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A short two years ago, the democrats basked in the glow of 
their dynamic new president, elected by their largest popular-vote 
margin since Lyndon Johnson in 1964, accompanied into office by a 

fiercely Democratic House of Representatives and a veto-proof Democratic 
Senate. A long two years later, after the party in power had delivered prodi-
gious deficits and debt, relentless 10% unemployment, and the folly of Obam-
acare, the voters threw a little Tea Party and heaved scores of Democratic 
legislators and 400 years of seniority into the drink. 

What had seemed to many liberals the beginning of a Democratic elec-
toral realignment—40 fat years of bigger, more ambitious government—
ended in what President Obama called a shellacking.  (Shellac [verb, slang]: 
to beat somebody repeatedly with hard blows; to defeat somebody easily or 
decisively.) What had looked to Republicans like the beginning of a long exile 
proved a short interlude leading to GOP control of the House, tidy gains in 
the Senate, and historic increases in its number of state legislators and gov-
ernors. These Wilderness Years, from 2006 to 2010, didn’t allow for much 
wandering. One wonders if the party actually has learned its lesson, or will 
soon be longing again for the fleshpots of Egypt. 

The GOP has been here before, after all. In many ways the midterm 
election is a familiar story of American voters’ backlash against the 
Democrats’ undivided control of government. Four times in recent political 
history the Democrats have held sway simultaneously over the House, the 
Senate, and the presidency. LBJ ushered in the Great Society after his 1964 
landslide buried the Capitol in Democrats, Jimmy Carter frittered away his 
party’s control of all three branches from 1976 to 1980, Bill Clinton tried to 
pass Hillarycare during his turn at unified Democratic control from 1992 to 
1994, and Obama had two years to try to transform America. In every case 
the public deeply, and quickly, regretted its decision to entrust the Democrats 
with undivided government. And in the elections of 1966 and 1968, 1980, 
1994, and now 2010, the voters executed an about-face. 

Conservatives like to say America is “a center-right country,” and Gallup 
confirms that conservatives enduringly outnumber liberals.  But this center-
right country has the strange habit of going on a three-branch Democratic 

bender about once a decade. It leaves a nasty hangover, with plenty of revul-
sion at the senseless, hurtful, and expensive misadventures we get into. Still, 
we keep doing it, and only once in all those years did the people in their wis-
dom entrust the Republicans with undivided government—during George W. 
Bush’s term. That experiment ended in 2006. There’s little reason to conclude, 
then, that the midterm repudiation of the Democrats prefigures a lasting en-
dorsement of, much less a new electoral majority forming around, the GOP. 
Overall, the situation seems like the post-1968 norm that political scientists 
call dealignment: the public doesn’t seem willing to trust either party with 
undivided control of the government for very long.

Nonetheless, two new facts obtrude themselves into our 
political calculations. One is the Tea Party, the other America’s 
enormous deficit, debt, and unfunded liabilities. The Tea Party has 

not only energized the Republicans, it has given them a new purpose: to cut 
government back to constitutional size. The draconian cuts some of the Tea 
Partiers have in mind remind me of the late Joe Sobran’s blithe declaration, 
“Anything called a program is unconstitutional.” The problem is that such 
freewheeling libertarianism soon runs up against the habitual bias of Ameri-
can conservatism—the aversion to sudden, far-reaching, and unnecessary 
change, felt by lots of people who aren’t card-carrying Republicans. Successful 
right-wing enterprises, like the rebuke of the Democrats in this election, are 
usually compounded of these two kinds of conservatism. Rand Paul and the 
Tea Partiers have announced bracingly that they’re here to take back their gov-
ernment; but what do they plan to do with it once they’ve got it back? It won’t 
be easy to exert constitutional control over it, and in that endeavor they’ll need 
both a more nuanced grasp of the Constitution and popular support, too.

Here the other new fact comes to bear. The financial cataracts of our day 
may sweep everything before them, including the aversion to change. Cali-
fornia, Illinois, and New York are insolvent or likely soon will be, harbingers 
of national distress if spending continues unabated. In the end, conservatives 
may have little choice but to adapt the American social contract to help foster 
a new, more responsible era.
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Defending ROTC

Michael Nelson does a monu-
mental job of focusing a lot of books 
about the service academies (in-
cluding two of mine) into a finely-
honed argument in his essay “The 
Case for the Academies” (Summer 
2010). Now in my 24th year in the 
English Department at the United 
States Naval Academy, I wish I 
could be persuaded by his case.

Nelson makes clear just how 
expensive the academies are and 
that, in terms of quality and lon-
gevity in uniform, there is no clear 
advantage to academy-trained offi-
cers over less-costly ROTC officers, 
who outnumber the former two to 
one in any given year. In arguing to 
keep the academies anyway, Nel-
son offers two interesting, if prob-
lematic, arguments: one political, 
the other geographical. It’s abso-
lutely true that civilian universities, 
especially East Coast elite ones, are 
largely inhospitable to conserva-
tives, and that higher education’s 
liberal tilt is typically expressed in 
an antipathy toward the military. 
I agree with Secretary of Defense 
Robert Gates’s recent suggestion 
at Duke that we need more ROTC 
at elite schools. Nelson notes, too, 
that many ROTC units are lo-
cated in the South, which is more 
hospitable to the military than the 
North. He sees the academies as 

providing a greater geographical 
spread, because some applicants 
get their nominations (which are 
necessary but not sufficient to ad-
mission) from their congressman.

But Nelson makes too much of 
geography, forgetting that many 
midshipmen come with national 
nominations (including those re-
cruited for athletic or racial rea-
sons) and that others from Navy 
families grew up everywhere and 
nowhere—though they have con-
gressmen to nominate them when 
the time comes. New York City 
and New England are still under-
represented at USNA; huge num-
bers of our students come from 
San Diego and Pensacola (Navy 
strongholds) and from Texas. He 
forgets, too, that “red” and “blue” 
states are a statistical convenience. 
I come from Maryland’s Eastern 
Shore, a firmly “red” area in an 
overall “blue” state—but it’s only 

“blue” statewide because Baltimore 
and suburban D.C. have a greater 
combined population than the “red” 
edges of Eastern Shore, Southern, 
and Western Maryland. Other 
states like New York, California, 
and Texas are similar.

The real issue is the liberal-con-
servative split that characterizes 
our country, of which the military-
civilian divide is only one expres-
sion. Like Michael Nelson, I am 
worried that the military is now 
overwhelmingly Republican and 
that private universities exclude 
ROTC. But even so, we aren’t go-
ing to be left without officers: some 
come up through the ranks or out 
of college via Officer Candidate 
School, and state schools every-
where offer ROTC programs. 

The solution is not to have coun-
terweight conservative institutions 
(such as the academies) to balance 
liberal ones. I agree with Tom 
Ricks that the academies tend to be 
intellectually shabby, far below the 
Ivies they’re sometimes compared 
to. The military keeps itself happy 
at these insular places by praising 
itself. Military pride should not 
come at the expense—as is now too 

often the case—of disdain for the 
civilians the military is meant to 
serve. And if liberals don’t like the 
military enough, conservatives like 
it too much—anything the brass 
wants, it gets, and voting against 
an appropriation means you’re not 

“supporting the troops.” 
Military academies should get 

out of the business of undergradu-
ate education, or at least stop com-
peting with liberal arts colleges, 
as Western European military 
academies have done. For example, 
Britain’s Sandhurst no longer of-
fers general undergraduate educa-
tion; it provides multiple tracks of 
post-graduate military “finishing 
school” for students up to 30, who 
are treated like adults. The same 
is true for the French and Belgian 
military academies. Only after get-
ting their degrees wherever (with 
or without ROTC), should Ameri-
ca’s college graduates, too, pursue a 
high-intensity course at Annapolis 
or West Point.

Our military academies are do-
ing nobody a favor—not the stu-
dents, not the taxpayers, not the 
military as a whole. I stand by what 
Nelson quotes me as saying in the 
New York Times: they should be 
fixed or abolished.

Bruce E. Fleming
United States Naval Academy

Annapolis, MD

In his defense of the federal 
service academies, Michael Nel-
son lessens the value of the many 
ROTC students and OCS gradu-
ates whom I’ve had the pleasure to 
know. Annapolis, Colorado Springs, 
and West Point may provide unique, 
intensive cultural experiences for 
their students, but Nelson’s claim 
that OCS programs “strip” ser-
geants and petty officers from the 
enlisted corps ignores the fact that 
having officers rise from the enlist-
ed ranks is a highly effective means 
to increase a variety of perspectives, 
and to develop understanding and 
appreciation among officers of the 

crucial role that enlisted personnel 
have in our forces. Nelson misses, 
too, that ROTC students tend to 
master valuable skills that some-
times elude the academies’ cadets 
and midshipmen, such as dealing 
with academic budgeting and bal-
ancing multiple on- and off-campus 
activities and responsibilities.

What’s more, I recommend law 
professor Diane Mazur’s informa-
tive New York Times opinion piece, 

“The R.O.T.C. Myth” (October 
24, 2010), about the alleged cam-
pus “banning” that is at the root 
of Nelson’s arguments. Without 
question, the American military 
benefits from the diversity that ser-
vice academies, ROTC, and OCS 
together provide. Nelson’s other 
underlying assertion—that civilian 
universities are home to an anti-
military “academic Left” establish-
ment—suggests that political con-
servatives have a monopoly on loy-
alty to our armed forces, and fails 
to acknowledge American liberals, 
in and out of academia, who show 
tremendous support and compas-
sion for our military personnel.

I wish, too, that Nelson had 
given a more comprehensive over-
view of my research on women’s 
experiences at the Naval Academy. 
Limiting his discussion to a quote 
from Edith Seashore (not Ellen, as 
Nelson writes) prior to the arrival 
of women as midshipmen, and a 
statistic about the level of male 
midshipmen’s acceptance of women 
from 1996, fails to accurately rep-
resent the persistent institutional 
and cultural resistance to women at 
Annapolis that I detail in my work.

H. Michael Gelfand
James Madison University

Harrisonburg, VA

Judicial Duty

James Stoner’s “Neither Force 
Nor Will” (Summer 2010) con-
trasts my book, I Do Solemnly 
Swear, with the brilliant efforts of 
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Philip Hamburger and Douglas 
Edlin to examine the duty of the 
American judge. Though I believe 
in a duty of judicial review over leg-
islative and executive acts, I con-
sider it part of a duty to do justice 
for each person with an interest 
before the court, just as legislators 
and executives have similar duties 
to do justice to each person with 
an interest affected by their offices. 
Stoner wonders how each official 
can be responsible for retail justice 
without accounting for its whole-
sale allocation. As I read his chal-
lenge, he asks how each actor in a 
system can provide justice to the 
individual unless the system as a 
whole delivers it, which would mean 
the decisions are not personal but 
systemic, not dutiful but political.  
Law is not sales, though, and jus-
tice is not a commodity, despite 
the U.S. legal system’s nearly in-
dustrial nature, in which rules 
are manufactured in thousands of 
national, state, and local govern-
ment assembly lines. I hope my 
wholesale-retail metaphor will re-
mind each member of a city coun-
cil, each member of a legislative 
caucus, and each deputy assistant 
under-secretary, that he is not a 
mere wholesaler dealing only with 
merchants. Each one of them has 
a personal relationship that is di-
rect, clear, and essential to every 
person whose liberty or opportu-
nity is affected by his acts. That is 
the retail nature of the law. It is 
like the shop in the factory floor, 
in which the creator has a direct 
relationship with the customer.  
So, to that extent, I agree with 
Professor Stoner’s observation, 
but with a twist: It is not only the 
sharp customer who wants to buy 
wholesale. It is also the sharp pro-
ducer who wants to sell retail.

Steve Sheppard 
The University of Arkansas 

Fayetteville, AR

James R. Stoner, Jr., replies:

I should have realized that 
when my friend Steve Sheppard 
wrote about retail he was thinking 
of Walmart, which tries to cut out 

the middleman. But what if the 
analogue to manufacturing-whole-
sale-retail were politics-law-subject, 
where politics was recognized for 
its role in making law; and before 
coercion was applied, law ensured 
that political passion or interest 
was mediated by due process (no-
tice, hearing, evidence, reasonable-
ness, etc.)? Dropping the “wholesale 
premise,” then, means dropping 
what is distinctly legal. Besides, 
Walmart is not exactly a retail out-
let; instead of help with a purchase 
and the ongoing relationship indi-
cated by the term “customer,” you 
get a right to stand in line to re-
turn an unsatisfactory product, no 
questions asked. It may be a good 
analogy to explain today’s simul-
taneous politicization and bureau-
cratization of the law, but I am less 
sanguine that progress towards 
justice is the end result.

Christian 
Philosophy 

In his flattering review of my 
book, The Legend of the Middle 
Ages, Douglas Kries takes me to 
task for two points on which I 
part company with Leo Strauss 
(“Medieval Renaissance,” Sum-
mer 2010). First, I am said to have 
contended, “The Scholastics actu-
ally preserved ancient philosophy 
more faithfully than did their 
Muslim counterparts.” I probably 
did not set out my intention in 
this regard clearly enough. I did 
not want to compare individual 
thinkers from the Scholastic and 
from the Islamic traditions. More-
over, what “preserving ancient 
philosophy” may mean is far from 
clear. My claim was more modest. 
I focused on two cultures, one in 
which Greek philosophical works 
were translated and preserved 
in their original, one in which 
they were translated and no lon-
ger studied in the original. I did 
not talk about the preservation 
of ancient philosophy, but about 
the preservation of philosophical 
texts as concrete things that can 
become the object of philology, be 
critically edited, retranslated, etc.

According to Kries, Strauss’s 
principal point is that “the Chris-
tians had compromised philoso-
phy as a way of life, whereas the 
Arabic philosophers had practiced 
such a life” (emphasis in the origi-
nal). The view of ancient philoso-
phy as being first and foremost a 
way of life has been on the rise 
since the works of Pierre Hadot 
and others. Interestingly, the idea 
played a central part among the 
Church Fathers. In the Middle 
Ages, philosophia, as is well known, 
often meant the vows of religion 
or monkish life. At least, it im-
plied a definite behavior. On the 
other hand, Arabic philosophers 
define falsafa as a kind of knowl-
edge rather than as a way of life. 
The great exception, Mohammed 
al-Razi’s Sira al-falsafiyya, is the 
work of an outsider whom his col-
leagues never took seriously. 

The real issue behind this second 
point might be the content of such 
a life. What Christians may have 
compromised was not the idea of a 
life led in accordance to philosophy, 
but their idea of what philosophy is 
all about. Now, unlike Kant, who 
remembered that, for the ancients, 

“philosopher” meant at the same 
time “moralist,” Strauss down-
played philosophy’s moral dimen-
sion and conceived of philosophi-
cal life on the Socratic model as a 
life of free inquiry. The question is 
what the inquiry is looking for, and 
what happens if it finds it. Chris-
tian Scholastics believed—whether 
rightly or wrongly—that they had 
found the Truth and they clung to 
it by adopting a way of life in which 
the Platonic homoiôsis theô was 
mediated by the imitatio Christi. 
Gotthold Lessing, whom Strauss 
considered one of his inspirations, 
tells the famous story of his having 
to choose before God’s throne be-
tween Truth and Research, and his 
deciding in favor of Research. This 
is all very nice. But if we do so, can 
we be sure that what we are look-
ing for is still the truth? And not 
research for its own sake?

Rémi Brague
Université Paris 

1 Panthéon-Sorbonne
Paris, France

Douglas Kries replies:

Professor Brague is being too 
modest when he writes that his 

“claim is more modest” and speaks 
only to preserving ancient philo-
sophical texts and not ancient phi-
losophy generally. Nevertheless, 
there is no reason to attempt to dis-
suade him on this point—especially 
since modesty is so rare in our age!

With respect to the question 
about philosophy “as a way of life,” 
perhaps I might use a homespun 
example to explain my take on the 
matter. Among my other duties, I 
serve as the academic advisor to a 
Roman Catholic undergraduate 
seminary. If a young man decides 
to enter the seminary to study for 
ordination to the priesthood, the 
first thing he is told he must do 
is complete a major in philosophy. 
This is in accord with the stipula-
tions of the U.S. Catholic bishops 
themselves, but it is also clearly a 
vestige of medieval Scholasticism. 
Because they think more seriously 
than most undergraduates about 
the highest things, the seminarians 
make above-average philosophy 
students; but the rationale for their 
study is that philosophy will pre-
pare them for an even higher study, 
namely, revealed theology. Philoso-
phy is thus viewed as a useful tool 
that will enable them to transcend 
philosophy. Needless to say, pri-
macy of place in this curriculum is 
given to Thomas Aquinas. 

 Strauss, in my view, would not 
have approved of the manner in 
which the seminarians “live” phi-
losophy, and he would have warned 
people such as myself that their 
encounter with philosophy may 
well not lead them to the altar. He 
understood ancient philosophy to 
consist in a life-long questioning 
process rather than in any submis-
sion of the will to God or gods. The 
philosopher’s way of life is, to him, 
a zetetic trek to an unknown desti-
nation from whence one will prob-
ably never return. The prerequisite 
for such a life is an erotic longing 
for the truth wherever it might be 
found, disciplined by the principles 
of rational inquiry. It was this way 
of life, according to Strauss, that 
Al-farabi lived and Christian Scho-
lasticism did not. 
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The Great Repudiation

Essay by James W. Ceaser

Facts speak for themselves. the demo-
cratic Party suffered in 2010 the greatest 
midterm defeat following a new presi-

dent’s election since 1922. Democrats, at this 
writing, dropped 64 seats in the House of Rep-
resentatives, where they will now be in the mi-
nority, and 6 seats in the Senate, where they will 
continue to hold a slight edge. The Democratic 
defeat was historic by other measures: in House 
seats lost, whether in a presidential year (the 
most since 1948) or in a midterm election (the 
most since 1938). 

Judging the Change

The midterm election is one of the dis-
tinctive features of America’s constitu-
tional system. By allowing an expression 

of voter sentiment separate from the presidential 
selection, midterms help supply the Congress 
with concrete political support for checking the 
president’s power. A check of this kind seems to 
be exactly what the public had in mind in 2010, 
ending liberal hopes that Obama’s presidency 
would inaugurate a “new” New Deal. 

The comparison of Barack Obama to Franklin 
Roosevelt has been looming in the background 
for the past two years. Time magazine, on the 
cover of its 2008 post-election issue, superim-
posed Obama’s head onto a memorable photo 
of FDR seated in his convertible following his 
1932 landslide victory. The expectation was that 
Obama, like Roosevelt, would lead Democrats 
to further gains in the ensuing midterm, and 
then onwards and upwards to an era of Demo-

progressive agenda by legislative (as distinct from 
administrative) means halted, Obama, now 
thrust into the role of “conservative,” will be us-
ing every ounce of his powers to sustain the parts 
of his program that have been enacted, while the 
Republicans, as proponents of change, will be 
seeking to reverse many of them.

