern 
political science. Dunning’s principal effort, 
Reconstruction: Political and Economic, 1865-1877 
(1907), is replete with references to “barba-
rous freedmen” committing “the hideous crime 
against white womanhood,” and corrupt north-
ern politicians willing to force opponents “of 
their own race…to permanent subjugation to 
another race.” Burgess, in Reconstruction and the 
Constitution (1902), taught that “a black skin 
means membership in a race of men which has 
never of itself succeeded in subjecting passion 
to reason, and has never, therefore, created any 
civilization of any kind.”

Between 1876 and 1922 Dunning and Bur-
gess directed the research of two generations 
of graduate students. Known as the “Dun-
ning school,” the works of these disciples in-
clude Robert Stiles’s Reconstruction in Virginia 
(1890), Walter L. Fleming’s The Civil War and 
Reconstruction in Alabama (1905), Charles W. 
Ramsdell’s Reconstruction in Texas (1910), W.W. 
Davis’s The Civil War and Reconstruction in Flor-
ida (1913), J.G. deRoulhac Hamilton’s Recon-

struction in North Carolina (1914), C. Mildred 
Thompson’s Reconstruction in Georgia (1915), and 
Thomas S. Staples’s Reconstruction in Arkansas 
(1923). Researched from primary sources and 
presented with an air of objectivity, these dis-
sertations were acclaimed for their application 
of the scientific method to history.

Yet despite every intention to be fair, these 
students, like Dunning and Burgess themselves, 
shaped their monographs to support prevailing 
attitudes of white supremacy. Blacks were de-
picted as inherently incapable of meaningful 
political participation while terrorist organiza-
tions such as the Ku Klux Klan were applauded 
for their efforts to restore the South’s natural 
order. Of some 16 studies of Reconstruction in 
the Southern states, only James Wilford Gar-
ner’s Reconstruction of Mississippi (1901) did not 
exhibit a pronounced bias in favor of white su-
premacy, earning the praise of W.E.B. DuBois, 
who himself penned the first sustained schol-
arly critique of Reconstruction.

The racist rants of the Dunning school re-
inforced northern efforts to conciliate the white 
South. These found popular expression in D.W. 
Griffith’s repugnant Birth of a Nation, hailed by 
President Woodrow Wilson for its depiction 
of Southern life during Reconstruction; James 
Ford Rhodes’s classic seven-volume chronicle of 
the Civil War era; and the 1920s national best-
seller, The Tragic Era, by the well-known jour-
nalist Claude G. Bowers. With the civil rights 
revolution of the 1950s and ’60s, the work of an 
imposing array of contemporary historians—
including David Blight, David Herbert Donald, 
Eric Foner, John Hope Franklin, Eric McKitrick, 
James McPherson, Kenneth Stampp, and Hans 
Trefousse—consigned the Dunning school to 
the museum of historical artifacts.

F oner is america’s preeminent histo-
rian of Reconstruction and, fittingly, the 
DeWitt Clinton Professor of History in 

the same department in which Dunning taught. 
His masterly Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished 
Revolution, 1863-1877 (first published in 1988) 
may be the best treatment of Reconstruc-
tion in print. But it is written for the serious 
student and informed scholar. His new book, 
Forever Free, is a superbly written, wonderfully 
condensed restatement intended for readers ba-

sically unfamiliar with the details of American 
history, particularly concerning the Civil War 
and its aftermath. His narrative is strengthened 
by visual essays interspersed between his chap-
ters, which collect contemporary illustrations 
and photographs together with commentary by 
Joshua Brown, Executive Director of the Amer-
ican Social History Project at the City Univer-
sity of New York’s Graduate Center. 

The Civil War was not a war between the 
states and certainly not a war between sovereign 
nations. It was a treasonous rebellion mounted 
by the governments in eleven Southern states 
for the primary purpose of protecting slavery. It 
was suppressed by the United States Army af-
ter four years of bloody conflict. The bravery of 
those Confederate soldiers who fought to per-
petuate the cause of slavery should not be dis-
paraged. But it is for good reason that the rebel 
dead are not interred in cemeteries maintained 
by the United States.

Foner begins Forever Free with a brief account 
of American slavery, its exponential growth tied 
to the world’s insatiable desire for cotton. “By 
1860, the economic value of property in slaves 
amounted to more than the sum of all the mon-
ey invested in railroads, banks, and factories in 
the United States.” The coming of the war is 
treated gingerly. Foner sketches Lincoln’s initial 
concern not to alienate the four slave states that 
remained in the Union (Delaware, Maryland, 
Kentucky, and Missouri), and carefully charts 
his march to the Emancipation Proclamation.

“The proclamation transformed a war of 
armies into a conflict of societies,” Foner writes, 
and he emphasizes the significance of African 
Americans serving in the Army of the United 
States. It is a quibble, but he might have ad-
dressed more explicitly the impact of the Proc-
lamation on the South’s balance sheets—slaves 
were no longer assets and could no longer be 
pledged as collateral. The point is implicit, but 
the public might profit from being reminded.

His treatment of the 13th Amendment, 
Sherman’s famous Field Order 15 (forty acres 
and a mule), and the creation of the Freedmen’s 
Bureau is balanced and fair. He notes Frederick 
Douglass’s remark that “the work does not end 
with the abolition of slavery, but only begins,” 
and the heart of Forever Free deals with what 
Foner calls “the meaning of freedom”: a terrain 
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of conflict in which the former slaves, the white 
South, and the victorious North each supplied 
an interpretation.

The book is properly critical of Andrew 
Johnson’s efforts to restore the South to what 
amounted to the status quo ante. “Apart from 
requirements that they abolish slavery, repu-
diate secession, and abrogate the Confeder-
ate debt—all inescapable consequences of the 
South’s defeat—these [State] governments 
were granted a free hand in managing their af-
fairs.” He calls the conflict between Congress 
and the president over Reconstruction one of 
the greatest crises in American history and asks 
tantalizingly whether a smooth transition (such 
as Lincoln might have engineered) would have 
been in the nation’s interest. “The crisis created 
by Johnson’s intransigence and incompetence 
was, in a sense, the creative element in the situ-
ation. It pushed members of Congress 
into uncharted political waters, eventu-
ally leading them to embark on a wholly 
unprecedented experiment in interracial 
democracy.”

The Civil Rights Act of 1866 (the first 
significant piece of legislation to be passed 
over a president’s veto), the Reconstruc-
tion Act of 1867, the Enforcement Act 
of 1870, the Ku Klux Klan Act of 1871, 
and the 14th and 15th Amendments not 
only reflected the national government’s 
enhanced power but the idea of a national 
citizenry enjoying equality before the law. 
The Reconstruction amendments in par-
ticular, as Foner points out, “transformed 
the Constitution from a document con-
cerned primarily with federal-state re-
lations and the rights of property into a 
vehicle through which members of vul-
nerable minorities could stake a claim to 
substantive freedom and seek protection 
against misconduct by all levels of government.” 
And it was for precisely this reason that they 
aroused such bitter opposition. 

Foner highlights the determination of recent-
ly emancipated black Americans who struggled 
to secure their political equality. His treatment 
of church, family, and the rise of public education 
within the black community under the South’s 
Reconstruction regimes is especially good. 
Skillfully he charts the demise of Reconstruc-
tion; the sordid outcome of the 1876 Hayes-Til-
den election; the role of violence and terror; and 
the betrayal of the South’s black population by 
a North no longer interested in equality. “The 
resurgence of racism was both cause and effect 
of the nation’s abandonment of the Reconstruc-
tion idea of color-blind citizenship.”

The Supreme Court marched in step with 
prevailing attitudes of white supremacy. Foner 
recounts the Court’s role in overturning Recon-

struction legislation and emasculating the 14th 
and 15th Amendments. After Plessy v. Ferguson 
in 1896, racial segregation became a constitu-
tionally sanctioned way of life. Jim Crow, “sepa-
rate but equal,” electoral disenfranchisement, 
economic inequality, and the return of violence, 
lynching, and mayhem characterized black 
Americans’ unhappy fate.

In an eloquent epilogue titled “the 
Unfinished Revolution,” Foner charts the 
progress made during the civil rights era, 

which he calls the Second Reconstruction, and 
in the half-century since. He pays just tribute 
to Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks and al-
ludes to John Kennedy’s use of federal power to 
enforce integration at Ole Miss in 1962. He ne-
glects President Eisenhower’s more decisive ac-
tion five years earlier when he ordered the 101st 

Airborne Division into Little Rock, Arkansas, 
to compel compliance with a court order deseg-
regating Central High. Although Eisenhower 
believed that the Supreme Court’s original deci-
sion in Brown v. Board of Education was wrong, he 
took his Article II responsibility to “take Care 
that the Laws be faithfully executed” at face 
value. No focus groups were convened and no 
opinion polls were taken even though it was a 
presidential election year. Eisenhower respond-
ed instantly with overwhelming force to prevent 
mob rule. Had he not done so, desegregation in 
the South would have been set back at least a 
decade.

Foner’s epilogue also sets out an agenda for 
further political reform, and it is here that For-
ever Free is most hampered by its author’s well-
known Marxism. For Foner, Reconstruction 
and the civil rights movement are the real un-
finished American revolution, pointing toward 

unprecedented economic democracy and social 
justice. Among other things, his ideological 
preconceptions keep him from recognizing the 
role of athletics and the large national chains in 
breaking down segregationist attitudes in the 
South. Wal-Mart is a favorite whipping boy for 
liberal activists, but it is also an equal-opportu-
nity employer in which African-American shop-
pers no longer are required to step aside for a 
white customer. Sam Walton put thousands of 
small merchants out of business in county seats 
throughout the rural South and he advanced the 
cause of racial justice in the process, just as Mc-
Donald’s, another equal-opportunity employer, 
drove hundreds of segregated Mom and Pop 
greasy spoons to the wall.

But it has been athletics that has changed 
the face of the South. When Bear Bryant deseg-
regated the Crimson Tide in 1971, every team 

in the Southeastern Conference followed 
suit. When the colleges and universities 
integrated their squads, the high schools 
did the same. It is sometimes difficult for 
ivory-towered academics like myself to 
appreciate the role of high school athletics 
in shaping the South’s community values. 
But Friday night football and basketball 
are major social events. And it is almost 
impossible to retain the racial hostility 
that once came instinctively while cheer-
ing on the local team with young black 
men and women playing prominent roles. 
My family has resided for generations on 
a farm near a small hill town in northern 
Mississippi. Racial tension was always 
just beneath the surface. When the local 
high school was integrated in 1974 and 
the student body elected a black home-
coming queen, the Ku Klux Klan torched 
the school that evening. Twenty years 
later when the school won the state-wide 

women’s basketball championship, the entirely 
black team became the toast of the town with 
billboards erected throughout the county tout-
ing their accomplishment.

Still, my criticism is more concerned with 
what Foner does not say. Rather than what he 
does. This is a superb book. The author writes 
with lucid precision and has crafted a compelling 
narrative of Emancipation and Reconstruction 
that is easily accessible to the general reader. He 
possesses an encyclopedic understanding of the 
subject. Reconstruction was not simply a Civil 
War hiccup. The failed effort to provide for 
black equality continues to reverberate through 
American society.

Jean Edward Smith is John Marshall Professor of Po-
litical Science at Marshall University. FDR, his biog-
raphy of Franklin D. Roosevelt, will be published by 
Random House in 2007.
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Book Review by Barton Swaim

Florid Balderdash
The Scholar’s Art: Literary Studies in a Managed World, by Jerome McGann. 

University of Chicago Press, 239 pages, $55 (cloth), $22 (paper)

Over the past forty years, liter-
ary theorists have taken command of 
the English departments of American 

universities. What this would mean for the study 
of literature was made clear early on by (among 
others) Terry Eagleton in his hugely influential 
Literary Theory: An Introduction (1983). There 
Eagleton explained that literature can only be 
understood through the lens of “social ideologies” 
that “refer in the end not simply to private taste, 
but to the assumptions by which certain social 
groups exercise and maintain power over others.” 
In other words, the task of the scholar and critic 
is to understand not chiefly the literary works 
themselves, but those competing social ideologies 
for which literature is only one of many arenas. 
What matters in literary theory is theory rather 
than literature, critic rather than author, radical 
politics rather than imagination or beauty.

“New Historicism,” a theoretical approach 
originated chiefly by the Shakespearean scholar 
Stephen Greenblatt in the early 1980s, was in 
some ways a reaction to literary theory, which 
it criticized for being insufficiently historical or 
lacking an empirical basis. The New Histori-
cists, wishing to ground their writings about 
literature in the real world, but wishing also to 
be as politically cutting-edge as the high-flying 
proponents of literary theory, proposed to use 
traditional historicist methods to arrive at in-
terpretations conducive to a leftist outlook. In 
practice, this usually meant saying whatever 
one liked about a work of literature with per-
functory reference to some historical evidence, 
and in that sense New Historicism was new 

but not recognizably historicist. Still, it was a 
gesture in the direction of sanity in a field des-
perately in need of it.  

The New Historicists share an array of 
philosophical assumptions, most prominently 
those associated with the seductive anti-phi-
losophy of Michel Foucault. They suppose that 
all human relationships are definable solely in 
terms of power, that people who possess power 
use language as a tool to exclude those who do 
not, and that works of literature may therefore 
be understood primarily as attempts to attain 
some form of political or cultural authority. In 
reality, of course, the New Historicists aren’t 
primarily concerned with literature, and have 
only quiet disdain for the notion that literature 
may access universal or imperishable truth. 
Their interest (insofar as they have interests 
beyond professional ones) is the same as that 
of all contemporary literary theorists: cultural 
politics. Shakespeare and Wordsworth are in-
teresting only insofar as analyzing their works 
leads to a discussion of Western male hegemony 
or some such monstrous abstraction. It is hard-
ly surprising, then, that the great majority of 
New Historicist “scholars” are in fact left-wing 
cranks with a modest ability to master jargon. 

Jerome mcgann is no crank. a special-
ist in the field of Romantic and Victorian 
British poetry, McGann is the most capable 

scholar in the school of New Historicism and 
second only to Greenblatt himself in populari-
ty. His politics are clearly on the left, and just as 
clearly animate his writings, but he has gener-

ally shown more circumspection in his recourse 
to leftist ideological themes than most literary 
theorists and many New Historicists. His best 
known work, The Romantic Ideology (1983), took 
aim at scholars whose treatments of the “big 
six” male poets (Wordsworth, Coleridge, Blake, 
Byron, Keats, Shelley) had accepted uncritical-
ly those poets’ representation of themselves as 
possessors of godlike insight and thus “above” 
considerations of money or fame. McGann’s 
arguments in that book are candidly motivated 
by his politics, but the book’s overarching argu-
ment is a sound one, and its use of historical 
evidence is admirable.