The Big Difference 

The 2010 election was one of the most 
nationalized, some will say the most na-
tionalized, midterm campaign in Ameri-

can history. With one exception (Joseph Cao of 
New Orleans), every Republican competing for 
national office, from Hawaii to New Hampshire, 
ran against the Obama agenda and made it the 
centerpiece of his or her campaign. The presi-
dent, who was in full campaign mode for months, 
joined the fray, defending his agenda while ex-
coriating its “enemies.” Only some Democrats, 
sensing the ship to be sinking, tried to “localize” 
their contests—not because the politics of 2010 
really were local, but because they were not. This 
tactic worked in some of the Senate contests, like 
Delaware and Nevada, where the Republican 
candidates proved to have special vulnerabilities. 

The 2010 campaign was also highly personal-
ized, although not in the usual sense of focus-
ing on the president’s character (as, for example, 
in the 1998 midterm election, which turned on 
Bill Clinton’s impending impeachment). “Per-
sonalized” in 2010 meant instead focusing on 
Obama’s policies and his continued boasts of 
having made “historic changes.” Even Repub-

cratic dominance. The 2008 Democratic totals 
in Congress were taken to be a floor for the par-
ty’s support, not a ceiling. “The future in Amer-
ica’s politics,” wrote Washington Post columnist 
Harold Meyerson, “belongs to Barack Obama’s 
Democrats.” Happy days were here again.

If 2010 represents the future in American 
politics, it is not the one progressives expect-
ed. This holds true not just for the Democrats’ 
standing today at the national level, but at the 
state level, too, where Republicans gained con-
trol of at least six new governorships and nine-
teen state legislative chambers, giving them their 
highest total of state legislative chambers since 
the 1920s. More importantly, the Republicans’ 
renewed strength in the states gives the GOP an 
important edge in the crucial process of redis-
tricting legislative seats, which begins next year. 
It was the perfect time for a surge.

President Obama and the Republicans did 
not agree on very much over the last two years, 
but on the question of what this election was all 
about there was not an inch of daylight between 
them—at least when the campaign began. The 
contest, as the president repeatedly proclaimed, 
was a judgment on “the change,” referring to 
his whole domestic package of stimulus policies, 
health care reform, and, presumably, his propos-
als for increased taxes on the wealthiest Ameri-
cans. Obama spoke of “guarding the change,” and 
Republicans responded by echoing the sentiment, 
if not always the exact words, of House Minor-
ity Leader John Boehner: “Hell no.” Herein lies 
the main line of political conflict for the period 
ahead. With the advancement of the president’s 
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licans’ frequent invocation in their ads of the 
other Democratic leaders—the smiling Nancy 
Pelosi and the dour Harry Reid—became in the 
end a way of speaking about Obama’s change. 
All this fit with the president’s own evident com-
fort level in placing himself conspicuously front 
and center. Although he made a point in his 
2008 convention acceptance speech in Denver 
of telling Americans (and the world) that “it’s 
not about me”—a phrase he has repeated fre-
quently since—there must be some reason why 
he has had to issue the disclaimer so often. Last 
January the president reassured a few nervous 
congressional Democrats that any fears of an-
other Republican Revolution were unfounded 
because the “big difference” between 1994 and 
2010 “is that you’ve got me.”

This slight to Bill Clinton highlights one of 
the most fascinating rivalries of modern Ameri-
can politics. Going back to the start of the 2008 
campaign, Obama knew that he could only de-
feat Hillary by, in effect, defeating Bill; the orig-
inal meaning of “change” was change from the 
Clintons. Bill Clinton in turn chafed at Obama’s 
oblique criticisms and was visibly dismayed at 
the prospect of being replaced as the brightest 
star in the Democratic Party’s firmament. The 
former president’s reputation took a nosedive 
after he imploded during the South Carolina 
primary contest, accusing Obama of playing 
the race card. Not only did Clinton, America’s 

“first black president,” have to bide his time and 
cede the spotlight to Obama, America’s second 
black president, but he was virtually forced to 
hide from public view after the election when 
he was appointed as a U.N. envoy. But the worm 
has turned this year, and as Obama’s approval 
ratings went down, Clinton’s popularity—es-
pecially among Democrats—went up, proving 
that the self-described “comeback kid” has had 
as many lives as Freddy Kruger. Being practical 
politicians, Clinton and Obama understood the 
advantage both to their principles and to them-
selves of working together. Clinton was almost 
as much in evidence during the 2010 campaign 
as Obama, going to places where the latter was 
not welcome. Now, in the wake of the midterm 
election, which overshadows Clinton’s own 
historic drubbing in 1994, many are wonder-
ing whether Obama will be studying Clinton’s 
1995 playbook in hopes of a political recovery 
next year.

Rendering a Verdict

Because midterm elections take place 
in distinct races—472 of them this 
year—rendering a national verdict in-

volves administering a very rough justice. In 
the House, the sins of progressive Democrats 

The results of the 2010 election changed the 
landscape of American politics. In viewing the 
national electoral map of House seats, it is as if 
someone came in overnight and redid the whole 
canvas, changing huge swaths of blue to red, 
especially in the vast area between the coasts 
and—adding to the impression of Republican 
dominance—in non-urban districts, which cover 
much larger geographic areas. Republicans have 
their largest majority in the House since 1948. 
And the political reality is even redder than it 
looks, since a number of the blue dogs who did 
survive, having observed their colleagues’ cruel 
fate, will now be less likely to sit and stay at the 
president’s command. In the Senate, one new 
Democrat, West Virginia’s Joe Manchin, was 
elected by firing a shot in a campaign commer-
cial at President Obama’s cap-and-trade policy, 
and a large number of the 23 Democratic sena-
tors up for re-election in 2012, especially those 
who come from redder states, have taken note. 
Although the House Democrats come January 
will be a more progressive lot, with a small but 
helpless contingent of surviving blue dogs, the 
Senate is apt to be very different. Some Demo-
crats may look to “do business” with Republi-
cans, although there appear to be too few moder-
ate Democrats to mount a sustained opposition 
against Obama from the center. If the president 
faces pressure from within his party, it is more 
likely to come from progressive intellectuals and 
bloggers outside of Congress. Given where the 
center of American politics now is located, such 
posturing will be of no real significance. 

To be sure, a “landscape”—a term that once 
carried the implication, if not of permanence, 
then at least of some duration—is not all that 
it used to be. Like the modern construction 
projects that turn a barren lot into a plush green 
field in a day, the contemporary political scene 
now lends itself to more rapid reconfigurations. 
The nation has been living through a period of 
its greatest partisan fluctuations, with party 
control of each of the elected institutions—the 
presidency, the House, and the Senate—swing-
ing back and forth at least three times since 
1990. Every midterm since 1994 has been high-
ly nationalized, by historical standards; a result 
not only of huge events—the first health care 
reform proposal (1994), the looming impeach-
ment (1998), the 9/11 attack and the prospect 
of war in Iraq (2002), the Iraq War (2006), and 
now Obama’s “change” agenda (2010)—but also 
of sharpening party conflicts that draw clearer 
divisions on national issues. Congressional elec-
tions seem to have entered new territory.

In fact, 2010 is the closest the nation has 
ever come to a national referendum on overall 
policy direction or “ideology.” Obama, who ran 
in 2008 by subordinating ideology to his vague 

were visited on Democrats of a more moder-
ate disposition. Huge numbers of these Demo-
cratic “blue dogs” were defeated. There was 
something poignant, too, in watching these 
foot soldiers in the Obama-Pelosi army being 
mowed down in droves, in many cases having 
been denied funding from national party head-
quarters. Meanwhile, most of the staunchest 
progressives, running often in Democratic re-
doubts, escaped to live another day, including 
Nancy Pelosi and Barney Frank. A few of the 
old venerables, like committee chairs Ike Skel-
ton (Armed Services) and John Spratt (Bud-
get) were not so fortunate. Because there is 
little honor and less pleasure in serving in the 
House minority, it would not be surprising if 
a few progressives decided to avail themselves 
of Congress’s generous retirement provisions. 
About the only solace these House liberals can 
take is that so many moderates were ousted 
that there is little danger of recrimination 
within the Democratic caucus. Pelosi will re-
main as leader of the party.

A number of analysts, anticipating the need 
to soften the blow against the Democrats, began 
arguing in October that the 2010 election was 
about generalized anger directed at incumbents 
because of economic conditions. No doubt there 
was some anger, which naturally fell on the party 
that, given its extraordinary majority, had full 
responsibility for running the show in Wash-
ington. In the Republican Party, too, there was 
more than the usual pressure exerted against 
incumbents early on, coming from a vast, ener-
getic new Tea Party. (Two Republican Senate 
incumbents, Robert Bennett of Utah and Lisa 
Murkowski of Alaska, lost primary contests—
though Murkowski appears poised to hold onto 
her seat through a write-in campaign—and a 
number of establishment candidates running 
for GOP nominations, including Charlie Christ 
in Florida and Mike Castle in Delaware, were 
defeated.) But when it came to the final election, 
the story in the House was not one of incumbents 
losing, but of Democratic incumbents losing. All 
but two Republican incumbents were re-elected, 
while more than 50 Democratic incumbents met 
their political maker. In the Senate, every Re-
publican incumbent who was nominated was re-
elected, while two of the Democrats’ finest, Russ 
Feingold and Blanche Lincoln, went down.

The 2010 election 
changed the landscape 
of American politics. 
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themes of “hope” and “change,” has governed as 
one of the most ideological, partisan presidents. 
Some of his supporters like to argue in one 
breath that he is a pragmatist and centrist only 
to insist in the next that he has inaugurated the 
most historic transformation of American poli-
tics since the New Deal. The two claims are in 
tension. Going back to 2009’s major political 
contests, beginning with the governors’ races 
in Virginia and New Jersey and the Senate race 
in Massachusetts, the electorate has been asked 
the same question about Obama’s agenda and 
has given the same response. The 2010 election 
is the third or fourth reiteration of their nega-
tive judgment, only this time delivered more de-
cisively. There is only one label that can describe 
the result: the Great Repudiation.

Explanations

What accounts for the great repu-
diation? It is not always easy to arrive 
at a genuine explanation by listening 

to political actors. Their job is to offer explana-
tions that serve their party’s (or their own) fu-
ture political prospects. It is only by coincidence 
that their accounts resemble the truth.

Thus the ballots had hardly been counted in 
2010 before the president and his allies were 
shifting the narrative, embracing a Beta ver-
sion to serve as the post-election explanation. 
Instead of the election being a fair and clear 
judgment on “the change,” it was now said that 
the American people never understood the 
real issues. Part of the reason was a Republican 
campaign of misinformation, aided not just by 
huge sums of money (overall, Democrats spent 
as much as Republicans), but by the influx 
of “secret money,” which buys more. Another 
reason offered was a failure in communication. 
President Obama was working so hard to ad-
dress the nation’s problems that he neglected to 
devote sufficient time and attention to explain-
ing his policies to the public. The election out-
come was all the result of a misunderstanding. 
If there was one substantive mistake to which 
the president admitted, it was that he had un-
wittingly fallen victim to a massive intelligence 
error. Obama was shocked to discover that—
contrary to the reports of our government 
agencies and to the assurances of his brains 
trust—the SRPs (Shovel Ready Projects) he 
had promised didn’t exist. 

But the main Democratic explanation go-
ing forward has taken a different tack, denying 
that the election ever had anything to do with 

“change.” It was instead all about the economy. 
The stimulus bill, alas, did not stimulate quite 
as promised. So the administration now claims 
that there was no fix possible for the economy, 

in the sense of being able to achieve a recovery 
as fast as Americans came to expect. The blame 
rightly belongs to the previous administration, 
although President Obama now understands 
that pressing this argument, a year and half in 
office, looks petulant. The new line is therefore 
simply to blame “the economy,” as if it were an 
alien force dropped in from the outside, with no 
connection to his policies. The economic crisis, 
previously viewed as an indispensable ally in 
helping enact the president’s agenda, now ap-
pears as a malevolent agent, and a perversely ill-
timed one at that, since, as Hendrik Hertzberg 
of the New Yorker explained, “the longest and 
deepest mass suffering” of the Great Recession, 

“has occurred with Obama in the White House.” 
The notion that “the economy” is an actor in its 
own right, impervious to the change, has led 
some analysts to float the strange argument that 
Republicans should have won more convincingly 
than they did. 

The real purpose of this explanation is to 
limit this election’s meaning in a way that leaves 
the president and his agenda untouched. The 
election was voters’ anguished response to the 
economy—nothing more. It was the Great Pro-
test, not the Great Repudiation. This position, 
which Obama embraced in his post-election 
news conference, allows him to join up with the 
spirit of the election and participate in its mes-
sage. He will now concentrate on the economy 
like, dare one say, a laser beam.

A Deeper Concern

Republicans have agreed on the econ-
omy’s importance as part of the explana-
tion for their victory. Yet in their account 

the anemic recovery is not unrelated to the core 
elements of Obama’s “change.” The president 
failed to appreciate what generates productive 
wealth, which comes not from bigger govern-
ment and more spending but from the activity 
of private businesses and entrepreneurs. Eco-
nomic “philosophy” in this large sense was in 
fact the main voting issue in this election. It 
was for this reason, too, that Obama’s “popu-
list” appeal against Big Banks, Wall Street, 
insurance companies, and the wealthy gained 
so little traction. Though most Americans—
including many on the Right—were angry at 
Big Business and Wall Street, many also be-
came convinced that Obama’s populism struck 
squarely at the sources that generate wealth. 
Even Obama’s plan to eliminate the Bush tax 
cuts for the wealthy, considered by White 
House advisors to be a sure-fire winner as an 
electoral issue, made little headway. The eco-
nomic question in the campaign went back to 
the 2008 exchange between Barack Obama 
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and Joe the Plumber. This time, however, Joe 
seemed to have the upper hand.

For many Republicans, and especially the 
Tea Party movement, the economic issues were 
linked to a deeper concern. The size of govern-
ment and the extent of the federal debt repre-
sented not only a burden on future generations 
and a threat to American power, but also a 
violation of the spirit and letter of the Consti-
tution. The Tea Party, in particular, with its 
Jeffersonian ideas, has reintroduced the Con-
stitution into the public debate, a place that it 
has not held in the same way for over a century. 
This theme is what connects the Tea Party to 
the American tradition and makes their con-
cerns matters of fundamental patriotism. The 
stakes in the 2010 election for these voters went 
far beyond economic questions, and for Demo-
cratic leaders to reduce everything to frustra-
tions about “the economy, stupid” represents a 
final act of belittlement.

There was an additional factor in this elector-
al outcome, then, that was hardly noted or test-
ed in the polls. It was a cultural clash between 
an elite and much of the public, between liberal 
intellectuals and the Obama Administration on 
the one hand, and the Tea Party activists on the 
other. The one has shown disdain and the other 
has responded with indignation. It is impossible, 
then, to say that Barack Obama was not a major 
factor in this election, for when he was not him-
self the leader he became the frequent enabler of 
this dismissal of middle America. That Obama 
would have to descend from the lofty heights 
that he inhabited during the campaign and after 
his election was something that no sane observ-
er—and no doubt Obama himself—could fail 
to have foreseen. But this loss of bloated cha-
risma has never been the real problem. It has 
instead been his demeanor as president. Obama 
modeled himself on Abraham Lincoln, and it 
is painful in retrospect to draw the contrast in 
how they have behaved. One showed humility, 
the other arrogance; one practiced sincerity, the 
other hypocrisy; one made efforts at cultivating 
unity, the other seemed to delight at encourag-
ing division; and one succeeded in becoming 
more and more a man of the people, while the 
other, despite his harsh populist appeals, has 
grown more distant. 

Moderation, No Virtue

Elections in america serve two func-
tions: a “formal” function of appointing 
the personnel for constitutional offices, 

which takes place in every election; and an “in-
formal” function of signaling what the people 
want, which takes place only in certain elections, 
when national public sentiment has congealed 

into a common message or theme. The situa-
tion in Washington reflects a conflict stem-
ming from the results of these two functions. 
On the formal side, the array of forces puts 
neither party in full control. Democrats hold 
the presidency, Republicans now firmly control 
the House, and the Senate will likely swing in 
ways no one can foresee. The Democrats, who 
now derive their power from this formal situ-
ation and rely on officials chosen in elections 
conducted two and four years ago, will empha-
size their offices’ constitutional authority. They 
represent for the moment the conservative po-
sition. On the informal side, Republicans boast 
not just of their seats and numbers in Congress, 
but of the majority’s weight and power as ex-
pressed in the clear message delivered on Elec-
tion Day. This claim cannot, of course, cancel 
the formal array of power—we are a nation 
governed by laws and institutions—but there is 
nothing amiss in reminding those in office that 
they cannot stray too far, too long from the ma-
jority’s wishes without straining a democratic 
system’s authority. Although the informal 
function should not be overvalued, it should 
not be undervalued either.

The Republicans’ case, resting on this in-
formal claim that can always be disputed, is 
already under assault. Along with the Demo-
crats’ open campaign to persuade the public 
that the election did not mean what Repub-
licans thought it did, there is an allied effort 
underway, far more subtle, to undermine and 
weaken the GOP position. It comes from a 
group of self-proclaimed wise men who present 
themselves as being above the fray. These voices, 
acting from a putative concern for the nation 
and even for the Republican Party, urge Repub-
licans to avoid the mistake of Obama and the 
Democrats of displaying hubris and overinter-
preting their mandate. With this criticism of 
the Democrats offered as a testimony of their 
even-handedness and sincerity, they piously go 
on to tell Republicans that now is the time to 
engage in bipartisanship and follow a course of 
compromise. The problem with this sage advice 
is that it calls for Republicans to practice mod-
eration and bipartisanship after the Democrats 
did not. It is therefore not a counsel of modera-
tion, but a ploy designed to force Republicans 
to accept the overreaching policies of the past 
year-and-a-half. It is another way to defend 
Obama’s “change.” If Republicans are to remain 
true to the verdict of 2010, the message of this 
election cannot be merely containment; it must 
be roll back. 

James W. Ceaser is professor of politics at the Uni-
versity of Virginia and a senior visiting fellow at 
the Hoover Institution.

University Press
of Kansas
785-864-4155 • Fax 785-864-4586
www.kansaspress.ku.edu

Theodore Roosevelt, the
Progressive Party, and the
Transformation of
American Democracy
Sidney M. Milkis

“Lively, timely, accessible, profound, this is a terrific
book on the historic election of 1912 and, indeed,
on the ideas which inspired the transformation
of the American presidency in the twentieth
century.”—Stephen Skowronek, author of The
Politics Presidents Make

“Milkis shows better
than anyone else how
this election marked
a profound and
permanent departure in
American politics.”
—John Milton Cooper,
author of The Warrior
and the Priest: Woodrow
Wilson and Theodore
Roosevelt

“A brilliant book from one of America’s foremost
social thinkers. Exciting, wise, elegant, and
altogether pathbreaking.”—James A. Morone,
author of The Democratic Wish and the Heart
of Power

368 pages, Cloth $34.95

Interpreting the Founding
Guide to the Enduring Debates over
the Origins and Foundations of the
American Republic
Second Edition, Revised and Expanded
Alan Gibson

“Lucid in its analyses
and imaginative in its
coverage, Gibson’s
grandly comprehensive
and comprehensible
study will satisfy the
most exacting critic.”
—Joyce Appleby,
author of Inheriting the
Revolution

“Anyone interested in
the enduring questions that the Founding poses
will want to enter the grounds with Gibson’s
map in hand.”—Political Science Quarterly

248 pages, Cloth $35.00, Paper $16.95

AMERICAN POLITICAL THOUGHT



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2010 
Page 10

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

Book Review by Kenneth P. Miller

Neither Civil Nor Servants
Plunder!: How Public Employee Unions are Raiding Treasuries, Controlling Our Lives, and Bankrupting the Nation, 

by Steven Greenhut. The Forum Press, 316 pages, $18.95

Will a deep recession, mounting 
fiscal crises, and new revelations of 
gross abuse finally lead citizens to 

say “Enough!” to unionized public employees 
who have amassed power and benefits at the ex-
pense of the common good? Journalist Steven 
Greenhut hopes so. He has long decried public 
sector excesses in his columns for the Orange 
County Register. Now the head of the Pacific 
Research Institute’s Journalism Center and edi-
tor-in-chief of Calwatchdog.com, Greenhut has 
stepped up his attacks in Plunder! How Public 
Employee Unions are Raiding Treasuries, Control-
ling our Lives, and Bankrupting the Nation. This 
well-timed manifesto focuses on California, a 
union stronghold that endlessly teeters on the 
edge of insolvency mostly because of unsustain-
able salaries, benefits, and pensions to public 
employees. “Don’t laugh at California,” Green-
hut writes. “This disaster is coming to a state 
near you.”

Too many people, he argues, accept the myth 
that “public service” is somehow nobler, more 
self-sacrificing than private sector work. Al-
though he allows that “there are plenty of dedi-
cated and decent public employees” and that 

“many of them perform necessary tasks,” he in-
sists that, like anyone else, government workers 
seek to improve their salaries, benefits, working 
conditions, and power. Thus they “have manip-
ulated the system to enrich themselves…at a big 
cost to the rest of us.” 

Sometimes, the manipulation leads to crimi-
nal prosecution—as in the case of Bell, Califor-
nia, where this summer charges were brought 
against the city manager, mayor, and six other 
city leaders for misappropriating over $5 mil-
lion in unauthorized pay raises. But Plunder! 
argues that public employees and their unions 
are even more insidious when they enrich 
themselves and drain treasuries without violat-
ing the law.

For example, Greenhut explains how public 
employees have secured defined-benefit pen-
sion plans that guarantee them a long, comfort-
able retirement at the taxpayers’ expense. Po-
lice, firefighters, prison guards, and a growing 
number of other public safety workers receive a 
gold-plated “three percent at 50” pension plan 
that allows them to retire at age 50 and begin 
collecting a pension equal to 3% of their final 
year’s pay multiplied by the number of years 
worked. A public safety worker who starts at 
age 20 can retire after 30 years with 90% of 
his final salary until he or she dies, at which 
point his spouse receives the pension for the 
rest of his or her life. Other government work-
ers are not far behind, often eligible to retire at 
age 55 with 80% of their final year’s pay. More-
over, Greenhut shows how many public work-
ers “spike” their pensions by increasing their 
salaries in the last year before retirement and 

“double dip” by working new government jobs 
after retirement, accruing new pension benefits 

in a second or third job. Unfunded pension li-
abilities are at the heart of the fiscal crises fac-
ing state and local governments in California 
and elsewhere. 

But the pension scam is a part of a 
deeper crisis: public employees have es-
tablished themselves as an unaccountable 

governing class. Through collective bargaining 
and interest group politics, unions have placed 
the special interests of public employees over 
the general well-being of the public they are sup-
posed to serve. Unions have made it virtually im-
possible to fire incompetent or abusive public em-
ployees or to fix underperforming agencies. This 
institutional sclerosis is particularly damaging to 
the public schools, where aggressive unions have 
resisted much-needed reforms and sacrificed stu-
dents’ futures to protect even the worst teachers’ 
security and privileges. 

Greenhut points out that many elected offi-
cials now come from within the ranks of public 
employee unions and others are completely de-
pendent on unions for campaign contributions 
and support. Democrats are the worst offend-
ers, virtually none of whom will challenge the 
power of public sector unions. According to the 
author, some Democrats worry privately that 
public employee pay and benefits are devour-
ing so many public resources that there won’t be 
enough left to fund other priorities—but they 
are too craven to challenge their union masters. 
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But Greenhut condemns Republicans, too, 
for their complicity. In particular, he argues that 
the GOP, driven by a “law and order” ideology, 
has blindly supported police unions as they’ve 
enriched themselves and created a culture of en-
titlement in which “the brotherhood” of police 
officers protects its own in cases of corruption 
and unjustified violence. 

Plunder! concludes with a long list 
of ways to rein in public employee unions, 
ranging from moderate reforms—such 

as increasing the retirement age of public em-
ployees or ending pension-spiking schemes—
with more radical proposals including the nu-
clear option: “Public unions should be outlawed.” 
That solution is improbable, to say the least, in 
California. Greenhut believes easily devised 
technical fixes could remedy the situation if so 
many political and legal hurdles didn’t stand in 
the way. “[B]ecause the courts have ruled that 
pension increases granted by public bodies are 
vested benefits that must be paid no matter 
what, policymakers cannot simply go back and 
change past agreements.” 

Even action-hero turned politician Arnold 
Schwarzenegger was thwarted in this fight. 
Two years after his historic victory in the 2003 
recall election, the Governator declared war on 
public employee unions, calling a special elec-

tion to enact a number of reforms, including 
proposals that would make it easier to dismiss 
public school teachers for poor performance 
and would require unions to get member 
consent for dues used for political purposes. 
Schwarzenegger withdrew a third proposi-
tion that would have changed pension rules for 
public employees from a defined-benefit to a 
defined-contribution system. The state unions 
spent $100 million to defeat the two measures 
on the ballot, and after the election the presi-
dent of the California Teachers Association 
crowed, “The governor owes all Californians 
an apology. Voters saw through his attempt to 
create a ‘phenomenon of anger’ against teachers, 
nurses, and firefighters.”

Is the situation any different today? Maybe 
things have gotten bad enough that reform is 
finally possible. In California, while Governor 
Schwarzenegger devoted his waning days in 
office to negotiating new contracts with some 
public sector unions to limit pension bene-
fits—at least for new hires—the candidates 
to succeed him, Democrat Jerry Brown and 
Republican Meg Whitman, each vied to be 
the candidate more willing to stand up to the 
unions. One doubts that the winner, Brown, 
can be trusted to do so. In his previous terms 
as governor from 1975 to 1983, Brown signed 
the Dills Act, the law that formalized collective 

bargaining for public employees and created 
the state’s union-dominated nightmare. Three 
decades later, Brown’s 2010 campaign was al-
most wholly bankrolled by the state’s public 
employee unions.

Greenhut scoffs at the idea that elected of-
ficials will ever effectively limit the power of 
public employees. “The public cannot count on 
their political leaders having sufficient spine to 
stick with such important reforms,” he writes. 
Instead, he believes the people will have to take 
matters into their own hands. “In California 
and other states with liberal initiative require-
ments,” he argues, “the best hope lies in direct 
democracy.” 

Considering the depth of the crisis, it is like-
ly that initiatives to rein in public sector unions 
will soon appear on the ballot in California and 
other states. But as California’s 2005 special 
election showed, any serious proposal will face 
intense and well-funded opposition. Reform-
ers will have to counter this opposition and 
mobilize the electorate, in part by invoking the 
finely honed arguments in Steven Greenhut’s 
Plunder! 

Kenneth P. Miller is associate professor of govern-
ment at Claremont McKenna College and associ-
ate director of the Rose Institute of State and Local 
Government.
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Book Review by R. Shep Melnick

Balance is All
American Politics, Then and Now and Other Essays, by James Q. Wilson.

AEI Press, 250 pages, $29.95

Visit the politics or current events 
section of any large bookstore and your 
eyes will be assaulted by scores of hyper-

ventilating polemics by irresponsible pundits, 
both liberal and conservative. Peruse nearly any 
academic political science journal and you will 
find page after page of mind-numbing statis-
tics and graphs that say almost nothing about 
anything a sensible citizen would care to know. 
Among the thousands of people in this country 
who make a living writing about politics, only 
a few manage to combine systematic analysis 
with judicious use of evidence to address issues 
of fundamental importance. At the top of that 
short list sits James Q. Wilson, who after years 
of teaching at Harvard, UCLA, and Pepper-
dine, is now a senior fellow at Boston College’s 
Clough Center for the Study of Constitutional 
Democracy. His scholarly work on bureau-
cracy, regulation, crime, and interest groups is 
unrivalled. He has managed to receive the top 
honor the American Political Science Associa-
tion can give an expert on American politics, 
and the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the top 
honor American government can bestow upon a 
scholar. This might be the only time the APSA 
agreed with George W. Bush on anything.

Wilson’s latest book collects 15 essays, most 
of which appeared initially in The Public Interest, 
Commentary, and City Journal. They are written 

for a general audience, not in the sense of be-
ing dumbed-down, but of addressing questions 
of concern to the educated public in a manner 
free from academic jargon and pretense. Those 
not familiar with Wilson’s work will discover 
what it means to bring social-science evidence 
to bear on important contemporary problems. 
The many readers of the CRB who have already 
read some of these essays will have the opportu-
nity to see how each fits into Wilson’s broader 
analysis of politics, religion, character, liberal-
ism, and democracy.

Despite its title, American Politics, Then and 
Now is not limited to the study of American poli-
tics. In fact, about a third of the book focuses on 
religion in Europe and Muslim countries. Sev-
eral chapters deal with character formation and 
the role of government in promoting self-con-
trol; two return to the perennial nature-nurture 
debate. Most academic studies of politics these 
days promise precision through reductionism: 
they produce seemingly accurate formulas by ig-
noring anything that is not readily quantifiable. 
Wilson, in contrast, maintains that those things 
that are hardest to measure—the content of our 
character, the commands of religion, the ideas 
generated by intellectuals, the cultural norms 
that define what is acceptable and forbidden—
are the most powerful forces in politics. When 
the noted economist Alfred Kahn was trying 

to institute marginal cost pricing for electric-
ity in New York, he ran into stout resistance 
from regulators who claimed that their meth-
ods produced exact answers to the question of 
how to set electric rates. Kahn responded, “Do 
you want to be precisely wrong or approximately 
right?” That is a profound question for anyone 
who studies politics. Wilson prefers to be ap-
proximately, even tentatively, right.

The book addresses three questions: 
1) How has American politics changed 
since the 1950s? 2) Under what condi-

tions does religion either support or undermine 
liberal democracy? And 3) why must liberal 
democracy be concerned about the character 
of its citizens? These issues are actually closely 
connected. Religion helps temper men’s im-
pulses (literally: it is impulsive men that society 
has most to fear), but for most of recorded his-
tory it has also threatened human freedom. The 
massive expansion of federal authority that took 
place during the 1960s and ’70s was often com-
bined with an effort to expel both religion and 
any discussion of character formation from the 
public square. The polarization of American 
politics—certainly the most important recent 
change in our politics—has pitted secularists 
against those who go to church regularly. For 
decades those who studied American politics 
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said nothing about religion, and those who ana-
lyzed public policy said almost nothing about 
character. Wilson explains why this was such a 
mistake.

The 1979 essay from which the book takes its 
title has stood the test of time remarkably well. 
It identifies the underlying shift that lay behind 
many of the frequently noted institutional chang-
es of the preceding two decades. Coining the use-
ful term “legitimacy barrier,” Wilson wrote: 

Once politics was about only a few things; 
today it is about nearly everything…. 
Once the legitimacy barrier has fallen, po-
litical conflict takes a very different form. 
New programs need not await the advent 
of a crisis or an extraordinary majority, 
because no program is any longer “new”—
it is seen, rather, as an extension, a modi-
fication, or an enlargement of something 
the government is already doing…. Since 
there is virtually nothing the government 
has not tried to do, there is little it cannot 
be asked to do. 

One might have thought that the ascent of 
Ronald Reagan little more than a year after Wil-
son wrote these words would have proven him 
wrong, that 20 years of Republican presidents 
(and eight years of a Democratic Leadership 
Council president who proclaimed “[t]he era of 
big government is over”) would have re-raised 
the “legitimacy barrier.” But that did not hap-
pen. In 1980 Reagan promised to abolish the 
Department of Education. In 2001 George W. 
Bush championed the most prescriptive educa-
tion law ever enacted by the federal government. 
The change Wilson identified overpowered the 
Reagan, Gingrich, and Rove “revolutions.” Ana-
lyzing election results without taking into ac-
count such broad shifts in our political culture 
leads us to exaggerate the significance of victo-
ries at the polls. 

One part of the title essay does seem quaintly 
anachronistic, the discussion of hyper-individu-
alism in Congress and the progressive weaken-
ing of American political parties. These were 
key features of American politics from the mid-
1960s through the mid-1980s. But to virtually 
everyone’s surprise, party discipline and ideo-
logical divergence increased steadily thereafter. 
In “How Divided Are We?” Wilson evaluates a 
number of possible explanations for this unex-
pected change. He identifies several of the usual 
suspects, including segmentation of the media 
and the growing religious divide in the electorate. 
(Outside of Casablanca, the usual suspects often 
are guilty.) He places special emphasis on the 
way in which the habits of mind of well-educat-
ed elites have filtered down to the general public. 
Morris Fiorina, a political scientist at Stanford, 

has provided a great deal of evidence suggesting 
the public has not grown more polarized. He 
argues that the public only appears to be polar-
ized because elites have presented the electorate 
with polarizing choices. Wilson is skeptical that 
year after year of polarizing political debate has 
left the average voter unaffected. My reading of 
the evidence collected since Wilson’s essay first 
appeared in 2006 is that he is getting the bet-
ter of the argument. But the jury is still out on 
this. He and Fiorina agree that polarization is 
dangerous—for Wilson, especially on foreign 
policy—and that the average voter should be-
ware of educated elites bearing clever ideas.

In his extended discussion of religion 
and politics Wilson ventures far beyond the 
Beltway, focusing primarily on why America 

remains so much more religious than Europe 
and how religion can either foster or inhibit the 
development of liberal democracy. (He pauses 
briefly to examine two other questions, “Why 
Don’t Jews Like the Christians Who Like Them?” 
and “What Makes a Terrorist?” The answer to 
the latter, by the way, is peers and a modicum of 
privilege, not poverty. So forget trying to elimi-
nate “root causes.”) Wilson provides extensive 
evidence to support Tocqueville’s argument that 
the strength of religion in the U.S. is a product 
of our separation of church and state. On this 
side of the Atlantic public anger at repressive 
government has never tarnished the church, as 
it so obviously did in France and many other 
European nations. Just as importantly, since 
churches cannot count on government support, 
they must respond to consumer demand: those 
that do prosper; those that don’t go the way of 
mainline Protestant churches. Wilson does not 
give Locke, Spinoza, Madison, or Jefferson much 
credit for religious toleration and disestablish-
ment. In England many people concluded that 
toleration of a limited number of religions would 
be better than more years of warfare. In the U.S. 
all sects were more fearful of their rivals grasp-
ing political power than they were confident of 
doing so themselves. America has remained a 

“Christian nation” (with many practicing Jews, 
Muslims, and Hindus) because no particular 
Christian denomination was able to dominate 
politics and club others into submission. This 
reality is so central to American politics that 
secularists should stop worrying about the com-
ing “theocracy.” Wilson notes that “despite the 
presence of conservative presidents, scarcely any 
bill favored by what is now called the Christian 
Right has been passed by Congress.” 

The most perplexing religion question Wil-
son poses is whether Islam is compatible with 
liberal democracy. In a subtle analysis that de-
fies simple summary, he answers, “Yes, but….” 
Turkey demonstrates that Muslim countries 
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can become liberal democracies, although the 
government might need to embrace a rigid secu-
larism to make that possible. Both Morocco and 
Indonesia have taken alternative routes to cre-
ate relatively decent, liberal governments—but 
not democracies. A key problem is that in many 
Muslim countries the only institution capable of 
mobilizing support against autocratic rulers is 
the mosque. In Wilson’s colorful words, “Politi-
cal activism gathers around religion the way salt 
crystallizes along a string dangling in sea water.” 
Pluralism is hard to cultivate in this environment. 
Moreover, Islam and Christianity had much dif-
ferent founders and offer divergent teachings: 

[Muhammad] was not only a prophet but 
also a soldier, judge, and governor. Jesus, 
by contrast, was an outsider who neither 
conquered nor governed anyone, and who 
was put to death by Roman rulers…. Jesus 
asked Christians to distinguish between 
what belonged to God and what belonged 
to Caesar. Islam made no such distinc-
tion: Allah prescribed the rules for all of 
life, encompassing what we now call the 
religious and secular spheres. 

Questioning the compatibility between a ma-
jor world religion and our own modern, quasi-
religious devotion to liberal democracy is not 
fashionable. But Wilson has never shied away 
from unfashionable ideas. And he pays respect 
to Islam by taking its core beliefs seriously.

Wilson’s most important contribu-
tion on this topic is not his analysis 
of Islam, but his explanation of how 

hard it has been to create liberal democracies in 
the West. In his examination of the evolution 
of separation of church and state he notes, “The 
central question is not why freedom of con-
science failed to come to much of the Islamic 
world, but why it came at all to the West.” In 
many ways, he suggests, we were just lucky. The 
first liberal democracies developed only in coun-
tries that were isolated and homogeneous, and 
had managed slowly to establish private prop-
erty. He quotes his teacher and colleague Ed-
ward Banfield, who characteristically argued, “A 
political system is an accident. It is an accumu-
lation of habits, customs, prejudices, and prin-
ciples…. If the system works well on the whole, 
it is a lucky accident—the luckiest, indeed that 
can befall a society.” So much for planning—or 
even for founding.

Those familiar with Wilson’s defense of the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan might wonder how 
he squares this profound skepticism of social en-
gineering with the Bush Administration’s effort 
to spread democracy around the world. Wilson 
is surely no Wilsonian. In contrast to the Bush 
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Administration, he emphasizes that while we are 
unlikely to create American- or Euro-style de-
mocracy in these countries, we at least have a shot 
at creating liberal regimes decent enough not to 
murder or terrorize their citizens. “We cannot be 
the policemen of the world, but we can fight back 
against the worst forms of tyranny even when 
(perhaps especially when) our allies will not.” 
This usually will require staying in the country 
for a long time—which is why he is so concerned 
about partisan polarization and the media’s post-
Vietnam “deep suspicion of American govern-
ment,” at least when it operates overseas.