More recently he has edited the New Oxford 
Book of Romantic Period Verse (1993), an anthol-
ogy reflecting its editor’s determination to pro-
mote an “inclusive” canon of English literature, 
even to the point of including forgettable pleas-
antries so long as they were written by women. 
Yet McGann can’t be dismissed as a typical left-
ist academic literary critic. In the penetrating es-
says in his book The Beauty of Inflections (1985), 
for instance, he championed the Victorian poet 
Christina Rossetti, a Tractarian Christian whose 
religious verse most modern scholars have dis-
missed on professedly aesthetic, but clearly ideo-
logical, grounds. His contributions to the field 
of textual criticism are, though wrongheaded, 
genuinely enlightening. And his critique of “im-
manent criticism”—the notion that the meaning 
and beauty of a work of literature lie within the 
work itself and should therefore be considered 
in isolation from historical factors—is logically 
rigorous and in my view persuasive. 
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It would be difficult to overstate McGann’s 
influence among American academics in litera-
ture, and by extension over the malleable minds 
of university English majors and postgraduates. 
He is an enormously popular speaker at con-
ferences, and what he decides to talk and write 
about is in due course what everybody else in his 
field wants to talk and write about. I was there-
fore thrilled to find him insisting, at the outset 
of his latest collection of essays, The Scholar’s 
Art, that the purpose of literary scholarship is 
not to arrive at “manageable” interpretations 
of literature, but “to preserve and pass on our 
cultural inheritance.” I was able to ignore the 
fact that by “manageable” he does not mean, as I 
would rather he meant, comfortably leftist and 
“transgressive.” At least somebody of McGann’s 
authority was now (so I thought) inveighing 
against the superficial and ham-handedly polit-
icized “criticism” produced with such shocking 
regularity by tenured professors. “Asking that 
students read poetry ‘in the same spirit that the 
author writ,’ instead of in a spirit we would like 
the poet to have written (whatever our moral 
imperatives might be), can produce an educa-
tional experience not otherwise available.” 

The quotation (a misquotation, to be pre-
cise) is from Pope’s Essay on Criticism: 

A perfect Judge will read each Work of Wit 
With the same Spirit that its Author writ.

To read an author’s work in the “same Spirit” 
in which the author wrote it is precisely what 
academic literary critics for more than a gen-
eration have so conspicuously failed to do. Es-
pecially when treating the works of widely ven-
erated white male writers, these literary judges 
seem incapable of fathoming any motive apart 
from the author’s desire to assert his authority 
over some “field of discursive practices,” to use 
Foucault’s jargon. The result is that the author’s 
intentions, having been defined as mere expres-
sions of competing “social ideologies,” are no 
longer seriously considered to be binding on the 
critic’s interpretations—which in turn means 
the critic gets to talk about whatever he feels 
like talking about, so long as it relates somehow 
to those “social ideologies.” 

That is why so much contemporary aca-
demic criticism is either a) tiresome and pre-
dictable, relying on the same formulaic discus-
sions of “cultural authority” and “discursive 
power,” or b) circuitous twaddle. Unfortunately, 
despite its fleeting promise of something bet-
ter, The Scholar’s Art is not able to rise above 
these limitations, tending more to b) than to a).  

M cgann, it seems, having pushed 
the New Historicist critique as far 
as it can go without becoming en-

tirely predictable, now has nothing to say. The 
book’s essays just aren’t interesting. At least two 
are simply unreadable. In one he contrasts the 
views of critical authority adopted by Coleridge 
and Eliot (the former located authority in indi-
vidual poets, the latter in an impersonal tradi-
tion), and claims that the whole of 19th- and 
20th-century cultural history may be under-
stood as a duel between these two approaches. 
Well, fine. But McGann spends the balance of 
the essay mulling aimlessly over the half-formed 
ideas of the Victorian poets D. G. Rossetti and 
Algernon Charles Swinburne. 

The essay on Walter Scott, in which Mc-
Gann presents Scott as a proto-postmodern  
whose sophistication consists in a preoccupa-
tion with his own authorial voice, depends 
heavily on an embarrassingly tendentious 
interpretation of Quentin Durward, and even 
apart from that doesn’t offer much that hasn’t 
been said before. McGann begins another es-
say with a straightforward point worthy of se-
rious attention—that Modernist writers such 
as Pound and Eliot were devoted to contradic-
tory ideals, classicism and originality, and that 
this contradiction “produces the irony pervad-
ing [their] writing”—but then hauls in page 
after page of irrelevant names and concepts. 
The essay fizzles to nothing. Again, just when 
you think McGann is ready to say something 
important about Tennyson’s poetry, he slips 
into the indecipherable argot of academic criti-
cism (more pointless ruminations about D. G. 
Rossetti) and concludes by saying nothing in 
particular.

Can McGann, on the evidence of much of 
his previous work an extremely intelligent writ-
er, seriously believe that these essays are worth 
collecting in a book? If I were inclined to in-
terpret him in the knowing, supercilious New 
Historicist manner—which at this moment I 
am—I would suggest that he himself is con-
cerned mainly with his own “cultural author-
ity,” unable as he is to think about literature in 
any other way. He imagines that his readers care 
more about what Jerome McGann has written 
than about what Coleridge or Scott or Henry 
James wrote. Having taken seriously modern 
literary theory’s assumption that the critic al-
ways trumps the author, that in literary criti-
cism what counts is the critic rather than the 
literature, McGann actually believes himself to 
be as important as the writers he discusses; in 
fact, far more so. 

What else could explain such unbearably 
mannered prose, the pointless interruptions 
and digressions, incessant and seemingly ir-
relevant allusions (“as Blake knew. . .what J. G. 
Ballard called. . .as Gertrude Stein might say. . .
what Freud famously called”)? I offer one pas-
sage, chosen at random.

“To what serves mortal beauty,” Hopkins 
famously asked, and his answer—that it 
serves to celebrate the grandeur of God 
—sees poetry as a form of worship rather 
than a poetic tale. Read that way, it is 
used—as Wordsworth is used, as Word-
sworth wanted to be used—to reify an 
idealist regimen and, more problematic 
still, an abstract and moralizing approach 
to art and poetry.

Byron’s answer to Hopkins’s question 
would have been what Laura Riding’s 
answer was: “Nothing” (Anarchism Is Not 
Enough). Mortal Beauty is not in service. It 
is—for good and ill alike— absolutely free. 
It is an egg laid by a free-ranging chicken.

Right-o.
McGann expresses contempt for the notion 

that a work of literature might offer something 
of eternal value. “‘Great,’ ‘timeless,’ ‘enduring,’ ‘vi-
sionary.’ Artistically and critically speaking, we 
mustn’t take any of that seriously.” But there is no 
reason to take his coy avoidance of the language 
of appraisal to be anything but a pose—a pose 
serving to enhance the authority of McGann’s 
own writing. After all, if literature is never 
“great” and holds no value beyond what scholars 
tell us it holds at any one moment, the scholar 
becomes that much more important: one might 
even say, enduringly important. In fact, what we 
really ought to care about are not the poets and 
novelists we used to think possessed some form 
of “genius” (silly word), but the sophisticated 
obiter dicta of the tenured experts: preeminently, 
Jerome McGann, John Stewart Bryan Professor 
of English at the University of Virginia. 

It is true, as McGann claims in the introduc-
tion, that these essays contain nothing in the 
way of facile politicized “readings” or soporific 
diatribes against phallocentrism. Instead, they 
offer florid balderdash, and McGann supposes 
we’ll take it seriously because he is who he is. 

Don’t.

Barton Swaim received a doctorate last year from the 
University of Edinburgh, and is completing a book on 
19th-century Scottish literary critics.
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B O O K S  I N  B R I E F

Painting the Map Red: The Fight to Create a 
Permanent Republican Majority, by Hugh 

Hewitt. Regnery, 256 pages, $27.95

In this hard-hitting, well-written, and practi-
cal book aimed at the strategic imperatives of the 
2006 and 2008 elections, conservative radio talk-
show host Hugh Hewitt lays out a plan to revive 
Republican fortunes, win a filibuster-proof Sen-
ate majority, and deal a knock-out blow to the 
Democratic Party. Hewitt argues that the Re-
publicans’ only hope for avoiding electoral disas-
ter this year is to run a bold, nationalized cam-
paign—instead of retreating to the localized, 
race-by-race approach common for incumbent 
parties on the defensive. Contending that Dem-
ocrats are more radical than ever, he proposes a 
relentless attack on them as the party waging 
war on the military, religion, a sound judiciary, 
traditional marriage, and civil discourse.

Good advice as far as it goes, but the plan 
focuses much less on what the governing par-
ty should be for, summed up as “win the war, 
confirm the judges, cut the taxes, control the 
spending.” Hewitt’s call to build the Republi-
can campaign around George W. Bush’s trust-
worthiness (and the Democrats’ lack thereof) 
will have to overcome the Left’s three-year-long 
drive to cast doubt on the president’s truthful-
ness in Iraq. Hewitt probably overestimates the 
long-term trouble Democrats face. With tens of 
millions of Americans dependent on the welfare 
state and liberals still dominating the main-
stream media and educational establishment, it 
seems unlikely that Democrats will go the way 
of the Whigs anytime soon, even if the GOP 
runs flawless campaigns from coast to coast.

—Andrew E. Busch
Claremont McKenna College

h

Romancing Opiates: Pharmacological Lies and 
Addiction Bureaucracy, by Theodore Dalrymple. 

Encounter Books, 165 pages, $21.95

If public officials who dole out billions of 
dollars yearly for drug rehabilitation programs 
would read Romancing Opiates, it could spark a 
thorough reexamination of how we deal with 
addiction. Written by the witty and insightful 
British psychiatrist and columnist Theodore 
Dalrymple, this short, powerful book is one 
of the most important—and certainly one of 
the most entertaining—policy books of recent 
years. Dalrymple spent most of his medical ca-
reer treating addicts, first at a clinic for univer-
sity students and then for 14 years in a general 

hospital and adjacent prison in one of Britain’s 
largest slums. He began with the conventional 
views: that heroin addicts are blameless, hav-
ing been conned into trying the drug, only to 
become hopelessly trapped; that withdrawing 
from heroin is agonizing; that addicts need 
to be “treated” for long periods of time with 
replacement narcotics such as methadone to 
spare them the harsh medical consequences of 
withdrawal; and that addicts become criminals 
out of necessity to support their habit.

Dalrymple’s experiences taught him other-
wise. He watched many prisoners go off heroin 
with withdrawal symptoms no worse than a 
mild flu. If heroin is not highly addictive, than 
why do we need an elaborate network of nurses, 
social workers, psychiatrists, and other doc-
tors who keep addicts dependent on substitute 
narcotics? “It is easier to give people a dose of 
medicine than a reason for living,” he concludes. 
Heroin addiction is at bottom a moral and spir-
itual problem, but for decades a growing medi-
cal bureaucracy has held that patients need vir-
tually lifelong medical maintenance. This mis-
conception perpetuates a vast industry and has 
done nothing to reduce the scourge of addiction 
on addicts or on our society. 

—Betsey McCaughey
Hudson Institute

h

In Praise of Athletic Beauty, by Hans Ulrich 
Gumbrecht. Belknap Press, 272 pages, $22.95

Here is something of a marvel—a book by 
the Albert Guérard Professor in Literature at 
Stanford University that is written for the com-
mon reader, without footnotes, bibliography, 
or index. What’s more, it is a pleasure to read. 
It consists of four elegant chapters written in 
an approachable, appreciative, meditative vein. 
The first is a chapter defining praise, beauty, 
and athletics. The second, “Discontinuities,” 
chooses moments in the history of sports: demi-
gods, gladiators, knights, ruffians, sportsmen, 
Olympians, customers. The third chapter de-
fines what the author means by “fascinations.” 
He chooses themes that excite all fans with a 
sense of beauty and wonder—bodies in motion, 
suffering, grace, tools, forms, plays, and timing. 
The fourth chapter, “Gratitude,” concludes the 
book with original meditations on “watching” 
and “waste.” In this delightful volume, Gumbre-
cht draws on his own favorite experiences, from 
watching hockey in Canada to watching the 
World Cup and other soccer games (especially 
those involving Germany), and most recently, 

watching Stanford’s swim meets and football 
contests. He is not the first to write on these 
themes in a philosophical mood, but he does so 
with a grace that is worthy of his subject. 

—Michael Novak
American Enterprise Institute 

h

Plato’s Fable: On the Mortal Condition in 
Shadowy Times, by Joshua Mitchell. Princeton 

University Press, 266 pages, $35

The “fable” in the title of this unusual book 
on the Republic is not one of the tales Socrates 
tells but rather the entire dialogue. Not only does 
Joshua Mitchell doubt that Plato was making an 
earnest proposal in the Republic; the Georgetown 
University government professor argues that 
Socrates’ interlocutors can understand almost 
nothing that he says to them. Mitchell tries to 
demonstrate this and more in his short book, 
arguing that a recovery of Plato’s understanding 
of reason in an age dominated by liberalism will 
help reveal humanity’s fatal flaw, the inclination 
to imitate (as Plato understood it).

Although the reader might be grateful that 
Mitchell seldom indulges in scholarly quib-
bles—he barely refers to Plato scholarship at 
all—the author has a penchant for linking the 
Republic to a vast array of philosophic, theo-
logical, and scriptural writings that often seem 
malapropos. For instance, he writes as though 
Thrasymachus thinks like Marx, Socrates like 
Calvin, and as if Book VIII’s cycle of regimes 
calls to mind Luke’s Gospel and the Book of 
Genesis. The result is an odd and arbitrary 
volume that leaves little sense of what makes 
Plato’s thought distinctively his own.

—Paul Ulrich
Carthage College

h

God and the Natural Law: A Rereading of Thomas 
Aquinas, by Fulvio Di Blasi, translated by 

David Thunder. St. Augustine’s Press, 
270 pages, $37.50

Originally published in Italian in 1999, God 
and the Natural Law is the impressive work of a 
young scholar, navigating through the swirling 
currents of modern debate over the meaning of 
natural law. President of the fledgling Thomas 
International (a planned Thomistic universi-
ty) and co-director of the newly formed Ralph 
McInerny Center for Thomistic Studies, Ful-
vio Di Blasi presents a closer, far richer read-
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ing of Thomas Aquinas than is typical in these 
debates.

Di Blasi argues that many scholars have been 
unduly influenced by the fact-value distinc-
tion and other modern notions, and as a result 
misunderstand the role of God and nature in 
Aquinas’s thought. The author maintains that 
Aquinas (and Suarez) did not think that natu-
ral law is completely external to man, based on 
the arbitrary will of God; nor that the natural 
law is completely internal to man, based on man’s 
reason alone. Without a basis in nature, morality 
becomes merely a human product, and natural 
law ceases to be natural. Yet without seeing the 
natural order as a product of God’s will (in ac-
cord with His reason), there is no sufficient obli-
gation for man to obey the dictates of his natural 
ends, and the natural law ceases to be law. For 
Aquinas, the “natural law is nature revealing it-
self to human reason as willed by God.” 

—Matthew J. Peterson
The Claremont Institute

h

Just Americans: How Japanese Americans Won a 
War at Home and Abroad, by Robert Asahina. 

Gotham Books, 339 pages, $27.50

With his new book, influential New York ed-
itor Robert Asahina shows how Japanese Ameri-
cans won equal citizenship through military ser-
vice. He describes these draftees’ contribution to 
America’s effort in the Second World War with 
incomparable richness and detail; his account is 
all the more stunning when we realize that at 
the time nearly all black Americans were denied 
combat roles (other than in the Air Force). 

The book breaks with Eric Muller’s Free to 
Die for Their Country (2001), which claimed that 
the real heroes of the World War II relocation 
were the Japanese-American draft resisters, 
who allegedly followed the American political 
tradition of wartime dissent. (In fact, they fol-
lowed the wishes of their old-country families, 
not their new-country traditions, however un-
derstood.) Though rejecting Muller, Asahina 
hews to the standard and increasingly inad-
equate line about the racist impulse behind the 
relocation. He does not take seriously how Jap-
anese expatriates and even American citizens of 
Japanese ancestry might have served the needs 
of Japanese foreign policy; and he dismisses the 
possibility of significant disloyalty among eth-
nic Japanese, even while acknowledging the pull 
of nationalism. He does not confront Michelle 
Malkin’s polemical In Defense of Internment 
(2004; see Charles A. Lofgren, “Hardships of 
War,” CRB, Summer 2005) or Brian Hayashi’s 
scholarly Democratizing the Enemy (2004). These 
books argue that there was substantial evidence 

of disloyalty among the ethnic Japanese popula-
tion, though the volumes come to opposite con-
clusions about the relocation policy itself. 

Nonetheless, Asahina shows movingly how 
these Japanese-American soldiers, by their cou-
rageous service, helped to reaffirm the equality 
of duties and rights as American’s central idea.

—Ken Thomas
Washington, D.C.

h

War Footing: 10 Steps America Must Take to 
Prevail in the War for the Free World, by Frank J. 

Gaffney, Jr., et al. Naval Institute Press, 
301 pages, $27.95

I repeat the words of the Signers of the 
Declaration of Independence—that little 
band of patriots, fighting long ago against 
overwhelming odds, but certain, as we 
are now, of ultimate victory: “With a 
firm reliance on the protection of Divine 
Providence, we mutually pledge to each 
other our lives, our fortunes, and our sa-
cred honor.”

This is the epigraph to Frank Gaffney’s War 
Footing, taken from an address by President 
Franklin Roosevelt on May 14, 1941. It captures 
the governing purpose of the book, which is to 
awaken in its readers the sense of urgency that 
can come only from full realization that we are 
at war. Only such a sense of urgency will enable 
the nation to put itself on the “war footing” that 
is the necessary condition of moving forward to 
ultimate victory in the “war for the free world.”

Each short and easily digested chapter is co-
authored by Gaffney, President of the Center 
for Security Policy, and another defense expert. 
Co-authors include Victor Davis Hanson, An-
drew McCarthy, Caroline Glick, and Congress-
men Curt Weldon and Roscoe Bartlett. Their 
recommended “ten steps” range from geopoli-
tics to energy security. An appendix contains 
much needed proposals to improve American 
missile defense policy. The book is designed so 
that one may consult individual chapters inde-
pendently for a policy briefing on each of the 
necessary steps to victory. 

This is a good and important book, but it 
faces a great challenge. Roosevelt gave the ad-
dress from which Gaffney takes his epigraph six 
months before Pearl Harbor; and America was 
far from being ready for war when the day of 
infamy came. Gaffney writes five years after our 
more recent day of infamy; and America is still 
far from being on a war footing. If September 
11 could not awaken our leaders and those who 
vote them into office from their strategic slum-
bers, this book faces a difficult challenge indeed. 

But when they are shaken from their compla-
cent dreams by the next deadly alarm, this will 
be a useful book to have on their bedside tables. 

—Tom Karako
The Claremont Institute

h

The British Moment: The Case for Democratic 
Geopolitics in the Twenty-first Century, 

A Manifesto by the Henry Jackson Society. 
The Social Affairs Unit, 128 pages, $13.99

With the ouster of Joe Lieberman, the Dem-
ocratic Party seems to have thrown “Scoop” 
Jackson’s legacy unceremoniously out the party 
door. But his legacy may be alive and well across 
the pond. The Henry Jackson Society formally 
proclaimed its existence in Cambridge, England, 
on March 11, 2005, issuing a statement of prin-
ciples signed by several prominent academics, 
politicians, and journalists. Just a few months 
ago (July 14, 2006), at a gala co-hosted with 
the Social Affairs Unit at the Reform Club in 
London, the Society celebrated the publication 
of its first book, The British Moment: The Case for 
Democratic Geopolitics in the Twenty-first Century. 

 This is a slim volume of five chapters and 
two brief appendices. It is written and edited by 
several “young academics based at Cambridge 
University.” It is issued, however, not in any indi-
vidual’s name (though each is credited), but as “A 
Manifesto by the Henry Jackson Society.” The 
five chapters consider, in order, “Britain and”—
the world, Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and 
China. The first appendix is a one-page appre-
ciation of Henry “Scoop” Jackson; the other is 
a two-page statement of the society’s principles. 
These include: the affirmation that “the rest of 
the world should aspire” to be “modern liberal 
democracies”; support for “a ‘forward strategy’ to 
assist those countries that are not yet liberal and 
democratic to become so”; support for strong 
militaries in the United States, countries of the 
E.U., and other democracies, complete with “ex-
peditionary capabilities and global reach”; the 
assertion that “only modern liberal democratic 
states are truly legitimate, and that any interna-
tional organisation which admits undemocratic 
states on an equal basis is fundamentally flawed”; 
and “two cheers for capitalism.” 

The society dismisses accusations that it is 
part of the international neoconservative con-
spiracy. Actually, it argues that neoconservatism 
can perhaps best be understood as an outgrowth 
of centuries-old British traditions—such as 
the policy of abolishing the international slave 
trade. Anglophiles Bill Kristol, Robert Kagan, 
and Richard Perle are among the International 
Patrons of the Society.

—Christopher Flannery
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Book Review by Elihu Grant

The Right Stuff
American Conservatism: An Encyclopedia, edited by Bruce Frohnen, Jeremy Beer, 

and Jeffrey O. Nelson. ISI Books, 1,000 pages, $55 (cloth), $35 (paper)

I f you need to find out in a hurry—
and who knows when such a need might 
arise?—what year Walter Berns was born 

(1919) or how many condensed editions of The 
Road to Serfdom were distributed by the Book-
of-the-Month Club at the end of World War 
II (600,000), you will readily find the answers 
in this indispensable new collection of data 
about the American conservative movement, 
published by the Intercollegiate Studies Insti-
tute and edited by Bruce Frohnen, an associ-
ate professor at Ave Maria Law School; Jeremy 
Beer, ISI Books’s editor-in-chief; and Jeffrey O. 
Nelson, its publisher.

As the introduction rightly notes, quoting 
Ted V. McAlister, “‘[T]he story of conservatism 
in America, as told by the academics, is fractured 
and inconclusive.’” The aim of the Encyclopedia 
is to provide a comprehensive reference guide 
to help correct this injustice, and “to contribute 
to the ongoing effort to understand what it has 
meant—and still means—to be a conservative 
in America.” This would be quite enough on its 
own; and if such a project tended to emphasize 
traditionalist institutions and figures—given 
the predilections of the book’s editors and pub-
lisher—it would hardly be surprising. Yet Amer-
ican Conservatism promises more: “The intent of 
this volume is to provide coverage of those mat-
ters of importance to each of the major schools 
of postwar conservative thought and to do so as 
evenhandedly as possible.” Let us see.

First, however, there is the obligation every 
writer confronts when reviewing an encyclo-
pedia, namely, to take issue with the editors’ 
criteria for inclusion, niggle about the fidelity 

with which these standards were or were not 
followed, and lament the overall inadequacy of 
the final selections. 

It may seem an odd criticism to make of an 
encyclopedia, but in this reviewer’s opinion the 
volume is diminished—so to speak—more by 
what it puts in than by what it leaves out. For 
instance, if the editors quite properly wanted 
to include “only those living men and women 
whose careers [are] sufficiently advanced to al-
low for an adequate assessment of their contri-
butions,” what is David Brooks, barely ripe at 
age 45, doing in here?

A more serious problem is the negligible 
historical significance and intellectual heft of 
various figures deemed worthy of inclusion. 
Perhaps a reasonable case can be made for in-
cluding Louis I. Bredvold, William H. Hutt, 
and Revilo P. Oliver. Going further, a full treat-
ment of American conservatism might—one 
supposes—make room for Edward Atkinson, 
William Aylott Orton, and René de Visme 
Williamson. But in addition to these, American 
Conservatism includes entries on Basil L. Gild-
ersleeve, Charles Tansill, and Donald Atwell 
Zoll, who, according to the entry by John At-
tarian, “has ceased writing on conservatism, 
and has apparently made a new career in ele-
phant training.” Does any encyclopedia need to 
be this comprehensive?

Readers of this journal may be interested to 
know that the entry on the Claremont Institute, 
written by Matthew Bowman, is accurate and 
respectful, as are all the entries on think tanks 
and public policy organizations. Even more 
graciously, the editors have generally turned 

over the entries on current-day intellectuals 
and scholars to those individuals’ sympathetic 
students—even when this means providing sig-
nificant space to people distinctly outside the 
paleoconservative orbit. So the entry on Harry 
V. Jaffa, for instance, is written by his longtime 
student and Claremont Institute senior fellow, 
Edward J. Erler.

This open-armed attitude toward 
presenting a conservative omnium gath-
erum not only helps to balance the 

somewhat indiscriminate standards mentioned 
earlier, it also bespeaks a laudable spirit of cor-
diality—vindicating the editors’ claim to have 
sought out and welcomed “the strong opinions 
that often are on display, which they believe has 
made for a more interesting volume than would 
have been the case had contributors been forced 
into the iron cage of a supposed neutrality.”

The magnanimity of these gestures would 
have been even more pronounced, however, 
if the editors had not smuggled in so many of 
their prejudices under the banner of “evenhand-
edness.” Consider three of the most important 
subjects covered by the Encyclopedia: the Ameri-
can Revolution, the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, and the Civil War—the entries on which 
were all written by Bruce Frohnen. (As editor 
primus inter pares, Frohnen assumed responsi-
bility for many of the book’s most substantive 
essays.) Each begins promisingly enough, care-
fully heeding the editors’ professed desire “not 
to establish any orthodox definition of conser-
vatism.” Thus, the entry on the American Rev-
olution opens by noting: 
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The war by which the American colonies 
seceded from the British Empire is the 
subject of significant debate within the 
conservatism movement. What one thinks 
of the nature of this war says much about 
what one thinks of America and of conser-
vatism as a philosophy and way of life.

A similarly ecumenical spirit guides the begin-
ning of the entry on the Declaration, calling it 

an object of significant debate within the 
conservative movement because of the 
central and unique role some would give 
it within the American tradition of or-
dered liberty.

Yet in each case the entries proceed to elide 
the significance of these debates or differences, 
and conclude on a very different note. In the 
American Revolution entry, the “many” conser-
vatives who “accept the notion that the Ameri-
can Revolution created a new America” quietly 
disappear from view. So does the circumspec-
tion of the opening paragraph. Instead, by the 
essay’s end we are told that “for conservatives”—
simply, and without further qualification—“the 
American Revolution does not mark an abrupt 
break with the politics of Britain or with an 
‘old world’ of superstition and oppression, [but 
rather] the successful conservation of inherited 
rights by the American people.”

Similarly, the essay on the Declaration of 
Independence devotes its concluding paragraph 
to the nettle of slavery—as well it should. But 

rather than recur to, or even mention, the Dec-
laration’s clarion endorsement of the equal, nat-
ural right to liberty, Frohnen condemns slavery 
on the basis of the “right” to “the protections of 
family and local social life.” Slavery is wrong be-
cause it “strips individuals of their fundamental 
social ties by reducing them to commodities…
no matter what ideological abstraction may be 
popular at the time.” 

F rohnen’s treatment of the civil war 
appears to strive for balance, but even the 
opening salute to intra-conservative dif-

ferences goes badly awry: 

[O]ne’s views on this war—and whether 
one prefers to call it “The Civil War,” “The 
War between the States,” or “The War of 
Northern Aggression”—says much about 
one’s vision of America’s central traditions 
and their worthiness for conservation. 

This is taking the spirit of inclusiveness too far: 
to imply that each of these terms is an equally 
legitimate viewpoint within current conserva-
tive thought—merely a matter of preference—is 
not “encyclopedic” thoroughness; it is an effort 
to re-certify perhaps the most egregious case of 
revisionism in American history. 

Lest the reader think I am inferring too 
much, consider how later in this entry Frohnen 
does not merely mute the opinions of those who 
dissent from the extreme traditionalist interpre-
tation—as he often does in other entries—but 
misrepresents them:

Others within the conservative move-
ment reject southern traditions and lo-
calism altogether [and] prefer to base 
their vision of America and its tradition 
on a reading of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence that sees America as a single, 
unitary state dedicated to the protec-
tion of individual rights. In this view, the 
North was morally obligated to invade 
the South in order to stamp out its evil, 
slave-based society.

Absent secession? Absent Fort Sumter? Absent 
military necessity? Who, exactly, in the modern 
conservative movement has ever propounded 
such a view?

Producing this encyclopedia was an enor-
mous project; the entries took years to com-
mission, collect, and compile. It is a wonder-
ful resource with many virtues, and should be 
owned by every serious and inquisitive conser-
vative. But in the final analysis, it is not quite as 
authoritative or evenhanded as it purports to 
be. I am reminded of a remark by Harvey C. 
Mansfield (the subject of a well-crafted entry 
by Daniel Mahoney) in the introduction to his 
translation of The Prince: “If the reader thinks 
my translation a bad one, let him try his own; 
if he thinks it good, let him learn Italian.” In 
turn, I say, if the reader thinks this encyclope-
dia a bad one, let him try his own; but if he 
thinks it uniformly good, let him read more 
about America.

Elihu Grant is a writer living in Washington, D.C.
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Book Review by Robert Collins

Respecting Reagan
President Reagan: The Triumph of Imagination, by Richard Reeves. 

Simon & Schuster, 592 pages, $30 (hardcover) $16 (paper)

R onald reagan was not overly con-
cerned with the way historians would 
treat him. Midway through his presi-

dency, he told an advisor, “First of all, the histo-
ry will probably get distorted when it’s written. 
And I won’t be around to read it.” History nev-
ertheless promises to be obsessed with him—to 
date, nearly a thousand books have been writ-
ten to explain one or another aspect of Reagan’s 
rise from humble beginnings to the pinnacle of 
power and influence. But somehow we still have 
difficulty taking the measure of this political 
figure, who at first appears wholly transparent, 
yet remains vexingly elusive.

Historians have been hard on Reagan. In 
several widely reported rankings of the presi-
dents undertaken since he left office, they rate 
him a mediocre leader. But this new book by 
Richard Reeves, a practicing journalist turned 
presidential scholar who has written well-re-
ceived studies of John F. Kennedy and Richard 
Nixon, indicates that as the partisan fevers of 
the 1980s cool, historians are beginning to take 
a more temperate view of the Reagan presiden-
cy. At the same time, Reeves’s engaging study 
shows that in giving the Gipper his due, schol-
ars still have a ways to go.  