This is not the only tension that 
emerges when one looks through 30 years 
of Wilson’s essays. The final two chapters 

deal with new evidence of the hereditary nature 
of many character traits (even, he claims, politi-
cal ideology). If, as Wilson maintains, genes are 
even more important than we previously imag-
ined, how can character formation be such an 
important concern of families, churches, public 
schools, and the criminal justice system? In par-
ticular, how can we “hold people accountable even 
for some actions that are clearly involuntary”? In 

“The Future of Blame” he confronts this ques-
tion and tries to reconcile his understanding of 
the power of heredity with his belief in the im-
portance of enforcing clearly enunciated moral 
standards. Whether he succeeds I will leave to 
the judgment of those who have investigated 
this issue with more care than I have. There is 
also some tension between Wilson’s description 
of the post-1960 changes in the American re-
gime and his embrace of American exceptional-
ism (in the volume’s conclusion). For better or 
worse, in many ways American exceptionalism 
ain’t what it used to be. But that should not pre-
vent us from appreciating the many differences 
between democracy in America and democracy 
in other advanced industrial countries. 

Wilson is a master at making complex issues 
understandable. But he does not claim to provide 
a simple map of the political world suitable for use 
by political activists. Instead, his analysis reminds 
us of political life’s dilemmas and paradoxes. At 
the end of his review of Robert Putnam’s latest 
work on the conflict between ethnic diversity and 
the development of social capital, Wilson writes, 

“In every society, people must arrange for trade-
offs between desirable but mutually inconsistent 
goals…. When it comes to the competing values 
of diversity and social capital, as when it comes to 
other arrangements in democracy, balance is all.” 
In a world filled with so many smart-alec political 
analysts, sober teachers like James Q. Wilson are 
in exceedingly short supply.

R. Shep Melnick is Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr., Professor 
of American Politics at Boston College.
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Essay by William Voegeli

Neoconservatism and the New Frontier

The publication of four books on neo-
conservatism in 2010 means that their 
authors were at work on them in the af-

termath of the 2006 and 2008 elections. If the 
owl of Minerva flies at dusk, then those electoral 
beat-downs offered a promising moment to take 
stock of neoconservatism. Americans who knew 
just one thing about neoconservatives recognized 
them as the most prominent defenders of the war 
in Iraq, a war whose objectives the public found 
harder and harder to understand, and whose 
costs it found harder and harder to justify. 

All four assessments of how neoconserva-
tism ended up providing the rationale for an 
unpopular war add things to our political un-
derstanding. (It detracts from none of these 
books to point out that the best place to begin 
understanding Iraq and the neoconservatives is, 
well, Charles Kesler’s “Iraq and the Neoconser-
vatives,” CRB, Summer 2007.) One of the fun-
damental questions is how a political enterprise 
that started out focused on domestic policy and 
cultural politics ended up being identified pri-
marily with national security. 

Beneath that question lies a more basic one. 
Neoconservatism, like so many other features 
of the 21st-century American landscape, is a 
product of the convulsions and contradictions 
of the 1960s. A neoconservative, according to 
Irving Kristol’s famous aphorism, is a liberal 
who’s been mugged by reality. That mugging 
took place during the 1960s, when the liberals 
who became neoconservatives joined millions 

of other Americans in winding up by the end 
of the decade inhabiting places they could not 
have imagined visiting at the beginning.

Defining the ’60s

To understand the mugging we have to 
understand the realities. A good place to 
start is where the ’60s started political-

ly—John F. Kennedy’s 1960 presidential cam-
paign. Considering how many calendar bench-
marks are brought to Americans’ attention—
happy 25th birthday, by the way, to New Coke 
and Back to the Future—it’s striking that so little 
notice has been taken of the 50th anniversary 
of Kennedy’s election. The Nixon-Kennedy de-
bates generated a few 50-years-ago articles and 
TV stories in late September, since journalists 
are always happy to discuss events that ren-
dered the media more important. Everything 
else that made such a big impression on Ameri-
cans at the time—the doubts and pride about 
JFK’s religion, the New Frontier, the candidate’s 
glamorous family—has gone unremarked.

Perhaps the explanation is that America 
already commemorated Kennedy’s victory in 
2008, during Barack Obama’s march to the 
White House. The dots practically connected 
themselves. Two of the youngest men ever to 
run for the presidency (Kennedy was 43 on 
Election Day, Obama 47), the first Catholic 
and first black president were both educated 
at Harvard, and better known as the authors 
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of best-sellers than for their accomplishments 
in public life. Both overcame thin resumes by 
making a case to the voters that rested on per-
sonality and demeanor: not only did they pres-
ent themselves as having the kind of character 
we should want in the Oval Office, but they 
and their avid followers were not shy about 
contending that it would speak well of Ameri-
cans if they reached beyond religious and racial 
prejudice to bet on excellence.

The bigger reason for the absence of stories 
about 1960, however, is one that no one wants 
to talk about: the real JFK semicentennial will 
take place on November 22, 2013. “JFK’s early 
death became part of everyone else’s life,” the 
critic Clive James wrote. “[People] never got 
over the death of Kennedy: it happened to them. 
They took it personally.” 

At this point there’s not even anything that 
morbid about the prospect of spending Novem-
ber 2013 talking about Dallas, John-John’s sa-
lute, and the eternal flame. As James Piereson 
argued in Camelot and the Cultural Revolution 
(2007), there were two Kennedy presidencies: 
the first, which began January 20, 1961, and 
ended November 22, 1963, was substantively 
modest and cautious. Best remembered for its 
style, it was a hit show to which the whole coun-
try had a ticket. The second Kennedy presi-
dency, constructed quite deliberately after the 
assassination, was heroic and tragic, a quest too 
noble to overcome the enmity of this base, self-
ish world. 

Kennedy’s family and retainers pivoted in-
stantly to make sure that his murder would be 
understood as a politically meaningful tragedy, 
rather than a senseless one. They labored stren-
uously and successfully to see JFK remembered 

“as a martyr for civil rights and equal justice for 
all,” according to Piereson. It was the peculiar 
fate of a politician who had won the presidency 
by insisting on his support for the separation of 
church and state to bring about, by his death, 
a kind of amalgamation of religion and poli-
tics. Democratic Senate Majority Leader Mike 
Mansfield said in his eulogy of Kennedy,

He gave us his love that we, too, in turn, 
might give. He gave that we might give of 
ourselves, that we might give to one an-
other until there would be no room, no 
room at all, for the bigotry, the hatred, 
prejudice and the arrogance which con-
verged in that moment of horror to strike 
him down.

The Kennedy assassination triggered doubts 
about the destiny of our republic that have cast 
shadows over our political life ever since. The 
first—the real—Kennedy presidency, however, 
raised political questions that have also, more 

quietly, challenged America over the past 50 
years. We will never know if John Kennedy, giv-
en one or five more years in the White House, 
would have resolved some of the contradictions 
between idealism and pragmatism, the two 
nebulous qualities to which he gave so much at-
tention. We do know that the tension between 
them did a lot to define the ’60s, and that Amer-
ica is still struggling to sort them out.

Trusting the Experts

Kennedy was not diffident about of-
fering the nation moral leadership. In 
his acceptance speech at the 1960 Dem-

ocratic convention he warned that 

a dry rot, beginning in Washington, is 
seeping into every corner of America—in 
the payola mentality, the expense account 
way of life, the confusion between what is 
legal and what is right. Too many Ameri-
cans have lost their way, their will and 
their sense of historic purpose.

His election would allow Kennedy not so 
much to direct as to catalyze a new patriotism 
that would be Spartan in its disdain for self-
indulgence:

Woodrow Wilson’s New Freedom prom-
ised our nation a new political and eco-
nomic framework. Franklin Roosevelt’s 
New Deal promised security and succor 
to those in need. But the New Frontier of 
which I speak is not a set of promises—it 
is a set of challenges. It sums up not what 
I intend to offer the American people, but 
what I intend to ask of them. It appeals 
to their pride, not to their pocketbook—
it holds out the promise of more sacrifice 
instead of more security. 

This challenge to forsake consumerism in or-
der to advance America’s “historic purpose” was 
summarized but not clarified by the famous 
imperative from Kennedy’s inaugural address: 

“And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what 
your country can do for you—ask what you can 
do for your country.”

The Kennedy Administration, however, had 
few good answers to those who took the president 
up on his challenge and asked what, specifically, 
they could do for their country. Yes, there was 
the Peace Corps, the Kennedy initiative whose 
name conveyed the idea that ordinary citizens 
could be secular missionaries if they acquired, 
or at least mimicked, the qualities of discipline, 
commitment, and sacrifice essential to soldiering. 
The other stirring challenges, such as landing a 
man on the moon, were collective enterprises in 

which the vast majority of Americans participat-
ed only as taxpayers and awed spectators.

As a rule, in fact, the big problems Kennedy 
saw required expertise, and little else. Amateurs’ 
enthusiastic intrusions were at best distractions 
and at worst impediments. Addressing a White 
House conference on the economy in May 1962, 
Kennedy spoke of the “difference between myth 
and reality”:

Most of us are conditioned for many years 
to have a political viewpoint, Republican 
or Democratic—liberal, conservative, 
moderate. The fact of the matter is that 
most of the problems, or at least many of 
them, that we now face are technical prob-
lems, are administrative problems. They 
are very sophisticated judgments which 
do not lend themselves to the great sort of 

“passionate movements” which have stirred 
this country so often in the past.

In a commencement address at Yale the fol-
lowing month, Kennedy reiterated the point:

What is at stake in our economic deci-
sions today is not some grand warfare 
of rival ideologies which will sweep the 
country with passion but the practical 
management of a modern economy. What 
we need is not labels and clichés but more 
basic discussion of the sophisticated and 
technical questions involved in keeping a 
great economic machinery moving ahead.

One thing you could do for your country, 
then, was to pipe down and stop pestering the 
experts who were grappling with the hard prob-
lems of managing it. An implicit part of the 
rationale for the Peace Corps was squaring the 
circle by democratizing expertise. Although you 
probably had nothing worthwhile to contribute 
to the debates over public policy in a complex 
society like America in the 1960s, you could be 
an expert—the expert—to whom all the other 
village inhabitants would turn respectfully and 
gratefully for instruction on everything from ir-
rigation to child nutrition, if only you brought a 
good education and can-do attitude to the brisk 
orientation program that prepared you for your 
posting in the jungles of Borneo.

For those who remained stateside, mak-
ing citizenship meaningful in a nation where 
experts handled all the big problems posed a 
dilemma. Four days after President Kennedy 
spoke at Yale, the first convention of the Stu-
dents for a Democratic Society (SDS) adopted 
the “Port Huron Statement.” It showed that the 
idealism JFK invoked amorphously would not 
compliantly accede to the pragmatism he en-
dorsed more specifically. “All around us there 
is astute grasp of method, technique” the state-
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ment read, “but, if pressed critically, such exper-
tise is incompetent to explain its implicit ideals.”

Thus did the Kennedy presidency midwife a 
New Left, the newness of which consisted in its 
indifference to Marxist dogma in favor of “par-
ticipatory democracy,” which would mean what-
ever its participants democratically determined 
it ought to mean. Seeing “little reason why men 
cannot meet with increasing skill the complexi-
ties and responsibilities of their situation,” the 
SDS in the Port Huron Statement proclaimed 
the “root principle” that “decision-making of 
basic social consequence be carried on by public 
groupings.” The organization later distilled this 
idea into the aphorism, “Democracy is an endless 
meeting”—the best marketing slogan tyranny 
ever had.

Sociology, Not Ideology

The ways in which americans lost con-
fidence after Kennedy’s assassination did 
not immediately include doubting the ex-

pertise of the experts. Nor did the experts doubt 
their own. In the wake of Lyndon Johnson’s 
landslide victory in 1964, “big-government lib-
eralism was in a triumphant mood,” according 
to John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge’s 
The Right Nation (2004). Keynesian economists 
thought they had cracked the code that would 
guarantee “the world would go on getting rich-
er,” while other “policy makers thought they 
had the power to cure social ills, from poverty 
to prejudice, and most Americans still trusted 
them to do so.”

The Public Interest, a quarterly which first 
appeared in 1965, posed a much more quali-
fied challenge to the technocrats than did the 
Port Huron Statement. Its initial goal was “to 
bring advances in sociology to bear on debates 
concerning American society and public pol-
icy, while avoiding preconceptions, cliché, sen-
timentality, and ideology,” writes Brookings 
Institution senior fellow Justin Vaïsse in Neo-
conservatism: The Biography of a Movement. As 
such, the journal would be a corrective to the 
social reforms advanced by liberal activists and 
philanthropists, many of which were “hastily 
conceived, shortsighted, naively optimistic, and 
interventionist.”

The key, said founding editors Daniel Bell 
and Irving Kristol in the first issue, was “[k]now-
ing what one is talking about,” a “deceptively 
simple phrase that is pregnant with larger im-
plications.” One of those implications was that 
although social science was necessary for social 
reform, the true social scientist, like Socrates, 
was aware above all else of what he did not 
know about how society worked and how gov-
ernment initiatives would work out. James Q. 
Wilson, who became a frequent Public Interest 

contributor, wrote last year in the Wall Street 
Journal that the “view that we know less than 
we thought we knew about how to change the 
human condition” united the “policy skeptics,” 
who defined the Public Interest’s worldview. 
They “thought it was hard, though not impos-
sible, to make useful and important changes in 
public policy.”

No one, presumably, opposes in principle 
arriving at a better understanding of public 
policy design and implementation, and using it 
to make government initiatives work as well as 
possible. Of course, practicality is never quite 
as simple or detached at that. As political scien-
tist James Ceaser has noted, “Pragmatism is the 
magic word to describe what liberals want, but 
do not want to argue for.” 

Liberals in the 1960s believed that what they 
wanted they no longer needed to argue for. The 
Affluent Society, expected to continue forever, 
had vindicated liberal economics, and Barry 
Goldwater’s lopsided defeat in 1964 had vin-
dicated liberal politics. These victories marked 
not merely the advance but the culmination of 
liberalism and the dawn of a post-ideological 
age destined to be long and happy. Liberalism 
had ceased to be an –ism, and would henceforth 
stand simply as the purposeful embodiment of 
decency and intelligence.

Countering the Counterculture

Although the public interest came, 
in time, to question the idea that liber-
alism was decent and intelligent, it was 

not started for that purpose. No one who ed-
ited or wrote for it supported Barry Goldwater’s 
presidential campaign in 1964, or even took it 
seriously. “For the first few years of its existence,” 
writes Vaïsse, “the journal was seen as a reason-
able and moderate liberal publication.” James Q. 
Wilson, for instance, points out that he voted 
for Kennedy, Johnson, and Hubert Humphrey 
in the three presidential elections in the 1960s, 
and worked on Humphrey’s 1968 campaign. 

But the effort to offer fellow liberals helpful 
advice was soon complicated by startling tec-
tonic shifts. The Public Interest’s policy skepti-
cism quickly proved insufficiently skeptical. The 
sociologist Nathan Glazer, involved with the 
journal from the beginning and co-editor for 30 
of its 40 years in print, wrote in the valedictory 
issue in 2005:

Managing social problems was harder than 
we thought; people and society were more 
complicated than we thought…. We be-
gan to realize that our successes in shaping 
a better and more harmonious society, if 
there were to be any, were more dependent 
on a fund of traditional orientations, “val-

THE CRB 
TURNS 10!

The next issue of the 
Claremont Review of Books 

will be a special double issue 
celebrating the CRB’s 

10th anniversary.

Highlights include:

William Voegeli on 
Jerry Brown

Angelo M. Codevilla on 
Securing our Borders

Hadley Arkes on 
Limited Government

Mark Helprin on the 
Folly of Nuclear Disarmament

George H. Nash on 
William F. Buckley, Jr.

Harvey C. Mansfield on Tocqueville's 
Religious Liberalism

Jack Rakove on 
Thomas Paine

James Q. Wilson on 
Modern Social Science

Diana Schaub on 
Facebook Friendships

John Alvis on 
Walt Whitman

66666



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2010 
Page 18

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

UNFINISHED REVOLUTION
The Early American Republic 

in a British World

Sam W. Haynes

“This is one of those rare works that 
encourages readers to see the past in a
wholly new way, to see totally unsus-
pected connections between develop-
ments in art and politics, to appreciate 
in a new light the role of cultural values
and emotions as shaping forces in his-
tory. Haynes’s theme—Anglophobia—
gives a coherence to an array of topics,
such as Indian removal, the Astor Place
riot, and the Monroe Doctrine, that are
typically treated as disconnected. This
era of American history will never look
the same again.”—Steven Mintz, 
Columbia University, author of Moralists
and Modernizers: America’s Pre–Civil
War Reformers

$29.95 cloth

THE GREAT VIRGINIA 
TRIUMVIRATE 

George Washington, Thomas Jefferson,
and James Madison in the Eyes of

Their Contemporaries

John P. Kaminski

“Kaminski is an extremely well-informed
guide through the tangled tale of our 
political origins. . . . This book, clearly 
a labor of love, represents his distilled
wisdom of the three great Virginians—
Washington, Jefferson, and Madison.” 
—Joseph J. Ellis, Mount Holyoke 
College, author of Founding Brothers:
The Revolutionary Generation

$27.95 cloth

SEEING JEFFERSON ANEW
In His Time and Ours

Edited by John B. Boles and
Randal L. Hall

“This is, by far, in my estimation, the
most important, most perfectly balanced,
most elegantly written, and most poten-
tially useful such collection of historical
essays I have seen since Beeman, Botein,
and Carter II, Beyond Confederation,
back in the 1970s.”—John Lauritz 
Larson, Purdue University, author of
The Market Revolution in America

$35.00 cloth

University of Virginia Press
800-831-3406 www.upress.virginia.edu

university president in a letter, “We will destroy 
your world, your corporation, your University.” 
Schlesinger’s stout defense of academic freedom 
against such assaults was, “Both Berkeley and 
Columbia will be wiser and better universities 
as a result of the student revolts.”

The neoconservatives, by contrast, were the 
former liberals who refused to tolerate, much 
less applaud Tom Hayden and Stokely Carmi-
chael’s menacing rhetoric and conduct. The ve-
hement rhetoric and violent actions of the late 
1960s, which supplanted the idealism so many 
had responded to at the beginning of the decade, 
was particularly important in turning a second 
publication, Commentary, into an organ of neo-
conservatism. Two new books—Running Com-
mentary, by Hudson Institute fellow Benjamin 
Balint; and Norman Podhoretz: A Biography, by 
Thomas Jeffers, a professor of literature at Mar-
quette University—tell the story well. Founded 
in 1945 by the American Jewish Committee, 
Commentary at first, under Podhoretz’s editor-
ship, embraced much of 1960s radicalism. It 
serialized Paul Goodman’s Growing Up Absurd, 
for example, which became a foundational text 
for the counterculture and New Left. 