Reeves follows Reagan chronologically from 
Inauguration Day, 1981, to his Farewell Ad-
dress in January 1989, attempting “to recon-
struct a President’s world from his own per-
spective.” His approach is especially effective 
in conveying the inherently hectic nature of 
presidential leadership, even in an administra-
tion with a tightly focused agenda and a notori-
ously loose presidential management style. The 

reader comes quickly to appreciate that at the 
White House, the problems just keep coming, 
and seldom in orderly fashion or tidy shape. A 
masterly writer, Reeves keeps things straight, 
avoids repetition, and provides just enough 
background information to enable the reader to 
grasp the significance of developments as they 
unfold.

Reagan emerges in these pages as a more 
formidable figure than the dotty stick man 
constructed by his political opponents and 
contemporary critics. Although he was no in-
tellectual, Reagan did “see the world in terms 
of ideas,” Reeves argues, and had a real talent 
for rendering his thought into compelling im-
ages and narratives. The quality of the ideas 
varied, however, and Reeves complains that in 
many cases Reagan dumbed-down the national 
dialogue with his penchant for oversimplifica-
tion and factual misstatement. Yet the author 
acknowledges that Reagan saw things that oth-
ers missed, such as the Soviet economy’s disar-
ray, and envisioned what many thought impos-
sible, such as the reduction of the superpowers’ 
nuclear arsenals. 

Reeves concludes that “Reagan was not a 
man of vision, he was a man of imagination,” 
but fails to explain what this invidious distinc-
tion means, though he suggests that the pres-
ident’s imagination ran backward more often 
than forward, toward a halcyon past he sought 
to recreate. Still, Reagan comes across as a more 
engaged and forceful leader than was common-
ly understood at the time. He was “staff-depen-
dent but not staff-driven” and similarly wife-de-
pendent but not wife-driven. He was his own 

man and in charge on the issues that mattered 
to him. He had the self-assurance to delegate 
responsibility freely—perhaps too much so—
but also the self-confidence to make difficult 
decisions and stick to them, e.g., his firing of 
the striking PATCO air-controllers, or his firm 
support of the Federal Reserve’s painful (but ul-
timately successful) war on inflation. As for the 
charge that he was merely an actor following a 
script prepared by his handlers, Reeves notes 
White House Chief of Staff James Baker’s tell-
ing observation that the president “treats us all 
the same, as hired help.”

R eagan’s aging became increasingly 
noticeable during his second term. De-
spite a strong constitution and the First 

Lady’s well-known protective efforts, he slowed 
discernibly. The ravages were those of age, not, 
so far as we know, the Alzheimer’s disease that 
later afflicted him. In 1986, when he was 75, the 
speechwriter Peggy Noonan noted his “bigness 
and fitness, but also his frailty. I understood that 
he was aging. The lion in winter.” The image 
was appropriate and occurred to others. Reagan, 
who had taken good care of himself since his 
movie days, seemed to husband his diminish-
ing resources even more than before, and man-
aged still to surprise those who were prepared 
to write him off. Reeves recounts that a Russian 
who observed Reagan at two summit meetings 
in the second term likened him to an aging lion, 
lazily sunning himself and gazing vaguely at an 
antelope on the horizon. As the antelope comes 
closer, the lion dozes without apparent interest. 
“He doesn’t move when the antelope stops only 
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ten feet away, that’s too far. At eight feet, the lion 
suddenly comes to life!—Reagan, the negotia-
tor, suddenly fills the room.”

Despite such insights, the book is not a bi-
ography. Reeves concentrates not on the inner 
man but rather on Reagan’s engagement with 
public affairs, trying to get at what Reagan’s 
“official” biographer, Edmund Morris, missed 
almost entirely. And Reeves largely succeeds, 
through his vivid descriptions of the complexi-
ties of U.S. policy in Central America, the fi-
asco of America’s involvement in Lebanon, the 
convolutions of the Iran-Contra affair, and so 
forth. Nevertheless, Reeves stumbles on several 
key points. One is economic policy, where his 
fascination with the era’s spectacular budget 
deficits causes him to overlook the president’s 
fundamental reorientation of economic poli-
cy—away from the demand-centered, macro-
economic Keynesianism, which had failed as 
both theory and policy amidst the stagflation 
of the 1970s, to a newly rediscovered supply-
centered microeconomics that emphasized 
markets and incentives. The deficits that ac-
companied this theoretical and political shift 
were indeed significant, but they constituted 
only part of a larger story of success. Rea-
ganomics (as its opponents derisively labeled 
it)—together with nascent globalization, the 
dawning of the Information Age, and a major 
restructuring of the corporate economy facili-
tated by Reagan’s antitrust policy—laid the 
basis for an unprecedented two-decade-long 
economic boom. In part because Reeves’s as-
sessment rests largely on contemporary jour-
nalistic accounts, in this crucial area he misses 
the forest for the trees.

R eagan also deserves more credit 
for his Cold War achievements than he 
receives here. Reeves suggests that the 

President’s need to bolster his political fortunes 
at home—first in response to an increasingly 
widespread public fear of nuclear war in the run-
up to the 1984 election, and later in response to 
the political fallout from the Iran-Contra scan-
dal—drove him to engage in the summitry and 
to negotiate the arms-control agreements that 
together effectively brought an end to the Cold 
War. To be sure, the so-called pragmatists among 
Reagan’s advisors were attentive to the domestic 
political implications of Cold War tensions. In-
deed, throughout his public career, Reagan bal-
anced his policy aims and his electoral ambitions. 
But contrary to Reeves, Reagan had signaled a 
crucial shift—from an emphasis on confrontation 
to a willingness to negotiate—as early as January 
1984, when in a speech on Soviet-American rela-
tions televised live to Europe, he spoke sentimen-
tally of two mythical couples, the Americans Jim 
and Sally and their Soviet counterparts Ivan and 
Anya, who, if thrown together by chance, would 
quickly discover their shared humanity. 

Reagan’s pivot resulted not from electoral cal-
culation, but from his concern over the possibil-
ity of accidental nuclear war and, more impor-
tantly, his optimistic assessment that the time 
had come to execute the plan he had articulated 
from the outset of his presidency—to negotiate 
with the Soviets from a reestablished position 
of military strength. Reagan simply did what he 
had consistently told everyone he intended to 
do. In the end, his deft, determined use of pow-
er, combined with his willingness to negotiate 
shrewdly and forcefully, proved decisive. 

The United States and the West won the 
Cold War. The Soviet Union lost, and its 
political system expired. Reeves, however, 
is ambivalent about how much credit is due 
Reagan, and in the end gives him too little. 
Margaret Thatcher’s oft-quoted tribute—that 
Reagan won the Cold War without firing a 
shot—is admittedly too pat. Gorbachev, for 
one, deserves much credit for letting the Soviet 
imperium slip away peacefully. For that great 
deed he is worthy of the Nobel Peace Prize 
awarded to him in 1990. But we should never 
forget that Gorbachev’s reforms were designed 
to save Soviet Communism and its empire, not 
hasten their demise.

The Cold War ended on American terms, 
according to a script written in Washington, 
not Moscow. Back in 1978, Ronald Rea-
gan—then a private citizen well past retire-
ment age, with political ambitions but less 
than shining electoral prospects—had light-
heartedly informed his foreign policy advi-
sor Richard Allen that he had a simple idea 
for U.S. policy toward the Soviet Union: “It 
is this: we win and they lose. What do you 
think of that? ” To the surprise of experts and 
ordinary people around the world, and to 
Richard Reeves’s lingering disbelief, Reagan 
made it happen. 

Robert Collins is Middlebush Professor of History at 
the University of Missouri–Columbia. In December, 
Columbia University Press will publish his book 
Transforming America: Politics and Culture 
in the Reagan Years. He is the author of More: 
The Politics of Economic Growth in Postwar 
America (Oxford University Press).
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Book Review by Justin Shubow

The Prince and the Dandy
The Suit: A Machiavellian Approach to Men’s Style, 

by Nicholas Antongiavanni. Collins, 240 pages, $18.95

B ewildered and intimidated out of 
ignorance, or perhaps dismissing the 
subject as effeminate, few American 

men are willing to give much thought to their 
attire. The result? All too often, no matter who 
wears the pants in a relationship, it is the wom-
an who chooses the trousers. To help fix this 
deplorable situation, The Suit aims to provide 
the right kind of man with the knowledge and 
confidence to dress himself sharply. 

Written by Nicholas Antongiavanni—the 
nom de plumage of a former speechwriter for 
George W. Bush, Condoleezza Rice, and Ru-
dolph Giuliani—the book is a close imita-
tion of Niccolò Machiavelli’s The 
Prince in both structure and style. 
Whereas Machiavelli penned his 
notorious handbook in the hopes 
of becoming an advisor to Lorenzo 
de’ Medici, Antongiavanni writes 
to offer his sartorial expertise to 
John Elkann, heir apparent to the 
Fiat dynasty and grandson of the 
Italian merchant prince Gianni 
Agnelli. Elkann has quite a legacy 
to uphold, since Agnelli was a fa-
mous coxcomb known for wearing 
his watch over his shirt cuff and 
pairing suits with (casual) button-
down collar shirts—with the col-
lar points unbuttoned, no less. 

Just as Machiavelli boldly set 
forth the qualities a prince needed 
to obtain and maintain power, An-
tongiavanni recommends “dandification” as the 
virtù required at the highest reaches of business 
and politics, where it is survival of the best fit-
ted. To those who would rule in these competi-
tive worlds, Antongiavanni’s first and foremost 
counsel is to don a suit and tie, the timeless com-
bination that reached its apogee in the 1930s. A 
triumph of design that harmoniously balances 
modesty and sexuality, conformity and individu-
ality, simplicity in the whole with ornament in the 
details, the business suit is the perfect uniform 
for those who see their work as civilized combat. 
Indeed, long before anyone spoke of the “power 
suit,” bankers and lawyers on the streets of Lon-
don could be seen going about like knights ready 
for battle, outfitted with armor (three-piece suit), 
helmet (bowler hat), sword (umbrella, never un-
furled), and shield (copy of the Times). With this 
in mind, one should notice that the chief effect 

of business casual has been to strip men of the 
most aggressively masculine item in the Western 
wardrobe: the necktie.

Antongiavanni’s thorough advice, which 
includes specific recommendations for various 
body types, is largely spot on as a guide to look-
ing like a captain, and not an ensign, of indus-
try—at least for the pre-dot-com era. Ever the 
realist, his discerning judgments rise above par-
tisan politics: George H. W. Bush was “ruined” 
by having dressed too preppily patrician in the 
White House, whereas Willie Brown, the for-
mer Democratic mayor of San Francisco, won 
“glory” with his double-breasted panache. 

The Suit pays considerable attention to be-
spoke tailoring, which it esteems far above 
the less expensive options of made-to-measure 
(which merely alters pre-existing patterns) and 
ready-to-wear. Not only does a pilgrimage to 
Savile Row or its Neapolitan counterpart per-
mit the greatest personalization and hence the 
best possible fit, it affords the pleasures of pa-
tronizing highly skilled Old World artisans, 
complete with their antiquated diction (“linen” 
for shirt cuff, “scye” for armhole) and formality 
(“Sir, would you kindly step through?”). It is 
curious that although custom tailoring would 
appear to permit the greatest individuality and 
risk-taking—to the point of outlandishness—it 
has in fact been a bulwark of sartorial conser-
vatism. Though this can be attributed partly 
to self-selection by the clientele, one must not 
forget the salutary role of the dutiful tailor, who 

politely but firmly steers customers away from 
any gaucheries.

That antongiavanni is a clothes-
horse himself, the sort of man who can 
get a contact high from caressing a yard 

of vicuña, helps to explain the most distinctive 
and daring aspect of his book: holding up the 
dandy as its ideal. In fact, it was originally titled 
The Dandy, but the publisher thought better of it. 
Not only has that word been tainted in America 
ever since the first taunt of “Yankee Doodle,” but 
in the minds of most people the dandy is an aris-
tocratic figure, an idle, frivolous aesthete who 

lords his exquisite taste over others. 
Ostentation might be acceptable 
for singular figures in solitary pur-
suits—think, for instance, of writ-
ers, such as Max Beerbohm and 
Tom Wolfe, who have been dan-
dies in person and in print (“prose-
horses” one might call them). But 
as Benjamin Franklin could have 
advised, men of enterprise need to 
project an image of thrift, indus-
try, and self-restraint. The author 
is aware, of course, that many of 
the great historical dandies, Beau 
Brummell included, ended up dis-
graced, dissolute, and exiled due to 
unpaid debts. Sobriety was never 
their strong suit. In the face of all 
of this, Antongiavanni does his 
best to rehabilitate both the word 

and the ideal: “[T]he dandy is the enemy of the 
splendiferous and effeminate. He…favors sim-
ple clothes, pristine in cut, immaculate in fit,... 
never ostentatious, always manly….”

While the conceit of this book is a clever one, 
it perhaps goes too far in treating its original not 
just as a source of inspiration but as a pattern 
book. Hewing closely to Harvey C. Mansfield’s 
translation of The Prince, The Suit imitates many 
of Machiavelli’s puzzling stylistic idiosyncrasies, 
including his brazen grammatical transgres-
sions. Antongiavanni is to be commended for 
defending classic men’s wear against the whims 
of fashion and the ravages of business casual, 
but his book in praise of elegance might have 
achieved even greater refinement had its prose 
been bespoke rather than made-to-measure.

Justin Shubow is a student at Yale Law School. 
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Book Review by Benjamin Balint

Spinning Spinoza
Betraying Spinoza: The Renegade Jew Who Gave Us Modernity, 

by Rebecca Goldstein. Schocken, 304 pages, $19.95

In the summer of 1656, the amsterdam 
Jewish community took the extraordinary 
step of excommunicating a young man, 

then 23 years old, whose parents were refu-
gees driven from Portugal by the Inquisition. 
He stood accused of “abominable heresies” and 
“monstrous deeds.” Accordingly, it was decreed 
that he be “banned, cut off, cursed, and anath-
ematized.” 

Baruch Spinoza neither protested the edict 
nor tried to reverse it. Unbowed, he abjured 
both the God of Israel and the people of Israel, 
and replaced his old religion with an audacious 
faith in the supreme power of human reason. 
In the two decades remaining to him, Spinoza 
lifted himself, as Goethe said, “to the summits 
of thought.” Somehow, this ex-Orthodox Jew 
in Calvinist Holland—schooled in Hebrew (he 
composed a Hebrew grammar), speaking Por-
tuguese, and writing in Latin—fashioned him-
self into one of the most radical philosophers 
who ever lived.

Three hundred and fifty years later, Rebecca 
Goldstein, a novelist and visiting professor of 
philosophy at Trinity College in Hartford, Con-
necticut, tries in her new book, Betraying Spinoza, 
to bring the heretic back into the fold. She is not 
the first to make the attempt. The Israeli states-
man David Ben-Gurion, for instance, proposed 

that the 300th anniversary of the ban serve as 
the occasion for an official revocation. But the 
latest shot at reclaiming Spinoza as a Jewish 
thinker reveals less about Spinoza than about 
the fascinating ways he has been imagined.

S pinoza’s radicalism begins in his 
critique of religion. In the anonymously 
published Theological-Political Treatise, he 

insists on the distinction between philosophy, 
which aims at truth, and theology, which aims, 
he says, at obedience. He revolts against revela-
tion as a source of truth, and rejects fundamen-
tal doctrines like divine providence, free will, 
reward and punishment, election, the possibil-
ity of miracles, and the immortality of the soul. 
Although Hobbes, in his Leviathan, had already 
taken a swipe at the Mosaic authorship of the 
“Five Books of Moses,” Spinoza more or less fa-
thers biblical criticism by rejecting the Bible’s 
divine authorship. Though he stops well short 
of endorsing a religion-free polity, and though 
he cautions against expressing such an opinion 
to the masses, Spinoza deems adherents to or-
ganized religion slavish and superstitious. He 
articulates a radical determinism that banishes 
purpose and contingency and chance, and al-
lows into the world no arbitrary or spontaneous 
events. (It is in this sense that Einstein said, “I 

believe in Spinoza’s God.”) He also famously 
posits a God who is identical with the totality 
of nature. This God-or-Nature, this infinite 
substance outside of which nothing exists, is 
eternal, necessary, self-caused, self-sufficient, 
perfect, and perfectly indifferent to us. 

Yet Spinoza’s particular genius consists in 
bringing not only God, but also man, under 
the universal rule of nature. He does this in 
his masterpiece, the posthumously published 
Ethics. A strange thicket of definitions, axioms, 
postulates, demonstrations, corollaries, and 
scholia, the Ethics deploys what Spinoza called 
a “geometrical order” (inspired by Euclid and 
Descartes) to treat human desires and emo-
tions “in exactly the same manner as though I 
were concerned with lines, planes, and solids.” 
Considered in this impersonal light, man’s 
highest good, accessible only to an elite few, is 
shown to be the knowledge of God, which itself 
yields to an exalted, unrequited love—amor dei 
intellectualis. 

Finally, if Spinoza’s radicalism naturalizes 
God and man, it also secularizes politics. The 
Treatise is the first and perhaps the most elo-
quent defense of toleration and liberal democ-
racy—and the freedom of thought and speech it 
secures—in the history of political philosophy. 
In a sense, Spinoza founded liberal democracy. 

Design of Spinoza’s signet ring (enlarged). 
His initials, BDS (Benedict de Spinoza), 
appear above a rose and the latin word caute 
(caution). In Portuguese, espinhosa means 
“from a thorny place,” an illusion to the rose, 
which is also a heraldic symbol of discretion.  
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D espite the systematic lucidity of 
Spinoza’s thought, it has proved amaz-
ingly fertile in its interpretive possi-

bilities. The reception of Spinoza’s thought, in 
other words, is as full of wonders as the thought 
itself.

Spinoza has been read as a kind of patron 
saint of freethinkers and atheists, but also—be-
cause he saw God as the immanent cause of all 
things—as the “God-intoxicated man” of the 
German Romantics. He has been variously 
portrayed as the last of the medievals and the 
prophet of modernity; metaphysician and mys-
tic; grim determinist and champion of human 
freedom; social contract theorist and Machia-
vellian. Grateful for his attacks on religion, lib-
ertines loved him early on; but his Treatise on the 
Emendation of the Intellect encouraged Schopen-
hauer to regard him as a model of ascetic renun-
ciation. Nietzsche read him and exclaimed, “I 
have a forerunner, and what a forerunner!”

Indeed, by stressing one dimension or sin-
gling out another, many readers have claimed 
Spinoza’s views as an anticipation of their own, 
in effect imagining him in their own image. 
Friedrich Engels saw in Spinoza “the splendid 
representative of dialectics,” and the Marx-
ist thinker Louis Althusser labelled Spinoza 
“the only direct ancestor of Marx.” Others, cit-
ing his influence on Thomas Jefferson by way 
of Locke, have called him a “proto-American.” 

The neurologist Antonio Damasio suggests he 
was a “proto-biologist.” Spinoza’s pantheism, 
meanwhile, inspires so-called deep ecologists 
like Arne Naess to laud his “proto-ecologism.” 
For Woody Allen, the pantheism suggests 
rather a proto-dieter: “Spinoza...dined spar-
ingly because he believed that God existed in 
everything, and it’s intimidating to wolf down a 
knish if you think you’re ladling mustard onto 
the First Cause of All Things.”

The Jewish reception of Spinoza, mean-
while, has proved no less storied. Leo Strauss 
offers one example in his Preface to Spinoza’s 
Critique of Religion, showing how German Jews 
looked to Spinoza, who pointed the way out 
of the ghetto, as the symbol of their emancipa-
tion. Later, on the basis of a passage in which 
Spinoza entertains the possibility that the Jews 
might one day “raise up their state afresh,” it 
was the Zionists who adopted him as a precur-
sor. They sensed a similarity between Spinoza’s 
secularization of history and their own impa-
tience with the traditional Jewish expectation 
that a homeland would be restored only with 
providential or messianic aid. (One such reader, 
the early Zionist Moses Hess, went so far as to 
acclaim him as a Jewish nationalist who suc-
cessfully combined philosophical rigor with a 
love for the Jewish people.) Finally, because he 
left the synagogue without entering the church, 
Spinoza has been understood—especially in 
Israel, where he is very avidly studied—as the 
first secular Jew. 

Betraying Spinoza is best understood as the 
latest installment in this last tradition. Gold-
stein aims “to recapture the sense of the man be-
hind the formidable system, locate the pound-
ing pulse of subjectivity within the crystalline 
structure of radical objectivity.” The result is 
more “a novelist’s attempt to imagine her way 
into another’s life,” as the author puts it, than 
a philosopher’s endeavor to come to grips with 
someone’s reasoning. 

Goldstein opens the book with a long de-
scription of how—as a student in an all-girls 
yeshiva, long before liberating herself from the 
Orthodoxy of her youth and beginning a career 
in philosophy—she first encountered Spinoza. 
So it comes as little surprise that the Spinoza 
she discovers is himself an ex-yeshiva student 
driven by a deep, if unacknowledged, wrestling 
with an identity he never managed to overcome. 
Goldstein argues that beneath what she calls 
Spinoza’s “impersonal grandeur” lies “a Jew-
ish sensibility,” and even an “emotional affinity 
with the narrative of Jewish history.” “Spinoza’s 
brave new revisioning of the world was an an-
swer to the centuries of Jewish suffering,” she 
concludes. “And if this is so, then Spinoza is 
something of a Jewish thinker after all. He is, 
paradoxically, Jewish at the core.” 

Here, too, Goldstein is not the first to make 
the point. To take one example, in 1929, Leon 
Roth, the first professor of philosophy at the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, wrote: “In 
spite of himself, and in spite of the Amsterdam 
community, [Spinoza] remained in his inner-
most being a son of the People of the Book.” But 
whereas Roth came to this conclusion from a 
consideration of Spinoza’s ideas on philosophy 
as a practical art of living, Goldstein arrives 
there on the basis of his universalism, noting 
that “for him salvation rests in the dissolution 
of one’s personal identity, in a merging into the 
whole.” 

The critic harold bloom, for one, 
has already criticized Goldstein in his 
review for “desperately arguing” that 

Spinoza’s “detachment and loftiness were de-
fenses against the sufferings of Jewish history” 
(“The Heretic Jew,” New York Times Book Re-
view, June 18). Yet we might go a step further 
by taking up Goldstein’s invitation to read her 
as she reads Spinoza. In short, what deep need 
brings Goldstein to strain toward such a view? 
What compels her to betray Spinoza in just 
this way? 

After all, the impulse to read Spinoza as a 
Jewish thinker derives not merely from the kind 
of Jewish pride that commonly claims Freud, or 
Einstein. Nor does it stem from the obverse of 
that generosity Heinrich Heine remarked upon 
when he said, “[T]he gentiles were generous 
enough to grant [Spinoza] the title of Jew, of 
which the Jews had deprived him.” Nor does 
Goldstein’s denial that Spinoza had simply been 
motivated by reason—by what he calls the pe-
culiarly binding character of the known—fol-
low merely from her indulging the temptation 
to reduce philosophy to autobiography.

Goldstein’s interpretive gesture originates, 
rather, in the old desire to see Spinoza as a pre-
cursor. This time, however, the ties between 
past and present are less ideological than psy-
chological. This time, Spinoza is made to ap-
pear as the first American Jew: a Jew free of 
Jewish commitments and attachments, a suc-
cessful immigrant fulfilling the promise of 
America—the very sort of liberal democracy 
Spinoza defends. In other words, the gesture is 
born of the American Jewish desire to be guilt-
lessly universal, to lose the trappings of Judaism 
in a way that America uniquely allows and yet 
still be somehow “Jewish at the core.” Empha-
sizing the way Spinoza moved into the previ-
ously impossible space that was neither Jewish 
nor Christian, Goldstein celebrates him, actu-
ally, as the first Jew to transcend his tradition, 
and by transcending it to embody it. 

Benjamin Balint is a writer living in Jerusalem.
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Book Review by Robert Royal

What Hath God Wrought?
The Victory of Reason: How Christianity Led to Freedom, Capitalism, and Western Success, by Rodney Stark. 

Random House, 304 pages, $25.95 (cloth), $15.95 (paper)

I n the rise of christianity (1997), 
Rodney Stark, a professor of social sci-
ence at Baylor University, argued persua-

sively that Christianity grew so explosively in 
the classical world because it brought superior 
benefits to rich and poor, men and women, 
slave and free, the young, old, and infirm. The 
ancient pagan physician Galen marveled, for 
example, that Christianity helped ordinary 
people attain virtues that only the rarest of 
philosophers achieved; the rabidly anti-Chris-
tian Emperor Julian lamented that Christian 
charity put pagan efforts to shame. Stark’s 
book, published ten years ago, did not let us 
forget such witnesses.

His latest book, The Victory of Reason: How 
Christianity Led to Freedom, Capitalism, and Western 
Success, continues along the same path, though 
with less persuasiveness. For all its contribu-
tions to the modern West, it would be difficult 
to say that Christianity “led to” the nice things 
with which Stark would like to credit it. Large 
historical currents just do not fit such neat con-
ceptualizations. Yet despite his overambitious 
goals, he does manage to clear away a lot of his-
torical junk. Two main prejudices—one stem-
ming from the Reformation, the other from the 
Enlightenment—have distorted our view of the 
religious past. The Reformers, understandably, 
labored to portray Catholicism as both spiri-
tually and materially benighted, and therefore 
tended to dismiss virtually the whole religious 
history of the West until the 16th century. 
Many of the Enlightenment figures in the 18th 
century were happy to join them, and to toss 
the additional 200 years of both Catholicism 
and Protestantism onto the same ash heap.

But we know a lot more about Western his-
tory today. Stark makes quick work, for exam-
ple, of the old and still influential theory of the 
German sociologist Max Weber in The Protes-
tant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904-5), who 
argued that the Reformation, particularly Cal-
vinism, had generated the spirit of hard work, 
“this-worldly asceticism,” orderliness, punctu-
ality, reliability, rationality, and entrepreneur-
ship that led to Western prosperity. So strong 
is Weber’s influence that the anti-West crowd 
in the developed and developing nations often 
condemns Christianity for inspiring Western 
economic and political imperialism.

Influential sociology can still be bad so-
ciology, however. Henri Pirenne had already 
observed in the 1920s that “all of the essential 
features of capitalism—individual enterprise, 
advances in credit, commercial profits, specu-
lation, etc.—are to be found from the twelfth 
century on, in the city republics of Italy—Ven-
ice, Genoa, or Florence.” These were not the 
successes of mere handicraft workers and spice 
traders, either. Hugh Trevor-Roper and many 
others have traced “large-scale industrial capi-
talism” back to its roots in the extensive net-
works of monasteries flourishing in the “Dark 
Ages,” when the local monks preserved classical 
learning, reclaimed lands that had gone back 
to their wild state after the fall of Rome, and 
developed new techniques to make their lives 
and the lives of local villagers less burdensome, 
thereby freeing themselves up for contempla-
tion. People in English- and German-speaking 
countries were willing to lend Weber an ear, 
however, because the center of European eco-
nomic activity did shift north and west with 
the opening of the trade routes to the Orient 
around Africa, and the discovery of the New 
World. Fernand Braudel sums this up: “The 
northern countries took over the place that ear-
lier had so long and brilliantly been occupied by 
the old capitalist centers of the Mediterranean. 
They invented nothing, either in technology or 
business management.”

The enlightenment charge that 
Christianity is irrational superstition 
fares hardly better. Stark claims that 

Christianity’s influence on the West took two 
particular forms. First, Christianity—though 
ultimately rooted in the unfathomable mystery 
of God and the equally mysterious presence of 
God in Jesus—is primarily a religion of reason 
and logic, not of intuition and mystery. In this 
perspective, Christianity did what ancient re-
ligions did not, placing the logos, the creative 
word or reason, which it equated with Jesus, at 
the very heart of things. As St. John famously 
put it at the very beginning of his Gospel, “In 
the beginning was the Word [logos] and the 
Word was with God and the Word was God.” 
John was using a Greek term here that means 
both word and reason. But Stark believes 
that Greek philosophy had little influence on 

Greek religion and that Christianity, by con-
trast, showed natural affinities for rational 
thinking.

Obviously, this is already a large claim that 
invites a multitude of questions and qualifica-
tions. Stark does not, however, leave things 
there. His second main contention is that the 
discipline of theology that arose among the 
Greek and Latin Fathers of the Church dem-
onstrates a belief in the possibility of progress 
in the knowledge of God, even though God 
is finally beyond our grasp. He contrasts this, 
in sweeping and unswerving generalization, 
with—basically—everything else:

assumptions concerning the fundamen-
tal inexplicability of the gods and the 
intellectual superiority of introspection 
dominated all of the other major world 
religions. But from the early days, the 
church fathers taught that reason was the 
supreme gift from God and the means to 
progressively increase their understanding 
of scripture and revelation. Consequent-
ly, Christianity was oriented to the future, 
while the other major religions asserted 
the superiority of the past. 

This is a deliberate challenge to the usual 
historiography that sees rationality and prog-
ress as the result of the abandonment of Chris-
tian thought. Stark’s judgment of that Enlight-
enment self-evaluation is equally sweeping: 
“Nonsense. The success of the West, including 
the rise of science, rested entirely on religious 
foundations, and the people who brought it 
about were devout Christians.”