The civil rights movement, with its commit-
ment to overcoming bigotry by relying on peace-
ful resistance and appealing to the better angels 
of our nature, had taken idealism to the point of 
secular sainthood and in some cases martyrdom. 

The movement had promised the integration of 
blacks into every aspect of American society, 
and a marked increase in the spirit of brother-
hood. Even during this optimistic phase of the 
civil rights era, when mere good will was thought 
to be the sufficient condition for racial harmony, 
Norman Podhoretz had foreseen that turning 
America into a successful multi-racial republic 
would be a very daunting endeavor. “My Negro 
Problem—And Ours” appeared in Commentary 
in February 1963, offering, in Thomas Jeffers’s 
words, “something to offend everyone: integra-
tionists, black nationalists, Jews, and whites 
generally.” So bleak was Podhoretz’s assessment 
of the prospect for black and white Americans 
securing equality and fraternity that he ended 
up saying that the only solution to America’s ra-
cial tensions would be “the wholesale merging 
of the two races,” after mixed marriages had re-
duced racial plurality to a new singularity.

This pessimism, which seemed extravagant 
in 1963, looked increasingly prescient as the 
decade went on. The conduct and rhetoric of 
the black power movement caused incalculable 
damage after it eclipsed the more conciliatory 
civil-rights approach in the mid-’60s. Again, 
mainstream liberals mindlessly followed the 
Zeitgeist. No one had objected in 1963 when 
President Kennedy emphasized the importance 
of lawfulness and reciprocity to race relations: 

“We have a right to expect that the Negro com-
munity will be responsible, will uphold the law, 
but they have a right to expect that the law will 
be fair, that the Constitution will be color blind.” 
Two years later, however, his brother Robert, 
by then a senator from New York, disdained 
former president Dwight Eisenhower’s call for 

“greater respect for law” in response to the riot 
in the Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles. To 
the contrary, said Senator Kennedy, “There 
is no point in telling Negroes to obey the law. 
To many Negroes, the law is the enemy.” The 
following summer Vice President Humphrey 
voiced his support for moderation and lawful-
ness by saying, “If I were in those [slum] con-
ditions, you’d have more trouble than you have 
already because I’ve got enough spark left in me 
to lead a mighty good revolt.”

Under this new dispensation, the default liber-
al interpretation of any friction within or beyond 
America’s borders was that the lighter-skinned 
party to the conflict was always presumed guilty 
until proven innocent. Relations between blacks 
and Jews, which had been strengthened by the 
civil rights movement, deteriorated especially 
sharply. There were so many straws it would be 
hard to say which was the last. One good candi-
date would be the reaction to 1967’s Six-Day War, 
when black militants and New Leftists declared 
Israel the aggressor and oppressor. “After the war,” 
writes Balint, “it no longer seemed a question of 

ues,” or, if you will, “virtue,” than any social 
science or “social engineering” approach.

Many traditional orientations, assumed to 
be durable, came under siege in the years imme-
diately following the Public Interest’s founding. 
Events “soon overtook” the “realistic meliorists” 
who started the magazine, Irving Kristol wrote 
in 1995. The biggest such event was “the stu-
dent rebellion and the rise of the counterculture, 
with its messianic expectations and its apoca-
lyptic fears…. Suddenly we discovered that we 
had been cultural conservatives all along.” 

What really conservatized the people who 
came to be called, pejoratively at first, neocon-
servatives was the intellectual dishonesty and 
moral cowardice shown by conventional liberals 
when confronted by this radical, violent, inco-
herent Left. “Cool criticism of the prevailing lib-
eral-left orthodoxy,” according to Kristol, “was 
not enough at a time when liberalism itself was 
crumbling before the resurgent Left.” The New 
Left demanded, as every Left does eventually, 

“Which side are you on?” Principled, tough-
minded opposition to Henry Wallace and his 
fellow travelers had defined what Arthur Schle-
singer, Jr., called in the 1940s liberalism’s “vital 
center.” Liberals in the 1960s, however, couldn’t 
bear the enmity and scorn of the New Left. Dur-
ing the 1968 student takeover of Columbia Uni-
versity, SDS leader Mark Rudd boasted to the 
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twenty Arab states bent on Israel’s annihilation, 
but of a Palestinian minority fighting a powerful 
oppressor for a national homeland. The liberal 
conscience had found a new cause.”

Paleoliberalism

Neoconservatism and its adversaries 
have been preoccupied with national 
security for so many years that it is easy 

to forget that the original focus was on domes-
tic issues. Journalist Peter Steinfels wrote a long, 
thoughtful book in 1979, The Neoconservatives, 
that never mentioned foreign policy. It wasn’t 
until 1985 that Irving Kristol started the Na-
tional Interest as a counterpart to the Public In-
terest. Commentary had addressed foreign policy 
questions from the time it was founded, and con-
tinued after Podhoretz became its editor in 1960. 
Its viewpoint throughout, however, was that of 
Cold War liberal anti-Communism. According 
to Balint, the magazine “had from the beginning 
considered the Soviet Union not a worker’s para-
dise but a grave threat to democracy.” 

Vaïsse, Balint, and Jeffers all make clear that 
the antiwar movement of the 1960s caused 
liberal anti-Communists to become anti-anti-
Communists, leaving a void filled by the neocon-
servatives. In Why We Were in Vietnam (1982), 
Norman Podhoretz detailed the blithe indiffer-
ence of the antiwar movement to basic realities 
in Southeast Asia. The critic Susan Sontag’s 
visit to North Vietnam, for example, led her to 
write that it was “a place which, in many respects, 
deserves to be idealized.” Indeed, she contended, 

“incorporation in such a society [would] greatly 
improve the lives of most people in the world.” 
The book concludes that Ronald Reagan, ac-
cused of committing a blunder, merely told the 
truth during the 1980 campaign when he called 
the war in Vietnam “a noble cause.” Podhoretz 
laments that the antiwar movement’s power in 
the media and campuses rendered “the Ameri-
can effort to save Vietnam from Communism…
beyond our moral and intellectual capabilities.” 

In 1984 President Reagan’s ambassador to 
the United Nations, Jeane Kirkpatrick, said 
in the same vein that contemporary Demo-
crats “always blame America first.” Before join-
ing the Reagan Administration she had writ-
ten in Commentary, “The central aspect of the 
antiwar movement was less its rejection of the 
Vietnam War than its rejection of the United 
States.” Kirkpatrick quoted Jean François Revel 
in her speech to the 1984 Republican conven-
tion: “Clearly, a civilization that feels guilty for 
everything it is and does will lack the energy 
and conviction to defend itself.” Thus do “cul-
ture wars” in a democratic society shape every 
political challenge, including whether to wage, 
and how to win, shooting wars. 

John Kennedy’s 1961 inaugural address pro-
claimed that Americans would pay any price 
and bear any burden “to assure the survival and 
success of liberty.” Eleven years later the Demo-
cratic platform, after promising an immediate 
withdrawal of all U.S. troops from Vietnam 
and the subsequent termination of all military 
aid to the government in Saigon, stated, “We 
will do what we can to foster an agreement on 
an acceptable political solution [to the sover-
eignty of South Vietnam] but we recognize that 
there are sharp limits to our ability to influence 
this process, and to the importance of the out-
come to our interest.”

Whatever-it-takes Democrats held sway for 
roughly 20 years after World War II, while do-
what-we-can Democrats have dominated the 
party for more than twice that long, and show 
no sign of yielding control. The brevity of Cold 
War liberalism’s ascent, and its vehement, en-
during repudiation in the 1960s by liberals al-
lied with or intimidated by the New Left, ar-
gue that the aberration came before the 1960s, 
not after. The disaffected liberals who became 
neoconservatives slowly and reluctantly realized 
that George McGovern did not betray liberal-
ism; he personified it.

The neoconservatives abandoned liberal-
ism after trying to rescue it, first, from social 
engineers’ hubris and then from consanguin-
ity with the New Left. After giving up on ’60s 
and ’70s liberalism’s understanding of national 
security and cultural solidarity, both of which 
blamed America first, the neoconservatives’ fi-
nal connection to liberalism was their continu-
ing support for the welfare and regulatory state. 
According to Jeffers’s biography of Podhoretz, 
the neoconservatives “were faithful to the liber-
alism that had guided the activist, Democratic 
presidents of their youth—Roosevelt, Truman, 
Kennedy—who had been progressive at home 
and anti-totalitarian abroad.” “Paleoliberalism,” 
Jeffers suggests, would have been a more accu-
rate term for their position. 

Justin Vaïsse’s chronicle of the efforts to wrest 
the Democratic Party away from McGovernites 
through groups like the Coalition for a Demo-
cratic Majority and the Committee on the Pres-
ent Danger shows how much hope the neocon-
servatives invested in Senator Henry “Scoop” 
Jackson of Washington. Jackson was indeed an 
unapologetic Cold Warrior, who complicated 
life for Republican and Democratic presidents 
during détente with his determined efforts to 
highlight and stymie Soviet human-rights viola-
tions. Jackson was equally unabashed, however, 
in his enthusiasm for Big Government. His re-
sponse to the 1970s oil crisis, for example, was 
to propose a National Energy Production Board, 

“an energy superagency,” according to one news 
account, “that would establish priorities, let 
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huge contracts and even set up new companies 
for specific jobs.”

Conservative Welfare State

Little wonder, then, that other con-
servatives found it hard to muster two 
cheers, or even one, for neoconservatism. 

In Neoconservatism: An Obituary for an Idea, 
Clemson University politics professor C. Brad-
ley Thompson argues (with Ayn Rand Institute 
executive director Yaron Brook) that what’s neo 
in neoconservatism obliterates most of what’s 
conservative in it. As the similar titles imply, 
Thompson’s book agrees on at least one point 
with Norman Podhoretz’s 1996 article “Neo-
conservatism: A Eulogy”: neoconservatism “no 
longer exists as a distinctive phenomenon requir-
ing a special name of its own,” as Podhoretz put 
it. In other words, neoconservatism is conserva-
tism now, and conservatism is neoconservatism. 

Where Podhoretz and Thompson differ is on 
whether this is a good or bad development. For 
Podhoretz, neoconservatism has been success-
fully incorporated into conservatism, deepening 
conservatives’ understanding of America’s perils 
and equipping them with stronger arguments for 
carrying out their work. Thompson, by contrast, 
laments that “the larger conservative movement 
has been absorbed into the neoconservative 
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movement,” to the detriment of the older conser-
vatism exemplified by the Goldwater campaign, 

“with its proclaimed attachment to Jeffersonian 
principles of individual rights, limited govern-
ment, and the free enterprise system.”

“Unlike the older schools of American conser-
vatism,” writes Podhoretz, the neoconservatives

were not for abolishing the welfare state 
but only for setting certain limits to it. 
Those limits did not, in their view, involve 
issues of principle, such as the legitimate 
size and role of the central government 
in the American constitutional order. 
Rather, they were to be determined by 
practical considerations, such as the pre-
cise point at which the incentive to work 
was undermined by the availability of 
welfare benefits, or the point at which the 
redistribution of income began to erode 
economic growth, or the point at which 
egalitarianism came into serious conflict 
with liberty.

Nonetheless, he continues, neoconserva-
tives moved right on that question as they be-
came incorporated into the larger conservative 
movement:

If [neoconservatism] originally differed 
from the older varieties of conservatism in 
wishing to reform rather than abolish the 
welfare state, few traces of that difference 
remain visible today. By now most neo-
conservatives have pretty well given up on 
the welfare state…. [T]here is hardly any 
disagreement over the harm the welfare 
state has done in fostering illegitimacy 
and all the terrible social pathologies 
that flow from babies having babies. Nor 
is there any disagreement over the desir-
ability of working to get rid of the welfare 
state, or at least as much of it as is politi-
cally possible.”

Thompson isn’t buying it. No matter how it’s 
explained or justified the “conservative welfare 
state” that Irving Kristol called for on many oc-
casions is, in Thompson’s view, a contradiction 
in terms. “The difference between the neocon-
servatives’ ‘conservative welfare state’ and the 
modern liberal welfare state is one of degree 
only,” Thompson writes. And the fundamental 
principle of any welfare state is that

the fulfillment of a “need” is something 
to which one is morally entitled, which 
in turn makes it a “right.” Further, this 
is a “right” that can and should be “de-
manded” without apology, responsibility, 
or gratitude, and that can be satisfied only 

through the redistributive and coercive 
power of the State.

A House Divided

On the question of the welfare state 
and Big Government more generally, 
conservatism is a house divided. It has 

clear, categorical arguments against permitting 
American government to take up any task it did 
not perform during Jefferson’s presidency. For 
all the effort spent to make the limited govern-
ment syllogisms fit together seamlessly, how-
ever, the results have a long history of faring 
better in seminar rooms than in polling booths. 
In 1936 and 1964 the Republicans’ presiden-
tial candidates, after repeatedly expressing 
their commitment to these principles, won 
36.5% and 38.5% of the popular vote, respec-
tively. The party’s platforms in those years were 
some of the longest suicide notes in American 
political history. 

The neoconservative inclination to reduce the 
welfare state as much as politically possible is bet-
ter attuned to public opinion, but less equipped 
to do anything to shift it. Neoconservatives can 
appeal to the public’s belief that welfare programs 
are the oxygen sustaining social pathologies, but 
cannot appeal from any principles that challenge 
the welfare state’s legitimacy or limit its scope. If 
the idea that welfare benefits are entitlements—
rights—stands unchallenged, the welfare state 
will grow in size and strength, punctuated by oc-
casional and temporary cutbacks of particularly 
dubious programs. Its expansion will, in short, 
be as relentless and impervious to political op-
position as the growth of America’s welfare state 
has been over the past 75 years.

The alternatives, then, appear to be a prin-
cipled disdain of the popular attachment to 
government programs for enhancing economic 
security, or the acquiescence in the central prin-
ciple of the welfare state, according to which it 
does nothing but grow. If that’s the case, conser-
vatives must hope the synthesis of their diver-
gent domestic policy viewpoints is still a work in 
progress. Its successful completion will require 
statesmanship that applies the principles of gov-
ernment dedicated to the protection of natu-
ral rights to modern circumstances, where the 
vast majority of people, even very prosperous 
ones, spend their entire adult lives as employees 
whose well-being depends heavily on forces over 
which they have little control.

A good mid-range goal for this statesman-
ship would be to secure a consensus around 
the idea that a conservative welfare state dif-
fers from the liberal one in kind, not just as a 
matter of degree, because it rejects the asser-
tion that rights to government benefits exist or 
can be fabricated by politicians, elections, or 

history’s evolving standards. The civics class 
truism that rights cannot exist without obliga-
tions does not pave a two-way street. However 
compelling the moral obligation of a decent so-
ciety to assist its members who face wretched, 
precarious, or degrading lives through no fault 
of their own, it does not confer on anyone a 
right to receive such assistance. Given the way 
decades of liberal governance have reinforced 
our strong tendency to believe any agreeable 
arrangements we have grown accustomed to 
are ones we have become entitled to, this is not 
a principle the architects of a conservative wel-
fare state ought to stipulate once before mov-
ing on to other business. Rather, the success of 
their enterprise will require that its programs, 
and the rhetoric justifying those programs—
constantly uphold the importance of helping 
the needy, without displacing or diminishing 
the practical need and moral imperative for 
individuals, families, and communities to help 
themselves and one another.

The questions raised but not settled in the 
1960s remain on America’s docket half-a-cen-
tury later. Our society struggles to reestablish 
the standards of respectable behavior besieged 
by that decade’s new frontier of indulgent self-
expression. It turns out that the stifling, some-
times hypocritical old moral codes did a better 
job than the new, liberating ones at protecting 
vulnerable children who suffer for the lack of two 
parents committed to them above all else. This 
legacy of private irresponsibility corresponds to 
one of public irresponsibility, as our debts rise 
inexorably and our discourse increasingly treats 
other people’s failure to agree with our politics 
as the result of their intellectual, psychological, 
and moral deficiencies.

The Tea Party movement has now taken 
up the Goldwater conservatives’ mission of 
reestablishing firm constitutional limits on 
the scope of modern government. Its popu-
lism takes issue with John Kennedy’s idea that 
the complexity of modern problems leaves no 
choice but to delegate a large share of decision-
making to credentialed experts. Instead, the 
Tea Party movement aligns with the Public 
Interest conviction that if the experts know 
much less than they think they do, they may 
not know much more than the rest of us. See-
ing no reason to retire from public engagement, 
the Tea Party evinces a sincere determination 
to ask what citizens, as citizens, can do for 
their country, and to find answers that matter 
here at home, not just in impoverished nations 
thousands of miles away.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books and the author of Never 
Enough: America’s Limitless Welfare State (En-
counter Books).
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Book Review by Jeremy Rabkin

So Sorry
The Sins of the Nation and the Ritual of Apologies, by Danielle Celermajer.

Cambridge University Press, 294 pages, $85

In the mid-1990s, the british government 
erected a statue to Air Marshal Arthur Har-
ris on the Strand in London. “Bomber Har-

ris,” as he was known, had directed the bombing 
of German cities during World War II, so the 
memorial provoked some protest from com-
mentators in Germany and even a mild expres-
sion of dismay from the German ambassador in 
London. Much of the British press expressed 
sharper indignation—at German complaints.

About that time, I happened to have dinner 
with a writer who had served as an aide to Prime 
Minister Thatcher in the 1980s. A serious 
Christian and a very reflective man, my dinner 
companion spent much of the evening defending 
his conclusion that the British—and the Amer-
icans—should feel remorse for the hundreds of 
thousands of civilians killed by Allied bombing 
of German cities. I finally said I saw the point 
of his arguments but did not want to give Ger-
mans the satisfaction of a public apology. “Oh, 
Good Heavens, no!” said my companion. “I was 
speaking of private remorse. A public apology 
would be quite out of the question.”

Danielle Celermajer’s book, The Sins of the 
Nation and the Ritual of Apologies, should have 
a lot to say on such questions. It does offer 

enough examples to pique the reader’s interest 
in the contemporary “ritual of apologies.” But it 
is, overall, a disappointing book. It hints at the 
reward for a more disciplined inquiry but is too 
quirky or confused to deliver that reward in its 
own pages.