The “entirely” in this last sentence is just one 
of many generalizations that will give pause 
even to someone who sympathizes with Stark’s 
overall effort. Somehow Stark believes that the 
Christian embrace of reason and progress—
about which he is right, up to a point—also led 
to technology, more rational institutions, per-
sonal freedom, and capitalism. “These were the 
victories by which the West won.” But there is a 
lot of blue sky between the basic principles and 
their real-world applications, and a fair reading 
of his own evidence, quite eye-opening at many 
points, does not lead to as clear a conclusion as 
he tries to draw.
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S tark argues that jews and muslims 
primarily believe in revelation as a di-
vine law to be applied. Christians, by 

contrast, he thinks of as living in a world to be 
progressively discovered and more accurately 
understood. In Augustine and the great medi-
eval scientists, philosophers, and theologians, 
the gift of reason and its fruits are highly val-
ued, so much so that, far from being irrational, 
the medieval Christian thinkers were quite 
prepared to use more reason than most of the 
world can easily bear. And this made the emer-
gence of modern science, despite its conflicts 
with theologians, more natural in the West 
than the standard textbooks allow. Indeed, the 
old “war between religion and science” is not 
much supported by recent scholarship in the 
history of science. And every credible modern 
history of technology has uncovered how much 
of what we think of as Western innovation be-
gan in the so-called Dark Ages. 

Just a quick inventory of some of these ad-
vances is astonishing. Ninth-century Paris al-
ready had water-powered mills; England, in 
1086, according to the Domesday Book, boasted 
5,624 of them. Belgium and Holland could re-
claim lands from the sea because windmills had 
constantly pumped out water for centuries, be-
ginning in the Dark Ages. Standard textbooks 
are usually reliable about the improved horse 
collar, the three-field system, and other anony-
mous inventions that made a great difference 
to the West’s advances. They much more rarely 
note the monasteries’ fish farming (the major 
source of fish in Europe), agricultural diversifi-
cation, and mechanical inventions. (Some ecol-
ogists, like the historian Lynn White, Jr., how-
ever, have discovered these facts only to deplore 
the Christian contributions to environmental 
problems.)

We tend to think of a monastery as a simple 
series of monk’s cells. The English historian 
Christopher Dawson has pointed out that as 
early as 820 a large monastery such as St. Gal-
len in Switzerland was “a vast complex of build-
ings, churches, workshops, store-houses, offic-
es, schools, and alms-houses, housing a whole 
population of dependents, workers, and ser-
vants like the temple cities of antiquity.” Such 
establishments obviously had vast effects on 
the surrounding countryside as well. Of course, 

merchant ships, war, and the weapons of war 
were to give the West still other advantages, 
as did that peculiar medieval Christian inven-
tion, the university. In the Age of Discovery, 
Stark points out, only the West had eyeglasses 
and mechanical clocks. All this, he rightly says, 
was overlooked in the overblown Renaissance 
and Enlightenment notions about the “rebirth” 
of antiquity—which had never exhibited such 
progress in science or technology.

Furthermore, by the ninth century, the 
monks had developed many of the institutions 
needed for an international “capitalism,” not 
merely the productive capacities but the mana-
gerial and financial instruments as well. By the 
High Middles Ages, for example, the Knights 
Templars served as a kind of American Express 
bank by issuing letters of credit that could be re-
deemed in, say, the Holy Land, so that pilgrims 
and other travelers did not need to run the risk 
of carrying money that could be stolen en route. 
The Templars had a high reputation for hon-
esty, which made the system run smoothly. The 
larger monastic system of trade was refined and 
developed further by the great banking houses 
that grew up alongside commerce in Venice, 
Florence, and Genoa. In fact, it would be more 
accurate to say that the banks were themselves 
involved in various industries and served a dual 
function, facilitating both the transfer of goods 
and the transfer of money across political juris-
dictions.

The problem with all this, however, is that 
Christendom is not the same as Christian-
ity. Historical and economic forces at work in 
the former are not always and simply conse-
quences of the latter. Stark makes it clear, for 
example, that the West benefited from the fall 
of Rome—which opened up spaces for small 
jurisdictions to operate with a certain degree 
of autonomy. But why did these developments 
not lead to the perpetual and self-destructive 
rivalries that had existed among city-states in 
ancient Greece? And what about those inter-
national networks of monasteries that man-
aged and administered trade and finance? Stark 
points out the many interest groups involved in 
these networks, which played off one another 
and made liberty possible despite state preten-
sions. But what does this have to do with the 
religious basis of society?

And what of the parts of europe 
that did not enjoy these advantages? 
Spain has long been the prime example 

of the wrong-headedness of a politicized Ca-
tholicism. All the silver and other wealth of the 
New World could not raise it up. Stark claims 
that Spanish Catholicism did not choke off de-
velopment in Spain because Spain never rose in 
the first place. But this contradicts his thesis that 
Christianity is the source of rationality and prog-
ress. You may argue, as he does, that state tyr-
anny in Spain and elsewhere retarded or blocked 
the Christian world view’s basic dynamism. This 
is to admit, however, that there are many factors 
that can deflect a metaphysical orientation and, 
therefore, determine how or whether Christian-
ity will produce its proper social effects.

Indeed, the shift in the center of European 
economy from the great central Italian cities to 
the Netherlands and Britain, though not the 
result of Protestantism, reflects how much de-
pended on wholly non-religious factors. Global 
exploration, for example, spelled the beginning 
of the end for the vast empires of Venice, Flor-
ence, and Genoa as trade shifted from the Medi-
terranean to the Atlantic. Though Stark invokes 
“tyrants” as partly the reason for Italy’s decline, 
there are geographic factors involved as well, and 
it would seem odd to blame geography for the 
failures of Christian impulses towards freedom.

Rodney Stark’s case, then, is a mixed one. 
As in several previous books, he uncovers many 
positive contributions of Christianity, both 
in its pre-Reformation and post-Reformation 
forms, to the civilization of the West. This is 
no small achievement, particularly when we 
are embroiled in a bitter debate about what 
the West is, where it is headed, and on what 
basis we shall proceed. But though he persua-
sively defends the free societies and economies 
that are permeated by the specific view of God, 
man, and the world stemming from the Jewish 
and Christian Scriptures, he tries to make the 
religious tradition carry too much weight here. 
He deftly corrects one historical injustice, but 
at the risk of contributing to another.

Robert Royal is president of the Faith & Reason In-
stitute in Washington, D.C. His latest book is The 
God That Did Not Fail: How Religion Built 
and Sustains the West (Encounter).



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2006 
Page 71

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 Katherine Auspitz

If Men Were Angels
Earthly Powers: The Clash of Religion and Politics in Europe, from the French Revolution to the Great War, 

by Michael Burleigh. HarperCollins, 544 pages, $29.95

W ith earthly powers, michael 
Burleigh has written a serious, 
ambitious survey of the complex 

ways religion and politics interacted in Europe 
from the French Revolution to the Great War. 
He wants to remind readers of Christianity’s 
profound influence on the West and to demon-
strate that the ideals of the Enlightenment were 
imperfectly realized by regimes that invoked 
them. Aghast at the modern record of human 
cruelty, the British historian thinks religious 
beliefs and practices make people kinder and 
less bloody-minded. Of course, religious con-
victions can and do inform civic conduct, often 
to noble purpose, but churches themselves are 
earthly powers, too, supported, organized, and 
administered by earthly creatures. Burleigh is 
free to prefer persons who claim supernatural 
justifications, but he does not demonstrate that 
they behave better than those who do not. 

 Throughout the book, he indulges his dis-
dain for the Enlightenment and the French Rev-
olution. By beginning in 1789, Burleigh conve-

niently omits Henry VIII, Thomas and Oliver 
Cromwell, and Guy Fawkes and the Gunpow-
der Plot. Thus, for example, he condemns the 
French seizure of Church lands without con-
sidering whether this redistribution—which 
in England arguably favored a market economy 
and representative government—had the same 
effect in France. And if not, why not?

In discussing the Revolution, he grievously 
slights Alexis de Tocqueville, mentioning him 
only to evoke al-Qaeda. In a chapter in The Old 
Regime and the Revolution on the universal rights 
of man, Tocqueville does, in passing, com-
pare the revolutionary armies with the Islamic 
armies, but a few pages earlier, he had written 
that the memory of the Revolution will forever 
trouble the sleep of tyrants. Burleigh says noth-
ing of Tocqueville’s belief that liberty delivers 
individuals from moral isolation and teaches 
them to regard others as familiars, as semblables. 
Nor does he report Tocqueville’s conviction, 
based on his American travels, that religion 
flourishes when freed from state sponsorship.

Burleigh recounts the struggles and accom-
modations of the papacy with Napoleon and 
successive French governments, as well as with 
the Risorgimento whose importunities pain him, 
and with the countries that would become, in 
1914, the Central Powers. He does not conceal or 
question the Vatican’s willingness to produce an 
Imperial Catechism and several subsequent cat-
echisms enjoining submission to the prevailing 
regime. He reports the dismay with which some 
of the faithful met the Syllabus of Errors and the 
proclamation of infallibility, but he never criti-
cizes any pope as he does secular leaders. And 
so, in his account of the Dreyfus case, Leo XIII 
had “reservations” about the officer’s guilt which 
led him to tell Le Figaro, “Happy the victim whom 
God recognizes as just enough to join with His 
own Son in sacrifice.” Kindly meant, no doubt, 
but little comfort to a Jew on Devil’s Island. Bur-
leigh insists that whatever the virulently anti-Se-
mitic Assumptionists had to say, “it was not said 
with the pope’s approval.” But would clerics in 
holy orders have acted with his disapproval? 

Eve aima le fruit nouveau
C’est la faute de Rousseau

Cain tua son frère
C’est la faute de Voltaire.

Eve ate the apple,
Rousseau was to blame,

Cain killed his brother, 
Voltaire’s is the shame.

—Béranger
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Burleigh is better on Britain and Germa-
ny. He sees that England had an established 
church but de facto religious pluralism, in keep-
ing with competing reforms offered by Tories 
and Whigs. The Methodist Revival prevented 
revolution by promising joy in the next world to 
the poor, as well as by teaching them to address 
public meetings, form national organizations, 
and become the Labour Party at prayer. No re-
ligion in Britain could plausibly claim a monop-
oly on truth or charity, inasmuch as countless 
voluntary associations undertook good works.

He also understands judiciously the peril 
of Gott mit uns nationalism. “The authorities of 
Imperial Germany were not the Gestapo,” he 
acknowledges. But unlike England’s cleavages, 
Germany’s divisions did not serve it well. The 
“marriage of iron and rye” between industrial 
and rural elites prevented competition for work-
ing class allies. Protestants and Catholics, let 
alone Jews and secular socialists, were in many 
ways alien to each other. Burleigh recounts 
that when the Kulturkampf abated, the Center 
Party—the Catholic party in the Reichstag—
“voted for the extension of the defense budget,” 
but he does not explain the significance. Bis-
marck wanted to dispense with a yearly vote 
on military appropriations, and the Catholics 
supported him. They could not or would not 
make common cause with liberals and social-
ists to constrain the executive through the pow-
er of the purse. Of course, virtually all parties 
sought boons from the Chancellor rather than 
coalitions in the Reichstag, but Burleigh finds 
no ominous signs here. Yet in March 1933, the 
Center Party voted en bloc for the Enabling 
Act, allowing Hitler to rule by decree. In nei-
ther case could Catholics alone have thwarted 
the Chancellor, but Burleigh’s overall argument 
for the unqualified superiority of Christian over 
civic virtue again fails to persuade.

H is moral imagination is too lim-
ited. Burleigh respects secular ethics 
in England and Germany, but not in 

France. He recognizes that many Victorians 
felt a sense of duty distinct from religion. He 
honors the Wilhelmine bourgeoisie’s Kantian 
scruples and even the “high moral purpose” of 
German socialists. But he has nothing but con-
tempt for French republicans’ pur et dur stoicism 
or for French socialists, like Jean Jaurès, who 
saw the rights of man as not diversionary but 
essential to their purpose. Burleigh judges the 
French separation of church and state in 1905 
to be wholly amoral, writing that “the new law 
denied that the state existed for other than ma-
terial goods.” Yet this is simply untrue, as even 
contemporary Catholics attested. For Charles 
Péguy, a Catholic dreyfusard, Christianity vener-
ated saints, and republicanism honored heroes, 
but both traditions could inspire self-sacrifice 
and love of others. 

The Russian sections of the book are its 
weakest. Burleigh relies heavily on Dostoyevsky 
rather than on social or economic evidence. 
Moreover, he finds it “breathtaking” that Alex-
ander II abolished serfdom in 1861—as if pov-
erty or servility could be eliminated by fiat. He 
contrasts the Tsar’s action favorably with ef-
forts in America, where “slavery, and then racial 
segregation, lingered…into the 1960s.” He is 
unaware that a French radical from the Vendée 
predicted Reconstruction would fail. Georges 
Clemenceau, in exile in the United States dur-
ing the Second Empire, reported to incredulous 
French readers that “all land has been left in the 
hands of the former rebels.”

Curiously, too, despite his preference for 
piety, Burleigh seems uninterested in examina-
tions of religious experience. He dismisses The 
Protestant Ethic as “self-congratulation,” although 
Max Weber was genuinely curious about ways 

in which religion shaped conduct—in this case, 
why belief in predestination encouraged effort, 
not passivity. And from Emile Durkheim’s The 
Elementary Forms of Religious Life, a remarkable 
effort to ground logical and moral categories in 
shared social experience, Burleigh plucks one 
word, “effervescence,” “out of which Fascism and 
Nazism would flow.” He does not see the essen-
tial Burkeanism in Durkheim’s idea of a polity 
where common beliefs are “the result of an im-
mense cooperation” through time and space, in 
which “a multitude of minds have associated.”

Ending with 1914, Burleigh utters portentous 
warnings about “political religion” and the slip-
pery slope from the Jacobins to Nazi and Soviet 
totalitarianism, which he promises to take up in 
a second volume. In it, one hopes, the author will 
not overlook the means through which Hitler 
and Stalin seized and consolidated power. Ger-
many did not succumb to Hitler from an excess 
of Aufklärung. Nor is Stalin best understood as a 
zealot for human perfectibility. The Bolsheviks 
inherited a vast oppressive apparatus from the 
Tsars whom Burleigh admires, and the Nazis 
rose through a series of political deals, includ-
ing accommodations with Catholics. To ignore 
such continuities would be bad history.

However well-intentioned, Michael Burleigh 
fails to see that democratic politics is based in 
large measure on citizens’ shared principles and 
memories, which they may interpret differently 
but which are accessible to all. People may hold 
religious traditions in common as part of this, 
but democracies cannot defer to revelation, nor 
does Burleigh provide any convincing reason 
that they should.

Katherine Auspitz is the author of The Radical 
Bourgeoisie: The Ligue de l’enseignement and 
the Origins of the Third Republic, 1866-1885 
(Cambridge University Press). 
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Book Review by Patrick J. Garrity

Americas’ Game
Clemente: The Passion and Grace of Baseball’s Last Hero, by David Maraniss. 