The first full chapter of Sins describes the 
efforts of officials in post-war West Germany to 
express remorse for Nazi atrocities. Celermajer 
takes pains to emphasize that apologies became 
both more effusive and more encompassing 
with distance from the war. By the early 1990s, 
officials in other countries began to express 
(for the first time in explicit public statements) 
formal “apologies” for the role their countries 
had played in the wartime genocide. The United 
States offered its own formal apology (in the late 
1980s) for detaining Japanese (and Japanese-
Americans) during World War II. Various 
countries then voiced apologies for abuses 
or atrocities associated with 19th-century 
colonialism. Soon, as Celermajer reports, all 
sorts of groups seemed eager to participate 
in their own version of the ritual. German 
Christians in Cologne, for example, offered 
an apology for the 11th-century Crusade that 
started in that city. A tribe of Canadian Indians 

apologized for mining the uranium that fueled 
the atomic bombs dropped on Japan in 1945.

Celermajer very much approves of this 
trend. She offers two whole chapters on 
Australia’s efforts to express adequate 

apology for mistreatment of its aboriginal peo-
ples—efforts she was evidently involved with, in 
her previous career as “Director of Indigenous 
Policy at the Australian Human Rights Com-
mission.” (She is now a Lecturer in Sociology 
at the University of Sydney.) But Celermajer 
thinks this contemporary practice challenges 
modern political categories bequeathed to us by 

“secular political theory.” She explains: “rather 
than focusing on the individual wrongdoer,” as 
theory would suggest, apology speaks to “the 
responsible community; and second, in lieu of 
justice through individualized punishment or 
compensation, it suggests the path of repen-
tance.” Rather than “reject the apology as an in-
appropriate mode of modern politics,” she urges 
that we rethink “the validity of the dichotomies 
that divide our conceptual map into distinct 
and completely bounded worlds of action and 
meaning (e.g., religion vs. politics, ritual perfor-
mance vs. administrative law, crude collectivism 
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vs. moral individualism)” and “expand our con-
ception of ‘the political’ accordingly.” So after 
her initial survey of public apologies around the 
world, she offers a chapter on the rituals of re-
pentance as described in the Hebrew Bible and a 
follow-on chapter about medieval Catholic prac-
tices and early Protestant practices—and then 
follows with her account of the “rituals” settled 
upon in Australian efforts to make amends to 
Aborigines.

In a certain way, sins is too theoretical. 
Starting with German efforts to atone for 
Nazi horrors, by the end it is extending its 

analysis to cover Defense Secretary Donald 
Rumsfeld’s expressions of regret over the abuses 
at Abu Ghraib prison. A category that can apply 
to the murder of millions and the humiliation of 
dozens is, to the say the least, a bit too abstract 
for the real world.

In another way, the book is not theoretical 
enough. Having (according to the dust jacket) 

“written extensively on...the political thought of 
Hannah Arendt,” Celermajer treats Arendt as 
an entirely adequate guide to the whole tradi-
tion of political thought that preceded her mid-
20th century musings. Celermajer never consid-
ers what John Locke or the American Founders 
actually said about nations and their citizens, 
much less what classic writers on the law of na-
tions like Grotius or Vattel had to say on this 
subject. So she constantly proclaims the need to 
rethink our categories without examining what 
we used to think—when we were actually trying 
to think—about those categories.

Her concern that “collective apology turns 
our entire political community into a mega-
subject” is, at some level, easily answered: pre-
cisely the point of a state is to speak for the 
whole and sometimes it has to speak in apolo-
getic terms. As John Jay noted in The Federalist, 

“the national government” can be more trusted 
with the conduct of foreign relations because it 

“will not be affected by...the pride” which “natu-
rally disposes [men] to justify all their actions, 
and opposes their acknowledging, correcting or 
repairing their errors and offenses.” And, as he 
was quick to add, “acknowledgements, explana-
tions and compensations are more often accept-
ed as satisfactory” when offered by a “strong, 
united nation.”

The deeper question might be whether a lib-
eral state, dedicated to protecting its citizens’ 
individual rights, can properly seek to instill 
some sense of remorse in the citizens rather 
than merely expressing a sort of formalistic and 
impersonal—or diplomatic—acknowledgment 
of wrongdoing. But even a liberal political com-
munity has certain common concerns which 
citizens must be encouraged to share. So, like 
other states throughout history, modern liberal 
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states erect monuments and have special days 
of commemoration to celebrate national heroes. 
What is that, if not a way to encourage citizens 
to feel gratitude and a special regard for those 
who have provided outstanding service to the 
community, such as conducting (or taking part 
in) great military campaigns? Like other states, 
modern liberal states not only punish crimi-
nals but publicize these punishments. Surely 
part of the purpose is to encourage other citi-
zens to regard criminal conduct as deserving of 
condemnation.

Is the matter fundamentally different when 
one state offers an apology to another? Part of 
the point is to reassure others that the com-
munity acknowledges its duties and its limits 
in dealing with others. Why not try to assure 
others that feelings of regret prompting an of-
ficial apology (or offer of reparation) are widely 
shared? After all, as Jay’s paper indicates, the 
historic alternative to apology and reparation 
was war by the aggrieved party.

Locke’s Second Treatise (following the account 
offered by Grotius decades earlier) holds that the 
right to punish is not even limited to victims: In 
the state of nature, “every man...may bring such 
evil on any one who hath transgressed that Law 
[of Nature] as may make him repent the doing 
of it and thereby deter him and by his example 
others, from doing the like mischief ” (emphasis 
added). And this power is retained by govern-
ment, acting toward outsiders, since “the whole 
community is one body in the State of Nature in 
respect of all other States or Persons out of the 
Community” (emphasis added).

Is it unfair to punish a whole nation for ac-
tions which not all citizens have approved? 
Grotius says it is just, when (as often) it is im-
practical to do otherwise. Locke does not even 
address the question. Individuals seem to have 
little choice but to share the fate of their com-
munity, paying for its wrongs as they benefit 
from its success. Those who disapprove and re-
main passive are, in a sense, giving tacit consent. 
Perhaps they did not sufficiently disapprove.

This is not simply, as Celermajer seems to 
think, an insight of pre-modern religious teach-
ers. At any rate, one need not be an extreme 
collectivist or political cynic to see that war is, 
in itself, a moral instructor. Here is how Leo 
Strauss described the challenge of “re-education” 
of Germans, at a conference on that subject in 
the fall of 1943:

Nazi education…convinced a substantial 
part of the German people that large scale 
and efficiently prepared and perpetrated 
crime pays.… The reeducation of Germa-
ny will not take place in classrooms: it is 
taking place right now in the open air on 
the banks of the Dnieper [where the Red 
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Army had launched a successful offensive 
to push German troops from Ukraine] 
and among the ruins of the German cities 
[due to Allied bombing].… No proof is as 
convincing, as educating, as the demon-
stration ad oculos: once the greatest Ger-
man blockheads, impervious to any ratio-
nal argument and to any feeling of mercy, 
will have seen with their own eyes that no 
brutality however cunning, no cruelty 
however shameless can dispense them 
from the necessity of relying on their vic-
tims’ pity—once they have seen this, the 
decisive part of the re-educational process 
will have come to a successful conclusion 
[original emphasis].

So it might seem entirely reasonable for a 
state to offer apologies—and mean them—when 
it seeks to reassure neighbors (or perhaps its own 
citizens) that some fundamental lessons have 
been learned. Much of Germany’s postwar pur-
suit of “ritual apologies” seems to have been mo-
tivated by understandable concern to reassure its 
neighbors, rather than satisfy victims, per se.

But Celermajer wants something more fun-
damental. She wants public rituals where “we 
redeem ourselves by treating [past victims] re-
spectfully now (the apology) and therefore we 
experience and show ourselves restored to our 
ideal normative identity.” Or, as she says later 
on, rituals of apology “give birth to a movement 
beyond the justice we already have” by “opening 
to the perspective of the other.” I am not clear on 
what she means—or whether she is at all clear, 

herself, on what she means. But she seems to be 
seeking a kind of spiritual transformation, akin 
to those sought by sinners who (as she describes 
earlier in the book) offered animal sacrifices in 
biblical Jerusalem to atone for sins or partici-
pated in communal rituals of “reconciliation” in 
the early Church.

Surely it is asking too much of modern 
states to provide such absolution and 
transcendence. It was asking too much of 

ancient and medieval states, as was recognized 
at the time: religious rituals of atonement were 
understood as something quite different from 
enforcement of criminal penalties by rulers. The 
ultimate reconciliation sought in these rituals 
was reconciliation with God, the ultimate judge 
and ultimate redeemer of sinful humans. It is 
not reasonable to think that victims can provide 
anything like that sort of absolution.

But perhaps the victims are not really cen-
tral to these rituals. Celermajer acknowledges 
that recent “ritual” apologies have not actually 
scripted a role for victims to say “we forgive 
you” at the end. But she does not want to fall 
back on praying for divine mercy: “religions’ 
commitment to the Absolute, or a set of tran-
scendent principles beyond the reach of actual 
living and changing people” would be “com-
pletely incompatible with...the democratic idea 
that political communities must be the source 
of their own norms and must be permitted to 
change those norms.” But, she concludes, “ori-
entation around the absolute has not fallen 
away entirely in the contemporary practice. 

Now, however, we do not call it God, but rath-
er international law, or peremptory norms, or 
even the constitution.”

It is hard to grasp how, after replacing 
God with “international law,” we would pro-
mote “moral responsibility.” First we invent 

our own standards (and never mind natural law 
or God’s law); then we condemn ourselves (or 
better still, we condemn preceding generations 
who perhaps did not get to know our version 
of international law); then we can congratulate 
ourselves for having the moral refinement to 
engage in such “ritual apologies.” As everyone 
finds some reason to embrace such rituals, we 
lose any sense of distinction between the regret-
table, the deplorable, and the truly inhuman.

After enough such rituals, today’s Germany 
presents itself as the natural guardian of inter-
national morality. It was the loudest Western 
critic of Anglo-American efforts in Iraq (even in 
1991—when bombing “put innocent civilians at 
risk!”). The Bundestag was more emphatic than 
any Western parliament in protesting Israel’s 
efforts to stop smuggling of weapons into Gaza 
(since enforcing a blockade with force “risks put-
ting innocent bystanders at risk!”). The fine lines 
between remorse, pity, and self-pity are easily 
crossed, after which one reaps the congenial re-
ward of self-approbation and self-righteousness.

I remain with my British friend: Good 
Heavens, no!

Jeremy Rabkin is a professor of law at George 
Mason University.
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Book Review by Harvey C. Mansfield

The Degradation of Modern Democracy
The Servile Mind: How Democracy Erodes the Moral Life, by Kenneth Minogue.

Encounter Books, 384 pages, $25.95

Nowadays it is conservatives rather 
than liberals who stand up for liberty. 
Liberals have given themselves over to 

the advance of democracy, knowing not where 
it leads, and caring little for what might happen 
to liberty along the way of progress. Kenneth 
Minogue, professor emeritus of political science 
at the London School of Economics, stands 
up for liberty but refrains from adopting the 
conservative cause, preferring to pick and choose 
rather than to join up. He makes his own points, 
sets his own example, and saves himself the 
trouble of defending or correcting embarrassing 
companions in the struggle. He is nonetheless 
the author of a conservative classic, The Liberal 
Mind (1963), which as the title of his latest book, 
having abandoned irony and referring to the 
same thing, he now calls The Servile Mind. 

This book is an update, including rethinking 
and reformulations, that absorbs the experience 
and legacy of the late ’60s. Readers of the ear-
lier work would not have been as surprised as 
most people were by that event, but they will 
now find its author somewhat less libertarian 
and more conservative. In The Servile Mind his 
targets are not cited by name, but they do not 
need to be. His expounding of the diverse items 
in the servile mind does more justice to them, 
and runs deeper, than do the statements of their 
exponents—the intellectual elite behind a new 
kind of democratic politics. Minogue has writ-

ten a polemic without harsh words, striking 
blows without wounding feelings.

The book’s title puts us in mind of Toc-
queville’s new “democratic despotism,” a “sort 
of mild, regulated, and peaceful servitude,” re-
cently identified in Paul Rahe’s Soft Despotism, 
Democracy’s Drift (2009) as the long-term trend 
of politics in Europe. But as distinct from Toc-
queville and many conservative American coun-
selors today, Minogue does not make a point of 
the contrast between European servility and 
American freedom. From his supra-partisan 
stance he sees no relief by looking at America; 
he presents the problem as common to “Europe,” 
which means the West. 

The problem for Minogue is in the mind and 
in what he calls the “politico-moral,” which is a 
politics directed by a new morality rather than 
a politics directing morality. A politics directing 
morality would be a democratic politics fashion-
ing our thoughts and sentiments; but the danger 
comes from a super-democratic morality that 
desires more democracy than the people want 
on their own, which is more democracy than is 
possible or feasible, and above all, compatible 
with freedom. Minogue defends democracy in 
the name of freedom, and as what it is, versus 
the servility, already abundantly in evidence, 
that our intellectual elite has in store for it. 

He first formulates this elite’s sinister intent 
in the phrase “the wisdom paradox.” Democracy 

presupposes that the people are sufficiently wise 
to rule themselves—even though half the popu-
lation is of below-average intelligence! Not sur-
prisingly, the government chosen by the unwise 
finds that the people are indeed unwise, incom-
petent to deal with misfortunes such as single 
parenthood, debt, adult illiteracy, obesity, vari-
ous addictions; and moreover, “[m]any people, 
it seems, do not have the right feelings toward 
women, homosexuals, and members of other 
races.” As citizens, the people suddenly lose 
the wisdom they had as voters. The government 
elected on the basis of equality spends its man-
date full-time in attempts to equalize the perva-
sive inequalities in wisdom that it uncovers. It is 
not merely that the poor have less freedom than 
the rich, having less opportunity, but rather 
that they misuse the freedom they have, wast-
ing what opportunity it provides. More equal 
freedom, therefore, in opportunities would ac-
tually lead to greater inequalities in competence. 
To make them choose well, government must 
solve their problems for them; it must create and 
nourish “the servile mind.” 

Thus the fundamental problem in west-
ern democracy now, as Minogue sees it, 
arises from inequality not in wealth but in 

wisdom or competence. That is why he focuses 
on the mind. That is also why he does not speak 
much of rights. The intellectual elite behind the 

l

l
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politico-moral project that he opposes does not 
say this is the problem they see, but in fact it 
is. Despite what they say, they do not merely, or 
mainly, want to equalize wealth; they want to 
equalize competence, through government pro-
grams that equalize power—to compensate for 
society’s (perhaps nature’s) unequal distribution 
of intelligence. 

To do this it is not enough to ensure equal 
rights for everybody, because some will exercise 
those rights more effectively than others. Of-
fensive differences will remain and become even 
more intense as merit takes over from privilege. 
Civil rights having to do with behavior are not 
enough; nor is the indifference of toleration. 
One must get to the thinking behind the behav-
ior. The less competent and the more competent 
must be taught to think differently; and to ac-
cept that their own degree of competence comes 
from external conditions rather than individual 
merit. Those conditions can be changed, or in 
the case of natural privilege, compensated for, 
by government action, so that it is reasonable 
for government to become responsible for them. 

In taking this responsibility, government 
negates and replaces individual responsibility, 
by which individuals can be praised or blamed 
for their merit and behavior. But again, to ac-
complish this government must first change 
behavior by taking over the thinking of indi-
viduals, by getting them to believe that only the 
government, not the individual, can be respon-
sible for the fate of individuals. The poor, the 
deprived, the oppressed must be taught to look 
to government for solutions to their ills—all of 
which are social conditions—and the rich and 
powerful must be taught to submit to govern-
ment, not grudgingly but in good humor, with 

“deference.” As once Walter Bagehot spoke of 
the deference of the lesser sort to the better 
sort, now deference must flow in reverse, from 
better to lesser. Equalization must be applied 
to all, the less competent equalized up and the 
more competent equalized down. Then all will 
see that no one is individually competent. This 
equalization takes place in the mind, not merely 
in society by the redistribution of wealth. Free-
dom, in the governing elite’s view, is a collective 
enterprise that depends on the creation of the 
servile mind. The servile mind is one that has 
learned that there are no free individuals, that 
everyone is a creature not of God or nature but 
of society.

There are echoes of friedrich hayek in 
this analysis, but Minogue does not go to 
the libertarian extreme of supposing that 

individual responsibility can be presumed, and 
that morality is superfluous to achieving it. It is 
not enough to agree on minimal laws and then let 

“spontaneous order” take over so as to produce a 

self-regulating society of freedom. Individual 
responsibility must be nourished with morality, 
which shows individuals how through acquiring 
the virtues, they can live in charge of their own 
lives; and it must be protected against the elite’s 
counter-teaching that virtue is subject to the con-
ditions of society, hence nothing to be proud of. 

For Minogue, wisdom is the fundamental 
problem, but wisdom is shown sufficiently in 
competence to run one’s life and thus in the 
maintenance of freedom. You don’t have to be 
a philosopher—and not being a philosopher 
does not doom you to a servile mind (as in 
Plato’s cave). Competent individual freedom is 
the proxy for wisdom that a democratic society 
needs, and so the contrary of the servile mind 
is not the philosophic mind but the free mind 
that operates by its own free will. Without a 
free mind, free will is enslaved to the opinion 
that freedom comes only from government. To 
free the mind, morality is necessary. Morality is 
not the end of freedom but rather freedom is 
the end of morality, and morality must be fash-
ioned politically to make us free as competent, 
responsible individuals. For the sake of freedom, 
morality must be wary of justice, especially of 

“social justice” that empowers only government. 
Morality must be tolerant of mistakes if they 
are freely and deliberately chosen democrati-
cally, but this does not extend to tolerance for 
the mistake of denying morality and freedom 
together, in the project of the servile mind.

“Of course,” writes Minogue, the project for 
achieving freedom through servility does not 
succeed in its goal. His book is liberally sprinkled 
with of courses that remind the reader of a reality 
that stands in the way of the project’s goal—a re-
calcitrance in things that is either democratic or 
simply human or both. One feature of the servile 
mind that does not work is its internationalism, 
which demands that governments transcend bor-
ders in order to thwart national majorities. This 
is the well-known “democratic deficit” evident in 
the European Union, aimed at elevating govern-
ment above the democratic prejudice in favor of 
one’s own national democracy, which means el-
evating government above politics itself.

Another feature of the politico-moral 
project is the abandonment of trust in 
the decent conduct of others, replacing it 

instead with regulation or with lawyers and law-
suits. At the same time there is a loss of belief in 
the fallen condition of man and of the humility 
appropriate to it, as well as the consequent need 
to blame God, rather than man, for human ills. 
The trust of decent believers is replaced by the 
optimism of part-time cynics, worldly-wise about 
morality and delusional about politics. Morality 
is expressed in a similarly strange combination 
of certainty about the goal, say, of global justice, 

and relativism regarding the diversity of justice: 
moral superiority comes from one’s recognition 
of the lack of any basis for moral superiority. 
This is the essence of “political correctness.” 