Simon & Schuster, 416 pages, $26

The appearance of the word “hero” 
in the title of a sports biography is cause 
for immediate suspicion. Athletes, of 

course, can be heroes in the classic sense. Ted 
Williams was a highly decorated combat pilot 
in World War II and the Korean War who, in 
his spare time, became a Hall of Fame baseball 
player. Jackie Robinson displayed a different, but 
nonetheless very real, courage and dignity. For 
the most part, however, sports bios are given to 
embarrassing hyperbole, to celebrating a pitch-
er’s bloody sock as if it merited a Purple Heart. 

This traditional athlete worship is not com-
pletely missing from Clemente: The Passion and 
Grace of Baseball’s Last Hero. David Maraniss 
says that when he was growing up, his favor-
ite baseball player was Roberto Clemente, 
and the book reflects those treasured memo-
ries. But Maraniss means to write more than 
a fond reminiscence and his claims on behalf 
of Clemente invite more serious consideration. 
Maraniss is a Pulitzer Prize-winning journal-
ist for the Washington Post, whose biography of 
Vince Lombardi is one of the best sports books 
ever written. Adopting the approach of social 
commentators like David Halberstam and Ken 
Burns, Maraniss looks to sports and sportsmen 
to understand certain characteristic American 
virtues and pathologies. 

Clemente was a Puerto Rican native who 
played 18 years in right field for the Pittsburgh 
Pirates (1955-1972). He won four batting titles, 
a Most Valuable Player Award, and twelve Gold 
Gloves, awarded annually to the best defensive 
player at each position in each league. His last 
hit was number 3,000, a milestone reached by 
only 26 players in major league history. 

Despite this impressive résumé, he is often 
overlooked in the standard rankings of the 
greatest players. Critics then and now point to 
his relatively low home run total (240) and on-
base and slugging percentages (.359 and .475), 
and his relatively high number of outfield errors. 
Maraniss seeks to correct the record, especially 
for those too young to remember Clemente as 
a player. His prime exhibit of Clemente’s pro-
fessional virtue is the 1971 World Series, won 
in seven games by the underdog Pirates over 
defending champion Baltimore. Clemente re-
ceived the MVP award for batting .414, memo-
rable clutch hitting, furious baserunning, and 
spectacular defensive play. 

The mavens of baseball’s subculture of his-
torians and statisticians have noted a num-
ber of errors of fact in Maraniss’s narrative of 
Clemente’s playing career. Their critique, aside 
from the usual nit-picking, is serious enough to 
caution one not to rely upon Clemente as an au-
thoritative reference source for baseball during 
the 1950s and 1960s. But Maraniss’s argument 
for “heroism” does not rest on statistics alone. 
“There was something about Clemente that 
surpassed statistics, then and always.” 

ture and its importance to Clemente, Maraniss 
quotes fondly the Puerto Rican poet Enrique 
Zorrilla:

Foreigners: make space
Because here, the Puerto Rican troubadour
Will sing with noble valor
Land, blood, name and race.

Land, blood, name, and race. Not exactly the 
American creed. 

U nfortunately, maraniss does not 
explore the implications of respecting 
Clemente (or anyone else) because of 

his strong assertions of racial, ethnic, and cul-
tural identity. Clemente himself—a U.S. Ma-
rine Corps reservist—at least suggested other 
possible grounds of pride and self-respect. In 
some extemporaneous comments delivered in 
January 1972 to a banquet of fathers and sons in 
San Juan, he said, “I see myself sometimes won-
dering why some people still have to fight for 
their rights. As you people know, I have been 
fighting for my rights all my life. I believe every 
human being is equal. At the same time we have 
problems because we are a great nation.... I am 
from Puerto Rico, but I am also an American 
citizen.... I can tell you one thing, I won’t trade 
this country for no one country. We, no matter 
what, we have the best country in the world and 
you can believe it.”

But it turns out Maraniss is looking else-
where for Clemente’s heroism, anyway. Toward 
the end of his book, Maraniss defines a hero 
as “someone who gives his life in the service of 
others.” Clemente seems to fit this definition 
because, besides his many large and small kind-
nesses to strangers and poor people of all colors, 
on New Year’s Eve 1972, just a few months after 
his three-thousandth hit, he was killed in the 
crash of an airplane delivering aid to earthquake 
victims in a devastated Nicaragua. Was that 
heroism? Or a tragic accident? Maraniss doesn’t 
bother asking, even as he never fully comes to 
terms with the important question that he does 
raise: what it is about his “passion and grace” 
that makes Clemente an American hero?

Patrick J. Garrity is a Research Associate at the Uni-
versity of Virginia’s Miller Center of Public Affairs 
and a senior fellow of the Claremont Institute. 

The Latinization of the American national 
pastime—and Clemente’s critical role in bring-
ing that about—is the major subtext of the book. 
By his outstanding accomplishments on the field, 
his generosity, and the force of his personality, 
Clemente became the patron saint of Spanish-
speaking players in the major leagues. He was not 
the first Latin player in the majors, but he paved 
the way for the influx and acceptance of athletes 
from the Caribbean and South America, many 
of whom have now become American citizens. 
For that community he was, and continues to be, 
a Spanish-speaking Jackie Robinson. 

But what does Maraniss think Clemente 
means, or should mean, to his fellow Latin play-
ers and to his fans of all colors and ethnicities? 
Throughout the book, he stresses Clemente’s 
pride in his Puerto Rican heritage and portrays 
him as a man whose dignity came from a fierce 
attachment to that island’s distinct culture, his-
tory, and tradition of racial integration—self-
consciously different from the U.S. mainland’s. 
Trying to help the reader understand that cul-
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The following is a transcription of the pitch ses-
sion for Dan Brown’s next novel, The Botticelli 
Botch. Present are the author, his new agent Bizzy 
Boca, his new publisher Ernst Kluliss, and (getting 
in on the ground floor) the famous film producer Sam 
Schnellgeld. 

dan (arriving ten minutes late): Sorry, guys. Crazy 
schedule. Can’t wait to get back to New Hamp-
shire and the writer’s life. Bizzy, did you lay out 
my basic position? Royalties, rights, creative 
control, profit-sharing on the movie deal. I’d re-
ally rather not get ripped off this time.

sam (arriving two minutes later): Well, hello 
dream team. Bizzy, that skirt is hot.

bizzy: It’s so exciting to have you here, Sam.

ernst: Yes, and for a stodgy old bookbinder 
like me, it’s exciting to do business with a real 
Hollywood mogul.

sam: How about you, Danny? You excited?

dan: Sure. But we need to close quickly. I have 
another appointment in an hour. Crazy schedule. 
Can’t wait to get back to New Hampshire— 

sam: No biggie. I got lunch in twenty. So Bi-
zzy, you wet dream, lay it on me. And please, 
no retread. The Da Vinci Code is a hard act to 
follow. Will this new one get all the religious 
nuts crawling out of the woodwork to do our 
marketing for us?

dan: I’ll make the pitch, if you don’t mind. Bi-
zzy’s still learning the names. Sam, Ernst, The 
Botticelli Botch will not be a retread. For starters, 
the opening money shot will not be in Paris but 
in Florence. The Uffizi.

sam: Uffizi, eh? Didn’t know you were into au-

tomatic weapons. I confess, I did wonder why 
your wacko Opus Dei albino monk didn’t shoot 
the curator with an Uzi. But here’s some advice: 
if you’re taking the Mafia route, use Russians. 
More sadistic, and no goddamn lobbyists. Does 
this one start with a murder, too?

dan: No, a rape. Under Botticelli’s The Birth of 
Venus.

ernst: Splendid! And who will play the victim? 
How about Keira Knightley? She certainly has 
the face and figure to be a descendant of Mary 
Magdalene. And personally, I’d be very inter-
ested in meeting her.

bizzy: Don’t you just love the Mary Magdalene 
theme in The Da Vinci Code? The Holy Grail 
as her uterus, and Jesus as her stud muffin? I 
meant to tell you, Dan: I dreamed I was part of 
the bloodline, right down through the Merovin-
gian dynasty. Talk about royalty!

dan: Actually, I’m skipping that plot. Too 
much hate mail from narrow-minded Chris-
tians who won’t even consider that Emperor 
Constantine might have cooked up the whole 
Jesus-divinity thing in order to stamp out god-
dess worship. Not to mention all those nit-pick-
ing Bible scholars. My facts all come from Hen-
ry Lincoln’s Holy Blood, Holy Grail, I tell them, 
and if he were a charlatan, would the BBC have 
funded his programs?

bizzy: Plus it’s a novel. It’s scary, isn’t it, how 
some people can’t distinguish between fact and 
fiction? The Da Vinci Code is a work of the hu-
man imagination!

ernst: And a tribute to the human spirit, un-
fettered by the chains of religious dogma.

sam: For marketing, you’re probably right to 

sideline the Jesus stuff. I gotta hand it to Sony. 
It was brilliant to hire that Jesus-freak consul-
tant—you know, that Jonathan Bock guy—to 
set up a “Da Vinci Dialogue” at the Sony Pic-
tures website. Company-sponsored blogging 
catches the mall rats, so why not the Bible 
thumpers? The more they blog, the more they 
want to see the movie. It’s amazing how your 
average mouth-breather will do anything to feel 
like he’s part of the industry.

ernst: Wish we could do that in publishing. 
But the masses want to be Dan Brown, not 
Ernst Kluliss. Ha-ha.

sam: Trouble is, you can only milk that for so 
long, before some harpy like Barbara Nicolosi 
comes along and accuses you of turning peo-
ple into “useful Christian idiots.” Next time, I 
fear, it’ll be The Last Temptation of Christ all over 
again—pickets, not tickets.

dan: I beg you, don’t mention that title. Some 
lunatic in Athens keeps emailing me about how 
that Greek writer, Katzi-somebody—

ernst: Nikos Kazantzakis. He also wrote Zor-
ba the Greek and an amazing, if interminable, 
re-creation of the Odyssey. A passionate, learned 
man who— 

dan: Right. So this lunatic keeps emailing me 
I should read The Last Temptation of Christ, be-
cause Katzi-what’s-his-face deals with Jesus’ hu-
manity and the relationship with Mary Magda-
lene in “a really profound way.” The implication 
being that I don’t.

bizzy: Oh, please. How many copies did it sell? 
Danny, I gotta ask you. You’re not going to drop 
the Sacred Feminine riff, are you? Despite what 
you hear, Joe Six-Pack’s not the one making 
movie choices these days.

Birth of a Blockbuster
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ernst: My priority too, Dan. All those book 
clubs out there—overwhelmingly female. The 
books are mainly an excuse to swill wine and 
talk about their sex lives. But who cares? Book 
groups move product. Ha-ha.

bizzy: Poor men! Sometimes I wonder what’s 
left in the culture for them.

sam: Sports, video games, online porn. 

dan: Now, Sam, you’re making my pitch for 
me. The Botticelli Botch will unite the male and 
female demographic like no other book. Every 
writer has a secret, and mine is something I 
learned in prep school.

bizzy: By the way, we don’t advertise Dan’s not-
so-humble background. Not only did he go to 
Phillips Exeter, he also taught there for a few 
years.

dan: Yeah, during my semi-failed literary ca-
reer. But I did learn something from cramming 
literature down adolescent throats. Why do 
ordinary people buy novels? Out of mixed mo-
tives. On the one hand, they want a fast-paced 
story that will keep them turning pages and get 
their mind off their troubles.

ernst: Sad but true. Which is why we publish 
Dean Koontz and Christine Feehan.

dan: But people also aspire to higher things. 
Great books, great art—a lot of Americans 
crave to know more about them. But they also 
associate them with snobbery and pretentious-
ness, which they hate. So the road to riches is 
to satisfy the public’s craving for high culture 
without setting off their anti-snobbery alarm.

ernst: You mean, revive the middlebrow?

dan: Oh, no. You can’t go back to dumbing 
down high culture and spoon-feeding it to 
people. You gotta spike it, twist the meaning, 
hit ’em where they live. What do most readers 
learn from The Da Vinci Code?

sam: That Jesus was Abraham and his seed are 
a bunch of French Frogs?

dan: You assume they make that connection. 
They don’t. Who reads Genesis these days? No, 
what people learn is what they want to learn: 
namely, that you can travel around Europe, visit 
all those museums, churches, and castles, and un-
derstand it all without effort. You don’t need a Ph.D. 
or even a B.A. Western civilization is a riddle, 
and if you know the solution—which you can get 
from one book, mine—you’re good to go.

ernst: Brilliant! But please, make it two books. 
Tell us about The Botticelli Bitch.

dan: That’s Botch. Cue the Power Point, Bizzy. 
This time I’m not using a painting that’s half 
flaked away. Compared with Leonardo’s The 
Last Supper, Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus will 
knock your socks off. I’m jumping ahead, but 
imagine the camera panning down this babe as 
she covers her boobs with her right hand and 
pulls her hair over her privates with her left.

ernst: Astonishing! I’ve seen the painting doz-
ens of times, but it never occurred to me that 
she’s being modest. How unlike Venus!

dan: If you’ll forgive me: “Our preconceived 
notions are so powerful that our mind blocks 
out the incongruity and overrides our eyes.”

bizzy: The Da Vinci Code, chapter 58, page 242.

sam: Wow, chapter and verse. Where’d you get 
her, Danny?

dan: Hands off, she’s mine. Anyway, while 
the camera is eyeballing Venus, we hear the 
soundtrack of a terrible assault—male grunt-
ing and cursing, female screaming and crying. 
The war between the Roman Catholic Church 
and Sacred Womanhood is ratcheting to a new 
level, as the stunning and intelligent Dr. I. Con-
nie Klast, professor of Feminist Art History at 
Georgetown University and world-famous ex-
pert on Botticelli, is being brutally raped by a 
priest.

ernst: Splendid! Timely! The Church won’t 
have a leg to stand on! What kind of priest, if I 
may ask? A Jesuit? It would be nice to avoid an 
embarrassing mistake, like having an Opus Dei 
monk, when there aren’t any.

dan: No problem. The assailant is a Domini-
can, from the secret Twenty-Ninth Province, 
known as the Manfriars. The Manfriars were 
founded in 1498, the year Pope Alexander VI 
had the excommunicated monk, Savonarola, 
burned and hanged.

sam: Burned and hanged at the same time?

dan: Yup, and in the same place, the Piazza 
della Signoria in Florence, where Savonarola 
staged his famous Bonfires of the Vanities, in 
which he burned all the luxury goods he could 
lay his hands on—including several “pagan” 
paintings by his loyal follower Alessandro di 
Mariano Filipepi, a.k.a. Botticelli.

sam: I’m liking it. Whatever it costs, we’ll shoot 

these scenes on location at the...Pizza della 
Whatever. But wait a minute. Who are the 
good guys? You’re saying Botticelli was a fol-
lower of the creep who burned his pictures?

dan: That’s right. Savonarola was a magnetic 
figure. Look at this portrait of him by Fra Bar-
tolommeo.

sam: Wow, intense. Look at the schnozz! May-
be Tim Roth? Love the hood, by the way.

ernst: Monks From the Hood? Ha-ha. But se-
riously, Dan, if I get your drift, you’re making 
Savonarola and Botticelli the good guys. But 
who are the bad guys? The pope? That could 
work—dollar for dollar, your pope is your 
most reliable movie villain, next to your Nazi 
and your oil CEO. But how will you twist the 
meaning so it hits ’em where they live?

dan: Cue the painting again, Bizzy. Check 
yourselves, guys. You’re drooling, like me. 
None of us can take our eyes off that sexy Ve-
nus. The feminist art historians have got us 
pegged. What is the essence of art? The male 
gaze. Admiring, yes. But also lustful, posses-
sive, controlling. For 2,500 years, depicting 
nude women (and in the case of queer artists 
like Michelangelo, nude men) has been a way 
of asserting power over them. My heroine, 
Connie, became interested in Botticelli for 
that reason. Her first book, Beauty As Rape, de-
nounced Botticelli for reducing his model, the 
young Simonetta Cattaneo, to a passive object 
literally blown about by the winds. It’s no ac-
cident that Simonetta was the mistress of Giu-
liano de’ Medici, brother of Botticelli’s patron, 
Lorenzo the Magnificent.

sam: Hold on, my eyes are glazing over. I 
thought we were talking entertainment here.

dan: Let me translate. Simonetta is the hottest 
babe in Tuscany, married at 15 to a dull dude 
named Marco Vespucci (whose only claim to 
fame is that they named America after his 
cousin, Amerigo). Every rich playboy in Flor-
ence wants Simonetta, but the one who gets 
her is Giuliano—brother of the city’s godfa-
ther. Giuliano wins a big jousting tournament 
under a banner with her picture on it, painted 
by Botticelli. She becomes Giuliano’s prize, 
but then dies a year later—never having really 
lived. All her life she’s been a possession, an 
ornament, a trophy. Now look at the painting 
again. Not the naked flesh. The eyes. See how 
sad they are?

ernst: That’s why the painting is so lovely. 
There are many other portraits of Simonetta, 
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but most have a vacant expression. Only Bot-
ticelli captured her soul.

dan: It’s not a question of soul. It’s a question of 
gender politics. As Connie comes to realize, the 
sadness, the victimization, is the whole point. 
Botticelli wasn’t just painting the objectified 
Venus, he was painting the Venus who resists 
being objectified. This work is subversive! Look 
at how awkwardly Venus is drawn—her left 
shoulder barely exists, and her left forearm is 
the size of her calf. An objective observer not 
blinded by reverence for Renaissance art might 
say that he botched it. And Connie is that ob-
server. For reasons I will relate in a moment, she 
sees through all the lies about this being a great 
painting. In truth, it’s a deliberate botch!

ernst: Dan, you’ve done it again! I’m on the 
edge of my seat! Why did Botticelli botch it?

dan: Because he understood. He, too, was in 
love with Simonetta. But as an employee of the 
Medici, he had to keep his distance. But dis-
tance reveals truth. Botticelli came to under-
stand the patriarchal system—in essence, he 
became a radical feminist. Like Savonarola.

ernst: What? Savonarola a radical feminist?

dan: How do you know he wasn’t? Or rather, 
what has conditioned you to think that he 
wasn’t? What got burned on his Bonfire? Silk 
dresses, lacy lingerie, cosmetics, fancy wigs, 
corsets, paintings of nude women—all the 

trappings of female oppression! Why did Bot-
ticelli throw some of his own paintings onto the 
flames?

bizzy: To liberate the women! To empower 
them!

dan: Right! But then the Church cracked 
down, condemning Savonarola to a horrible 
death and forcing Botticelli to spend the rest 
of his life painting the Virgin Mary. This is 
where the Manfriars come in. Savonarola was 
a Dominican, but when he began to crusade 
for women’s rights, the order got into trouble 
with the pope. They knew that if they didn’t 
deal with Savonarola, the pope would shut 
them down. So they founded the Manfriars, 
a secret province devoted to the suppression 
of the Sacred Feminine. Their first act was 
to hand Savonarola over to be hanged and 
burned. Then they went after the artists, mak-
ing sure they painted gorgeous, sexy nudes for 
powerful men to ogle. This was called the Re-
naissance, and we’ve all been brainwashed—
even you, Ernst—into thinking it produced 
great art. In truth, it was a huge propaganda 
campaign on the part of the nobility and the 
Church to keep women in their place. And the 
deadliest weapon in this campaign was beauty. 
The beauty of helpless girls like Simonetta, 
turned against them as the instrument of their 
oppression.

bizzy: Oh Dan, that’s beautiful. Excuse me—
I’m choking up.

ernst: I’m beginning to see, Dan. A dramatic 
medieval tale, full of passion and blood, that 
also illustrates the very truth you revealed in 
the previous novel. I must say, I admire your 
integrity.

sam: I’m liking it, too. But I’m a little worried 
about the broad who gets raped. What’s her 
name, Connie? An art history professor? That’s 
gonna put a crimp in the casting.

dan: Not at all. Remember, I described Con-
nie as “stunning and intelligent.” In fact, when 
I get all the details worked out, she may turn 
out to be a descendant of Simonetta—and if 
I’m feeling bold, of Botticelli. That’s why she 
understands. When she was growing up in a 
Dominican orphanage, the nuns made her pose 
for figure drawing classes. So some of her earli-
est memories are of shivering in a cold drafty 
classroom, stark naked, while everyone stared 
at her—not just the other girls, who hated her 
beauty, but also the nuns, including a couple of 
real bull dykes.
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sam: Good, that could work. As long as she’s 
not too young. You know lawyers.

dan: Do I ever. No, I think that can be done 
tastefully—to establish Connie’s character 
as a dynamic teacher who empowers female 
students. Kind of like Julia Roberts in Mona 
Lisa Smile. The contemporary plot, which will 
be action-packed, involves a struggle between 
Connie’s students and the Georgetown admin-
istration over a production of The Vagina Mono-
logues—you know, that play where women talk 
candidly about their, uh...

bizzy: See? Even Dan can’t say it! I did the play 
all four years at Smith. What an experience! So 
empowering!

sam: Hmm. Not sure that will fly at the box of-
fice. Could we maybe fudge the details?

bizzy: No problem. At most schools the play 
is part of “V-Day,” which is devoted to raising 
awareness of violence against women. At the 
stricter Catholic schools, they allow the anti-vi-
olence activities but not the play (which is kind 
of raunchy).

ernst: Well, we certainly don’t want to make 
strict Catholics look good! The trick, Dan, 
will be to frame the conflict so that it looks as 
though normal women are being oppressed by 
the Church.

dan: No problem. I’ll background the play, 
and foreground the big event planned for 
Georgetown’s V-Day: a keynote address by 
Connie, in which she reveals the hidden truth 
about Renaissance art, and explains why The 
Birth of Venus was not included in Savonarola’s 
bonfire. Thanks to the Florentine art mar-
ket, the painting soon became too valuable to 
burn, anyway. So it lives on today, complete 
with its botched drawing, as a reminder of the 
injustices that have killed literally trillions of 
women.

sam: Very nice. But I’m still fuzzy on the rape. 
How does that fit? I’ll be frank: I don’t see a lot 
of box office in old Connie.

dan: She’s not old! And like I said, she’s a 
knockout! Maybe we could even use the same 
actress to play her and Simonetta.

ernst: I would discourage that. Why have just 
one pretty face when you can have two?

dan: The point is, Connie’s a framing de-
vice. We begin with the rape, then flash back 
to 15th-century Florence, where we witness 

the whole back-story, including Simonetta’s 
stunted life, the founding of the Manfriars, 
and the destruction of Savonarola and Bot-
ticelli. Next we flash forward through the 
centuries, highlighting the Manfriars’ more 
horrible deeds, and end up with the conspir-
acy to silence Connie. We show the rape as a 
political act, orchestrated by the province and 
the Florentine authorities, then accompany 
Connie back to Georgetown, where, deeply 
traumatized, she’s on the verge of quitting—
until, miraculously, her students appear and 
through their devotion to her message, start 
the healing process. On the big day, when 
the president of the university is about to an-
nounce the cancellation of the keynote speech, 
we see Connie, bruised but not broken, strug-
gle to the podium and proclaim the truth to 
the world. Tears stream down thousands of 

fresh young faces, the music swells, and once 
again the camera pans the succulent body of 
Botticelli ’s Venus—only this time, it lingers 
on those sad, sad eyes.

bizzy: Omigod, I can’t stand it! Anyone got a 
Kleenex?

ernst: Here, my dear. And they say the novel 
is dead!

sam: Nice, Danny. Like the yadda-yadda at the 
end. Have your people call my people. Mean-
while I’m outta here. Lunch is getting cold.

Martha Bayles, who teaches humanities at Boston 
College, is the CRB’s columnist on television and film. 
She is writing a book called The Ugly Americans: 
Losing the Global Culture War. 
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The Worst Generation Faces the Greatest Peril

An article in the july proceedings of the united states 
Naval Institute, “Naval Quarantine,” reviews the sharply divergent 
responses of several military commands during the Spanish Flu epi-

demic of 1918. Both the captain of the USS Pittsburgh, and New Zealand’s 
military governor of Western Samoa, refused to panic. The former gave his 
sailors leave in Rio de Janeiro despite the presence of the epidemic, and the 
latter allowed infected passengers to disembark from a steamer and go about 
their business. This was the common wisdom, and they did not defy it.

In contrast, the governor of American Samoa immediately instituted dra-
conian quarantine, including house arrest, and, across the Pacific, the com-
mander of the Goat Island Naval Station in San Francisco Bay instituted 
“absolute quarantine,” and placed guards “at the docks with orders to shoot to 
kill anyone embarking or disembarking without authorization.” Acting de-
cisively before the appearance of even one case of influenza, these men risked 
ridicule, court-martial, and the destruction of their careers. In Samoa, Com-
mander Poyer had moved upon only the ethereal and tenuous evidence of a 
static-filled short-wave broadcast. And imagine what would have ensued had 
the epidemic been of no account and the Goat Island sentries killed Ameri-
can sailors for the crime of stepping onto a U.S. Navy pier.

Today, our choices are analogous. We face a danger that approaches 
steadily from the far distance like a tsunami in slow motion. It will almost 
certainly strike in one form or another, it could strike tomorrow, it is as 
horrific in its potential as a general nuclear war, it is precedented in history, 
occurs in cycles, is favored at present as never before, and is capable of kill-
ing Americans by the scores of millions.

This is the prospect of infectious diseases emerging in catastrophic pan-
demics to which we are vulnerable more than in the lifetime of anyone now 
living. And yet we cannot tear ourselves away from the pressures of con-
formity and the distractions of prosperity to concentrate upon this mortal 
question, which should transcend partisanship, and does, in that all parties 
ignore it. 

For while we have been complacent in assuming their subjugation, infec-
tious diseases have been cannily evolving. The H5N1 Avian Flu pathogen, 
for example, is now especially virulent among birds and capable of human 
transmission. Through a process known as reassortment, it can meld with 
viruses specific to man, and from a host receptive to both types (such as 
a pig) emerge with its lethality intact and with the transmissibility of the 
common cold. 

As H5N1 spreads universally it will find its opportunity. In China, for 
example, new wealth has dramatically increased the consumption of meat 
and keeping of livestock, while development has shrunk the habitat of wild-
fowl, which alight more and more among domestic flocks and herds. With 
or without the encouragement of bioterrorists, reassortment will occur, and 
although by natural processes lethality may decrease, it also may not. 

The mortality of Avian Flu has been calculated on the basis of isolated 
cases, the subjects of attentive care, and reads far lower than it would in 
even the first stages of an epidemic, when the 30,000 or so respirators not 
in ordinary use in this country would be insufficient for hundreds of thou-

sands of new patients, most of whom would be sent away from overwhelmed 
hospitals to die at home. Workers would desert their posts, rightly, for fear 
of infection, infrastructure would break down, food and power would be-
come scarce, and conditions like those recently seen in New Orleans would 
envelop the entire country. Unlike in 1918, when 50-100 million people died 
worldwide and 500,000 in the U.S., we depend upon fragile interconnec-
tions. Modern transportation networks would spread the infection rapidly 
beyond containment; people are not even fractionally as self-reliant as they 
once were; and for Avian Flu nothing exists similar to the remnant immu-
nity that in 1918 protected much of the population.

There is not yet a vaccine or cure (although glaxosmith-
Kline has just made a very important advance), and nothing has 
been done to augment hospitals’ ability to meet an event that by 

the consensus of competent authorities combines devastating lethality with 
a high probability of occurrence. This is because the people have become 
short-sighted, infantilized, and dependent, and politicians are afraid to lead, 
risk, or fail.

Were they not, they would press not for $7.1 billion, subsequently cut 
to $3.8 billion by the ever visionary Congress, but for $100 billion or more 
per year (roughly 2.5% of all government spending, or less than 1% of the 
GDP), to create a dozen centers to research immunity and the rapid manu-
facture of vaccines and curatives with which to respond to pathogens as they 
arise; to expand by an order of magnitude emergency treatment capacity in 
the form of modularized field hospitals; to double the output of nursing and 
medical schools; to promote the self-sufficiencies required for long quar-
antine; to unleash and encourage the great drug combines; and to quicken 
reaction to outbreaks here and abroad so as to lessen the chances that they 
will leap their cordons.

If the laws of supply and demand are not repealed, increasing the supply of 
medical care must lower its costs. And very great advances might come from 
desperately concentrated research. Still, liberals might recoil from yet another 
national security expenditure and the stimulation of private enterprise, con-
servatives from government involvement and subsidy, and everyone else from 
the necessity of projecting beyond the horizon of immediate want. Then some-
day, perhaps from a common grave, vast numbers of us will be able to weigh 
the consequences of preparing for what may never arise versus those of not 
preparing for what does. “The Greatest Generation” was not really extraor-
dinary, it’s just that ours is the worst, preoccupied above all by entertainment 
and self-searching, and, not surprisingly, unable to judge accurately or respond 
adequately to peril.

The captain of the Pittsburgh watched 663 of his 829-man crew take ill, 
and 58 die. He was lucky, for the governor of Western Samoa had to preside 
over more than 8,000 deaths, 22% of the population. But American Samoa, 
and Goat Island with its thousands of recruits, did not lose a single man, 
woman, or child. That is because Commander Poyer and his counterpart in 
San Francisco Bay had both courage and clarity of vision, which are precisely 
what we need at this moment, and precisely what we lack. 
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I’m in the ironic position of teaching native 

Americans (I mean native-born Americans) 

how to think about their country. How odd it 

seems, and yet how perfectly American, that I, a 

Hungarian immigrant, should teach them.... I 

tell them that they are the fortunate of the earth, 

among the blessed of all times and places....  And 

their blessing, their great good fortune, lies in the 

nation into which they were born. I tell them that 

their country...is not only the most powerful and 

the most prosperous country on earth, but the 

most free and the most just. Then I do my best to 

tell them how and why this is so. And I teach them 

about the principles from which those blessings 

of liberty flow. I invite them to consider whether 

they can have any greater honor than to pass 

undiminished to their children and grandchildren 

this great inheritance of freedom. 
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Peter W. Schramm
“Born American, But in the Wrong Place”