The welfare state wants to make it unneces-
sary to take care of oneself with thrifty prudence, 
thus changing “the terms of our engagement with 
life,” Minogue argues, by removing the advantage 
of practicing that virtue. One could add that the 
advantage of thrifty prudence in self-help reap-
pears in the guise of cunning when dealing with 
officers of the welfare state. The welfare state 
prefers the soft virtues, those not requiring sac-
rifice or responding to a sense of duty. It wants 
to save us from the pain of self-denial and from 
pain in general. Instead of honoring duty it seeks 
easy satisfactions and encourages impulsiveness 
by its clients, who eat ready-made meals bought 
at “convenience stores.” Among the consequenc-
es of the notion of convenience—and also for 
sale in these stores—is abundant pornography, 
which saves men (and would save women, if they 
were interested) from one of the duties of mar-
riage and from “the tiresome business of having 
to chat up the satisfying object.” 

People yielding to impulse rather than fulfill-
ing a deliberated desire are easy subjects for ma-
nipulation by experts in bureaucratic regulation, 
who, as the wise managing the unwise, would 
rather cajole than explain, insinuate than argue. 
Critics are met by being ignored, enemies served 
with appeasement. Ills are diagnosed as “root 
causes,” causes only government can address, and 
by means of spending other people’s money—
the very generosity Machiavelli recommends. 
Increasingly, the individual with a servile mind 
becomes a “singleton” without family, dependent 
on the favors of government, as isolated as he is 
also one of a herd, finding community in cower-
ing, sharing weakness rather than cooperation.

In the end minogue puts the blame for 
the politico-moral project on “the monism 
of perfectionism,” which has replaced the 

healthy, realistic recognition of ambivalence or 
imperfection that previously characterized the 
West. But the blame might go just as well to the 
idea of a “project” for transforming—not just 
understanding and moderately reforming—the 
world. Monism is the result not so much of per-
fection as of the attempt to bring perfection out 
of thought and into political life. In America at 
least, “the one and the many” is a recognized am-
bivalence, both theoretical and practical, in the 
motto e pluribus unum. Our professors might 
translate it as “monism out of pluralism.”

Harvey C. Mansfield is professor of government 
at Harvard University, senior fellow at the Hoover 
Institution, and a member of its task force on virtue 
and liberty. 
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Essay by Joseph Postell

A Czar is Born

A specter is haunting liberalism—the 
specter of postmodernism. Liberalism 
came to dominate American politics in 

the last century as the embodiment of progres-
sivism, which saw History moving in an objec-
tively good direction, discernable by trained and 
enlightened reason, inevitably yielding “prog-
ress.” Progressivism, derived from Hegel (and in 
America, John Dewey), trusted scientific experts 
to ascertain what progress meant and required, 
and then rule accordingly. 

This “Vital Center” liberalism was pleased to 
think of itself as flexible and realistic, the only 
intelligent alternative to the stale, pernicious 
ideologies of the Left and Right. That left it to-
tally unprepared to defend itself against an even 
more radically skeptical critique, the one issued 
by postmodern progressivism, which jettisoned 
the idea of progress along with other objective 
standards of thought and action. Postmodern 
progressivism, indebted more to Nietzsche (and 
in America, to thinkers like Richard Rorty), de-
spises “logocentric” answers to political prob-
lems. In its view, the fatuous blowhards who 
imagine they’re serving the dictates of Objective 
Reality include not just Stalinist hacks and capi-
talist plutocrats—but earnest liberals who de-
lude themselves into thinking they know where 
we are going, and how to get there. Having de-
molished liberalism’s Potemkin Village, post-
modern progressives take an iconoclastic pride 

in boasting that their political preferences, like 
all political preferences, have no objective jus-
tification. Instead, they proudly stand on their 

“commitments,” and scoff at questions about the 
principled ground of those commitments. 

The tension between the modern and post-
modern varieties of progressivism has, inevita-
bly, launched dozens of excruciating academic 
conferences and journal symposia. It raises 
however, a pressing political question in a de-
mocracy, where the rulers need to justify them-
selves to the ruled. The old progressives said to 
the voters, “We understand the better future, 
and know how to lead the country to it.” The 
new progressives, believing their predecessors’ 
claims to knowledge and authority—like all 
claims to knowledge and authority—are com-
pletely without merit, wind up saying to the vot-
ers, “Empower us because we’re smarter, better, 
and, well, cooler than anyone you know.”

This political dilemma has now taken up res-
idence in the Obama White House, specifically 
in the Office of Information and Regulatory 
Analysis (OIRA), whose administrator is Cass 
Sunstein, one of the most prolific legal scholars 
of his generation. Currently on leave from Har-
vard Law School, Sunstein is, in Obama’s par-
lance, the Regulatory Czar. Prior to joining the 
faculty at Harvard, Sunstein taught for many 
years at the University of Chicago, which had a 
lasting effect on his thinking and career. He not 

only absorbed behavioral economics at Chicago, 
but also met and developed a friendship with 
the current president, with whom he taught on 
the law faculty. Reading through Sunstein’s con-
siderable oeuvre can leave one puzzled on many 
points, but it is impossible to miss the profound 
similarities between his brand of liberalism and 
his boss’s. 

Progressivism Old and New

Sunstein’s writings span many aspects 
of the post-New Deal state. His thoughts 
on the Constitution display some of the 

confusions of contemporary progressivism and 
at the same time raise important questions for 
conservatives. 

Sunstein seems sometimes to side with the 
postmodern liberals, as in his book on consti-
tutional interpretation, The Partial Constitu-
tion (1993). There, in the context of criticizing 
textualism and originalism as conservative ap-
proaches to reading the Constitution, he makes 
a point he repeats frequently in his writing: 

“that no text has meaning apart from the prin-
ciples held by those who interpret it, and those 
principles cannot be found in the text itself.” In 
the same discussion, he accurately describes 

“deconstructionism” as an approach to texts, in-
cluding the Constitution, that assumes “mean-
ing is created rather than found, and hence a 
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function of one’s perspective.” This would seem 
to be in perfect agreement with his own view. 
Yet Sunstein proceeds to condemn deconstruc-
tionism, which takes “the inevitably situated 
and value-laden character of interpretation as 
reasons to give up on notions of truth and ob-
jectivity altogether.” “It is right,” he argues, “to 
say that there is no external perspective, that 
interpretive principles are inevitable, and that 
legal meaning cannot be grounded without 
language or culture. But this does not mean 
that all argument is manipulation or that good 
reasons cannot be offered on behalf of one view 
rather than another.” 

In the notes to these passages, Sunstein 
cites various writings of the old progressive 
John Dewey against the postmodern progres-
sive Richard Rorty. In fact, he cites Dewey con-
stantly throughout his many books and often 
explicitly prefers the old progressivism to the 
new. But like a good postmodern, he never of-
fers a justification for this preference. 

A Pragmatic Progressive

However ambiguous his theory, in 
practice it’s clear where Sunstein 
stands. He is a staunch defender of 

government intervention in economic and so-
cial affairs. In The Partial Constitution, After the 
Rights Revolution (1993), and The Second Bill of 
Rights (2006), he works diligently to defend the 
regulatory state against the objection that it ar-
tificially appoints winners and losers in place of 
the free market’s “natural,” “neutral,” “prepoliti-
cal” outcomes. The market’s outcomes are not 
neutral or prepolitical, he insists, but are them-
selves reflections of the distribution of power in 
society. There is no such thing as “status quo 
neutrality.” Markets are never “free” in the sense 
of operating by voluntary, spontaneous transac-
tions, because “governmental rules are impli-
cated in, indeed constitute, the distribution of 
wealth and entitlements in the first instance,” 
and this distribution is far from being equal or 
fair. Pre-New Deal legal theories had treated 
property rights, and other rights, as natural 
standards of justice to which the laws must ad-
here; they refused to recognize that these rights 
were themselves products of law. The New 
Deal, “and especially the legal revolution of 1937, 
should be understood above all as a rejection of 
these conceptions,” argues Sunstein. He insists 
that rights “do not come from minimizing gov-
ernment but are a product of government,” and 
cites Jeremy Bentham’s maxim that “Before the 
laws there was no property; take away the laws, 
all property ceases.”

Few would deny that government is neces-
sary to protect property rights and enforce con-

tracts, and that it has a role to play in preserving 
markets and voluntary exchanges of goods. But 
it is the worst kind of slippery slope reasoning 
to maintain that government intervention to 
prevent theft and murder justifies, by being es-
sentially the same thing as, government inter-
vention to redistribute wealth from one person 
to another. In one case, so the founders thought, 
government acts to protect natural liberty and 
equality; in the other it infringes upon that 
liberty and its underlying equality of rights. 
Rather than make an argument defending a 

best results on balance, the argument for origi-
nalism would be very powerful,” he concedes.

Sunstein has written that pragmatism is an 
approach to solving otherwise interminable ques-
tions about first things. The approach of pragma-
tism is to test each notion about these first things 
by tracing and evaluating its consequences. But 
the criteria for evaluating those consequences 
are derived from—what, exactly? Surely not 
our immediate preferences, for those have to be 

“nudged” from time to time. In order to define 
what works, pragmatism must have recourse to 
some principle outside itself. Unfortunately, too 
often pragmatists such as Sunstein leave it at 

“the best results on balance,” without defending 
the implicit assumption about those best results. 
We are left with platitudes about being empirical, 
nuanced, and avoiding dogmatism, without a se-
rious discussion of the important questions that 
are so carelessly glossed over. The platitudes pro-
vide cover for ignoring those assumptions, and 
framing one’s position as based on facts, rather 
than “values” derived from metaphysical reason-
ing. This kind of pragmatism is characteristic of 
both Sunstein and Obama, who recently told an 
audience, “Part of the reason that our politics 
seems so tough right now and facts and science 
and argument does [sic] not seem to be winning 
the day all the time is because we’re hardwired 
not to always think clearly when we’re scared.” 

Regulatory Philosophy

Whatever may be the limits of sun-
stein’s political and legal philosophy, 
his regulatory philosophy is interest-

ing and nuanced. Anyone who wants to know 
more about our modern administrative state 
would do well to read his book on the subject, 
After the Rights Revolution, in which he astutely 
analyzes the costs and benefits of regulatory ini-
tiatives and advocates a series of reforms based 
on his findings. 

One of his conclusions is that regulations 
frequently are “self-defeating in the sense that 
they bring about precisely the opposite of their 
intended purposes.” Regulators pursue policies 
that impose high costs and bring about mini-
mal gains—because statutes are poorly written, 
regulators are captured by regulated entities, or 
simply due to unanticipated consequences. Sun-
stein argues that we should grapple pragmati-
cally with regulatory initiatives that do not ful-
fill the promise of their statutory enactment. 

The impulse to analyze the consequences of 
regulatory policy and adjust accordingly dis-
tinguishes him as an old-fashioned progressive 
rather than a postmodern one. This sometimes 
gets him in trouble with the contemporary Left. 
When Obama nominated Sunstein to head 
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foundational principle, Sunstein takes down a 
straw man. The position he opposes—that gov-
ernment intervention as such is always bad—is 
not intellectually respectable on either the Left 
or the Right. Those who hold that position are 
called anarchists, not originalists. 

In the final analysis, all Sunstein offers in de-
fense of his preference for redistributive govern-
ment intervention is a crude pragmatism: he re-
jects originalism and pre-New Deal philosophies 
of government because they produce, in his view, 
bad outcomes. “If originalism would produce the 
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OIRA, many on the Left objected to the new 
regulatory czar because he defends and prac-
tices “cost-benefit analysis.” This does not mean 
that Sunstein’s approach to regulation will be 
satisfying to many on the Right. He admits that 

“New Deal constitutionalism,” which he defends, 
has “contributed to a number of problems that 
the original Constitution sought to remedy.” 
But he thinks the resulting administrative state 
can be easily salvaged, and should be. The most 
important means of reforming it, in Sunstein’s 
view, is for courts and administrative agencies to 
use interpretation to improve upon the statutes 
that Congress passes: “legislative reform must 
overcome an enormous burden of inertia. It is 
through interpretation, in the courts and the ex-
ecutive branch, that regulatory improvements…
can be brought about most easily.” 

Despite his recognition of its inherent defects, 
Sunstein is never willing to call the regulatory 
state into question. He acknowledges that one 
can question the legitimacy of the regulatory 
state based on “a belief in individual autonomy, 
freedom, or rights.” But, he responds, autonomy 
is not really threatened by the regulatory state 
because liberty and autonomy are strengthened, 
even granted, by government interference rath-
er than its absence. For Sunstein, the purpose of 
law “is not merely to ensure autonomy by allow-
ing satisfaction of preferences, but also and more 
fundamentally to promote autonomy in the 
processes of preference formation.” This duty 
of law to form preferences “casts severe doubt 
on the notion that a democratic government 
ought to respect private desires and beliefs in 
all contexts.” Rather, preferences should only be 
respected by government if doing so “will serve 
human freedom and welfare.” Once again, Sun-
stein begs the question. He says nothing about 
the competing—even contradictory—views of 
freedom and welfare that might be advocated. 

Architects of Choice

In sunstein’s analysis, autonomy is not 
acting in accordance with one’s preferences 
made in the absence of government interfer-

ence; it is acting in accordance with preferences 
formed and enlightened by government. Nudge 
(2008), co-authored with Richard Thaler, a 
University of Chicago economist, is Sunstein’s 
prescription for translating the old progressiv-
ism into contemporary policy, with a generous 
bow to the critique of central planning that 
Friedrich Hayek and others mounted in the last 
century. Sunstein acknowledges, in fact, that di-
rect central planning of the economy has been 
repudiated, but he recommends an alternative 
approach to attain the same results: “libertarian 
paternalism,” he dubs it, the paradoxical combi-

nation of a lack of faith in planning and a lack of 
faith in markets. 

Libertarian paternalism, Sunstein and Thaler 
explain, occurs when “choice architects” frame 
decisions in such a way that people are induced to 
make the proper choice on their own. (A choice 
architect is someone who “has the responsibility 
for organizing the context in which people make 
decisions.”) The freedom to choose is not formal-
ly curtailed, but the choice architects package the 
choice in such a way that people are induced to 
exercise their freedom responsibly. The experts 
manipulate the default options, but individuals 
may always opt out. This, according to the au-
thors, is the “true, third way” between planning 
and laissez-faire. 

Though Nudge deals successfully with several 
possible objections to libertarian paternalism, 
the book neglects to confront the most funda-
mental objections. One important difficulty 
with the argument is that one man’s nudge is 
another man’s shove. The authors praise a New 

control over individual choices and lifestyles. 
Libertarian paternalism attempts to square this 
circle by authorizing experts to influence us, but 
giving each of us permission to opt out. 

Ultimately, Nudge relies on the idea that there 
are “choice architects” with objective knowledge 
of what is best for us, who should frame choices 
in order to get us to understand what is in our 
best interest. But these are the same sort of ex-
perts who failed, miserably, to predict the con-
sequences of President Obama’s stimulus bill on 
the rate of unemployment. Sunstein and Thaler 
cannot get around the knowledge problem: how 
do we know which nudges will be helpful and 
which will be harmful? And then there’s the 
knower problem: who out there is qualified to 
be a choice architect? 

The book’s opening example speaks volumes. 
A hypothetical expert, with “formal training in 
nutrition (a master’s degree from the state uni-
versity),” assembles a team of graduate students 
to collect and analyze data on the effects of ar-
ranging food choices in school cafeterias. The 
hope is that these experts can use their data to 
influence the schoolchildren to eat properly by 
nudging them in the right direction. Americans 
are portrayed as schoolchildren in need of good 
guidance from benign experts, formally trained 
in the methods of social-science data collection 
and analysis. 

Worst of all, libertarian paternalism is con-
fused about what it means to have liberty. Lib-
erty is defined by Sunstein and Thaler as the 
ability to choose among competing options. But 
government can deprive someone of liberty even 
while presenting him with several options; and 
liberty can exist even when only one option is 
present. As Friedrich Hayek explained so well 
in The Constitution of Liberty, “the range of phys-
ical possibilities from which a person can choose 
at a given moment has no direct relevance to 
freedom. The rock climber on a difficult pitch 
who sees only one way out to save his life is un-
questionably free, though we would hardly say 
he has any choice.” The upshot is clear: choice 
and liberty are not the same thing. Liberty is 
possible even where choice does not exist, and 
choice does not always translate into liberty. 
Libertarian paternalism turns out to be merely 
soft paternalism.

Deliberative Democracy

Deliberative democracy is a fashion-
able notion in today’s legal scholarship. 
Derived from thinkers such as Dewey, 

and contemporary philosophers such as Joshua 
Cohen and Amy Gutmann, it is a theme that 
runs through Sunstein’s political and regulatory 
philosophy. He discusses it primarily in The 

York law compelling restaurants to provide ca-
loric information on their menus. This is cer-
tainly a nudge to the consumer but to the pro-
prietor it is a mandate. 

And tellingly, the authors clearly like liber-
tarian paternalism in some respects, but not in 
others. Would Sunstein and Thaler support a 
default option of opening each school day with 
readings from the Bible, so long as students are 
free to opt out? It’s unlikely. 

In Nudge, the decision when to employ a 
choice architect and when to allow for uninflu-
enced choice ultimately hinges on whether the 
authors like the architect and his design. The 
choice architects are not themselves subject to 
nudges fashioned by meta-choice architects.

Nudge once again illustrates a profound, un-
resolved tension between old and postmodern 
progressivism. The former camp retains its af-
finity for centralized administration and plan-
ning by experts based on a faith in science, ob-
jective truth, and History. But postmodernism’s 
denial of objective truth and even the legitimacy 
of science itself has resulted in liberal indiffer-
ence or even outright hostility to government 

One important 
difficulty with the 
argument is that

one man’s nudge is 
another man’s shove.
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These may or may not be valid policy objec-
tives, but it is a stretch to link them up with the 
founders’ constitutional principles. Deliberative 
democracy turns out to be a nice catchphrase 
to obfuscate the extent to which contemporary 
American government departs from the framers’ 
principles—a point Sunstein, confusingly, ad-
mits as frequently as he denies. 

Sunstein’s Constitution

Sunstein concedes in the second bill 
of Rights and After the Rights Revolution 
that by expanding and entrenching our 

administrative state, Franklin Roosevelt funda-
mentally altered the constitutional system that 
the framers devised. Although he perfunctorily 
throws in some quotes from James Madison 
and Jefferson to suggest that the administrative 
state is not entirely at odds with the Constitu-
tion, Sunstein has to acknowledge that FDR’s 

“new regulatory state…altered preexisting un-
derstandings of the three pillars of the constitu-
tional order: individual rights, checks and bal-
ances, and federalism.” 

New Deal constitutionalism—with its novel 
administrative state apparatus—“renovated the 
original constitutional regime” in favor of a new 
understanding of rights, which required a new 
theory of the role of government. The Consti-
tution does not seem to endorse this new un-
derstanding of rights or the new role of govern-
ment, and in The Second Bill of Rights Sunstein 
attempts to grapple with this fact. For instance, 
he half-heartedly mentions Bruce Ackerman’s 
thesis that the New Deal is a “constitutional 
moment” during which a kind of unwritten, and 
plebiscitary, constitutional amendment took 
place. But Sunstein is reluctant to give up on the 
idea that there is some antecedent to the New 
Deal in the founding period. 

Admitting the profound change, he main-
tains nonetheless that “the transformation in-
volved no violation of constitutional principles. 
The American Constitution is a flexible instru-
ment, one that allows for a great deal of change 
over time…. It permits changes in institutional 
arrangements. That is part of its genius.” Of 
course, changes in institutional arrangements 
are permissible. That’s why there’s an amend-
ment process in the Constitution. But he doesn’t 
want to be bothered with such procedural 
anachronisms: “the American Constitution is 
not frozen in time. It explicitly provides for its 
own amendment. But more fundamentally, the 
Constitution is not frozen because its meaning 
changes through interpretation.” 

Sunstein’s claim that the Constitution’s 
meaning changes over time coheres with his 
so-called judicial “minimalism”—the argument 
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Partial Constitution and Designing Democracy 
(2002). It offers him a convenient means of re-
ferring back to the framers, and even invoking 
them in support of contemporary jurisprudence, 
without actually examining their principles and 
conclusions. (The term is also central to Presi-
dent Obama’s chapter on the Constitution in 
The Audacity of Hope.) 

Deliberative democracy requires that politi-
cal policies be responsive to the public’s wishes…
so long as the majority’s preferences are the cor-
rect ones. Citizens need to be introduced to a 
diversity of viewpoints in such a way that they 
abandon their irrational preferences and adopt 
rational ones. Sunstein writes, 

For the Constitution’s original framers, 
it was exceedingly important to produce 
a political order that combined reflec-
tiveness and reason giving with a degree 
of popular responsiveness…. Under the 
constitutional system majorities were not 
permitted to rule simply because they 
were majorities. On the contrary, the 
Constitution created a kind of republic of 
reasons—a system of checks and balances 
that would increase the likelihood of re-
flective judgments. 

As stated, Sunstein’s concept of “delibera-
tive democracy” sounds like a plausible version 
of the founders’ view. After all, Thomas Jeffer-
son famously proclaimed that “though the will 
of the majority is in all cases to prevail, that 
will to be rightful must be reasonable.” But it 
is far from apparent that Sunstein’s views on 
such matters line up with the founders’. In the 
first place, the founders expected the mecha-
nisms and precepts of limited government—
including federalism, separation of powers, 
and a written Constitution that was difficult 
to amend—to stand guard over deliberative 
democracy, and to concentrate the virtues of 
deliberation in the legislative process of the na-
tional government. Sunstein’s version is more 
populist and progressive. Accordingly, his cri-
teria for deliberative democracy look (unsur-
prisingly) like a laundry list of favored progres-
sive policies. Deliberative democracy requires 
a commitment to “freedom from desperate 
conditions,” so that no one is deprived of food, 
shelter, or medical care. Because of its com-
mitment to the idea of citizenship, deliberative 
democracy means that the First Amendment 

“has positive dimensions” as well as negative 
ones. For example, government has to inter-
vene in television and radio broadcasting “to 
ensure that the system of free expression is not 
violated by legal rules giving too much author-
ity to private persons.” 
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Modernity and What Has Been Lost
Considerations on the Legacy of Leo Strauss
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or perfection, or abhorrent to those who love the search
for wisdom. Straussian teaching consisted in the steady
effort to reopen “the quarrel between the Ancients and 
the Moderns,” and refers to the esoteric way of writing
practiced by the most profound thinkers of the past 
which has been apparently forgotten in the last three
centuries. Strauss binds the concept of natural right 
with the question of maintenance of conditions for
philosophizing, and it probably seems to him that such
defense of philosophy is the highest task in our times.

However, one must be aware that philosophizing
always means a perilous way of life. Indeed, it may be
destructive of the city (polis) itself as far as the city exists
due to some crucial beliefs the philosopher might put in
doubt. Reflecting on those issues, Strauss engaged in
several highly important debates with contemporaries, 
in an open way with, e.g., Carl Schmitt, Karl Löwith 
and Alexandre Kojève, and more tacitly with Martin
Heidegger.
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that judges owe the elected branches “a large 
measure of deference and respect.” The underly-
ing idea of A Constitution of Many Minds (2009) 
is that Jefferson had the better of the argument 
in his famous exchange with Madison in 1787 
about whether or not constitutions should be 
continually revised. Though the Constitution’s 
text endures, “the tale of constitutional stabil-
ity is a myth. Jefferson has had his revenge—
not through formal amendments, but through 
social practices and interpretations that render 
our Constitution very different from the found-
ers’ Constitution.” This informal amendment 
process has not been led by the courts but by 
multiple generations of Americans. “Ours is a 
constitution of many minds,” he writes. “There 
have been numerous founders,” including “not 
merely Madison and Hamilton and their com-
patriots, but also Abraham Lincoln, Susan B. 
Anthony, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Martin 
Luther King, Jr., Lyndon Baines Johnson, Barry 
Goldwater, Ronald Reagan, Gloria Steinem, 
and countless other public figures.” 

The key link between the living Constitution 
theory and judicial deference (or minimalism) 
is that, according to Sunstein, constitutional 
change occurs and ought to occur not through 
judicial interpretation but through elected rep-
resentatives and their choices. To think other-
wise “is a major mistake.”

 
Burkean Minimalism

Thus one of sunstein’s most powerful 
rationales for judicial deference to the 
administrative state is that the “wis-

dom of crowds” has endorsed it for genera-
tions. “[W]here the Constitution is ambiguous,” 
he writes, “courts do best to attend to long-
standing practices, on the ground that those 
practices reflect the judgments of many people 
extending over time.” This approach, Sunstein 
volunteers, “owes much of its appeal to the ar-
guments of the great conservative theorist Ed-
mund Burke.” “Constitutional traditionalism,” 
then, can be called “Burkean minimalism,” the 
view “that judges should take narrow, theoreti-
cally unambitious steps, at least when they lack 
experience or the information to rule broadly 
or ambitiously.” It is an approach that assumes 
human reason’s frailty and incapacity to fore-
see results—an assumption shared by Friedrich 
Hayek, our author notes. 

Seen through this lens, conservative original-
ists look profoundly anti-traditional. “[O]ne of the 
most intriguing developments on the Supreme 
Court,” he writes, “has been the emergence of a 
powerful alliance between two different kinds of 
conservatives: the visionaries and the minimal-
ists.” Antonin Scalia and Clarence Thomas are 
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visionaries, according to Sunstein; John Roberts 
and Samuel Alito are minimalists. The former 
seek to impose a long-abandoned form of limited 
government onto a society that has accepted the 
administrative state through a process of gradual 
reform. “As against Burkeans, originalists insist 
that departures from the original understanding 
are illegitimate, even if those departures are long-
standing,” while “[f]rom the Burkean perspective, 
originalism is far too radical, because it calls for 
dramatic movements in the law.” 

There is, however, a striking incongruence—
incoherence, really—between Sunstein’s defer-
ence to the wisdom of crowds on the one hand, 
and his more rationalist theory of deliberative 
democracy, choice architecture, and the rule of 
experts, on the other. But he does not unequivo-
cally embrace either Burkeanism or rationalism. 
Rather, in keeping with his pragmatic approach, 
he simply aims to show where Burkeanism is de-
fensible and where rationalism can be a better op-
tion. He writes, “If we understand Burkean min-
imalism in pragmatic terms, we will be able to 
make progress toward specifying the conditions 
in which that approach is justified.” In particular, 
our so-called tradition produces good results in 

“the domains of separation of powers, federalism, 
and gun rights…. But when we are speaking of 
equality, traditionalism has much less force. In 
that domain, the present knows more than the 
past.” Traditionalism is to be followed, that is, 
when we derive agreeable results from it—and 
abandoned when the results are not to our liking. 
In most cases, Burkeanism is the best approach 

because our recent legal tradition is largely good. 
The regulatory state is in place. 

Of course, “committed Burkeans will be 
skeptical about any such consequentialist as-
sessment,” but Sunstein is not a committed 
Burkean. He sides with Burkean traditional-
ism if and only if it produces the results he likes. 
This stance is clear not only in A Constitution 
of Many Minds, but also in Radicals in Robes 
(2005). It is at least entertaining to read a pro-
gressive citing Tradition against conservatives 
who want to preserve or restore constitutional 
ideas no longer in vogue in the 21st century.

Yet Sunstein’s ability to expose the tension 
between conservative traditionalism and origi-
nalism does not diminish the profound contra-
dictions in his own arguments. In some books 
he wants judges to defer to tradition and the 
wisdom of crowds, and to avoid imposing their 
rationalist blueprints on society. But in others he 
wants regulators and judges to be free to form 
citizens’ preferences and establish a “delibera-
tive democracy” where people are influenced to 
think rightly about questions of importance to 
them. The meaning of the Constitution or a law 
is not found in the document itself, he claims, 
and every interpreter must bring his own prefer-
ences to the text. But the meaning of such texts 
is not indeterminate, he warns, lest we give up 
on reason altogether. On the one hand, the New 
Deal regulatory state did significant damage to 
the Constitution. On the other, the meaning of 
the Constitution changes over time, and FDR’s 
Second Bill of Rights should be the lodestar of 

American policy and jurisprudence. Professor 
Sunstein’s own mental constitution is one of 
many minds.

There is a great deal to be learned from read-
ing the work of Cass Sunstein. He is a brilliant, 
intellectually honest legal thinker who under-
stands better than most the history of our 20th-
century movement towards activist government 
and away from founding principles. He tends 
to come up with creative solutions to legitimate 
public problems, rather than clinging to progres-
sive orthodoxies. But he does not reach ques-
tions of core principles. If one wishes to explore 
the fundamental questions that define American 
politics—competing conceptions of first princi-
ples such as liberty, equality, democracy, and the 
rule of law—one will be disappointed with Sun-
stein’s arguments. His pragmatism is a conve-
nient cover for effacing the foundational debates 
of our republic. Not only is he uninterested in de-
bating these fundamental questions; by defining 
his own position as the pragmatic one, he seeks 
to end reasonable debate about our principles al-
together. What’s more, the contradictions in his 
own writings are apt to leave the reader question-
ing the coherence of the progressivism that Sun-
stein so meticulously defends. The final triumph 
of postmodernism is to avail itself of modern or 
pre-modern justifications whenever they come in 
handy, and disparage them when they don’t.

Joseph Postell is assistant professor of political 
science at the University of Colorado, Colorado 
Springs. 
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Book Review by James Piereson

Live Free or Die
The Battle: How the Fight between Free Enterprise and Big Government Will Shape America’s Future, 

by Arthur C. Brooks. Basic Books, 174 pages, $23.95

Barack obama’s rapid fall in the public 
opinion polls should come as no surprise 
to Arthur Brooks, who could have told 

the president that his plans to raise taxes, in-
crease government spending, and seize political 
control over vast sectors of the economy would 
set him at cross purposes with a majority of 
Americans. After all, as Brooks demonstrates in 
his lively, informative new book, roughly 70% of 
Americans embrace the ideals of free enterprise 
and limited government, while only around 
30% support the kind of activist governmental 
agenda now being enacted by President Obama 
and his liberal supporters. The great question 
that Brooks poses is whether the majority can 
find its voice in time to save a system that has 
given Americans unparalleled levels of freedom, 
prosperity, and happiness. 

The Battle is both a manifesto on behalf of 
the free enterprise system and a call to action 
for Americans to rally against the threats to it 
now emanating from Washington. President 
of the American Enterprise Institute in Wash-
ington and author of several previous books on 
American politics and culture, Brooks under-
stands “the battle” to be between two competing 
visions of America’s future. “In one,” he writes, 

“America will continue to be a unique and excep-
tional nation organized around the principles of 
free enterprise. In the other, America will move 
toward European-style statism grounded in ex-
panding bureaucracies, increasing income dis-
tribution, and government-controlled corpora-
tions.” The battle, then, is not one between capi-
talism and socialism or even between opposing 
policy agendas, but between opposing cultures, 
one stressing freedom, enterprise, and creativ-
ity, and the other equal outcomes, redistribu-
tion, and bureaucracy. He argues that a series of 
events—especially the political fallout from the 
financial crash of 2008—enabled the partisans 
of big government to seize the initiative, at least 
temporarily. Their aggressive moves to expand 
government have brought the nation to a turn-
ing point where it must soon choose between 
free enterprise and social democracy. 

How did it happen that, in a 70-30 nation, 
the minority has gotten the upper hand over 
the majority? The answer is that the opponents 
of free enterprise have gained control over the 
groups and institutions that increasingly make 
the rules and interpret events for our complex 

society—journalists, academics, lawyers, phi-
lanthropists, and government employees. This 
minority often fares badly in national elections 
but uses its control over these leveraging insti-
tutions to shape day-to-day political decisions 
on budgets, taxes, and regulations. In that way, 
Brooks suggests, the minority has exploited our 
constitutional system’s Madisonian features in 
order to frustrate the majority’s wishes. For the 
supporters of free enterprise, life in the nation’s 
capitol is like being on a football team that’s al-
ways forced to play in the opponent’s stadium. 
In such a setting, it’s easy to lose track of public 
sentiment. 

The effort to turn the United States into a 
European-style welfare state is misguided on 
several fronts, not least because a majority of 
Americans opposes it. Brooks argues that free 
enterprise is morally superior to social democra-
cy because it is a foundation for human flourish-
ing. Here he takes aim at those who assert that 
free enterprise is flawed because it is based upon 
greed and selfishness. In arguing for egalitarian 
redistribution, liberals insist it doesn’t matter 
how people gain their incomes, so long as they 
have as much money to spend as anyone else. 
Their case is therefore highly materialistic: they 
assume money is the foundation for happiness 
or, at least, contentment. Brooks disputes this 
view, persuasively citing statistics and polls sug-
gesting that the accumulation of money alone 
does not bring happiness. Lottery winners, for 
example, despite the immediate thrill from a 
sudden infusion of cash, are often more unhappy 
in six months than they were before they hit the 
jackpot. What really counts, Brooks argues, is 

“earned success”—the sense that wealth is gained 
through honest achievement, something possi-
ble only in a system that rewards independence, 
work, and excellence. Free enterprise, then, is 
superior to social democracy not simply because 
it is more productive and efficient, but also be-
cause it better promotes human happiness. 

Brooks suggests that their support for 
free enterprise and its allied principles 
makes Americans unique in the world. 

It is certainly true, for example, that the vari-
ous patriotic, anti-tax, pro-gun, and libertarian 
movements that have always been part of the 
American scene are unheard of in the welfare 
states of Western Europe. By the same token, 

the groups promoting big government in the 
United States—public employee unions, liberal 
academics, journalists, recipients of government 
contracts and benefits—have many parallels 
abroad. For these reasons, Brooks argues, the 
campaign to preserve free enterprise is inextri-
cably linked to the effort to maintain American 
exceptionalism. 

If there is a weakness in the book, it is only 
that it may not go far enough in outlining prac-
tical measures to limit government’s size and 
scope. Though it is necessary to make a princi-
pled, moral case for free enterprise (and Brooks 
makes it very well), one wonders if that will be 
sufficient to win the battle without also imple-
menting measures to make it more difficult to 
raise taxes, run large government deficits, and 
expand political control over private businesses. 
Is it possible, for example, to rein in the politi-
cal activities of public employee unions? Should 
we resurrect past campaigns to enact balanced 
budget or tax limitation amendments? Perhaps 
super-majorities should be required in Congress 
in order to increase taxes or run budget deficits. 
Would it be possible to circumscribe the federal 
government’s powers to guarantee or to subsi-
dize debt (a practice that contributed to the fi-
nancial crisis)? Should every non-essential fed-
eral program be subject to renewal or shutdown 
every five years? One thing is certain: it will be 
difficult to slow down government’s growth, and 
free enterprise’s corresponding erosion, without 
beginning to speak publicly about these kinds 
of measures. 

Still, a day of reckoning may be at hand as 
many state and local jurisdictions, including 
California, Illinois, and Los Angeles, approach 
the brink of insolvency. In time liberal Demo-
crats may come to see the obvious reality that 
conservative, pro-growth policies are needed 
to sustain even a modest welfare state. In the 
meantime, the rest of us can watch as the laws 
of economics impose a rough discipline upon a 
process that the majority has so far been unable 
to tame. 

James Piereson is president of the William E. Simon 
Foundation and a senior fellow at the Manhattan 
Institute. He is the author of Camelot and the 
Cultural Revolution: How the Assassination 
of John F. Kennedy Shattered American 
Liberalism (Encounter Books).
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Book Review by Matthew Continetti

Our Kind of Guy
The Promise: President Obama, Year One, by Jonathan Alter. 

Simon & Schuster, 458 pages, $28 (cloth), $16 (paper)

“He’s our kind of guy,” barack 
Obama said of Timothy Geithner, 
according to Jonathan Alter’s new 

book, The Promise. What kind of guy is that?  
The answer says a lot about our president and 
his administration.

According to Alter, a senior editor at News-
week magazine, Obama and his future Treasury 
Secretary bonded immediately. Beyond being 
born weeks apart in the summer of 1961, “both 
prided themselves on their unpretentiousness.” 
Both grew up abroad—Obama in Indonesia, 
Geithner in “Zimbabwe, Zambia, India, and 
Thailand.” Their families also shared a profes-
sional connection. “During the 1980s, Geithner’s 
father, Peter Geithner, oversaw the Ford Foun-
dation’s micro-credit program and had even once 
met with one of its Indonesian program officers, 
S. Ann Dunham-Soetoro, Obama’s mother.” 

Obama liked Geithner because they came 
from the same place: the world of elite universi-
ties, nonprofits, and government activism. This is 
the world in which Obama is most comfortable. 
He and Geithner are both products of a meri-
tocracy that emphasizes brain power over the 
pursuit of profit, and global consciousness rather 

than American exceptionalism. Membership in 
this club was enough to form a strong bond be-
tween Geithner, a child of privilege, and Obama, 
a biracial kid from Hawaii who was partly raised 
by his grandparents. And so Obama has stood 
by Geithner through scandal and a disappoint-
ing economic recovery. To do otherwise, in some 
sense, would be a betrayal of his class.

The Obama Administration is filled with “our 
kind of guys.” Alter calculates that a full quarter 
of Obama’s political appointees have some con-
nection to Harvard; the six other Ivy League 
schools are well represented, too. All told, Alter 
writes, “[m]ore than 90 percent of early appointees 
had advanced degrees, and only one (whose iden-
tity was never released) lacked at least a college 
degree.” Yet, as well schooled as this group may 
be, it is removed from large tranches of American 
life. It is heavy on theory and light on practical 
knowledge. The tradesman and the businessman 
are nowhere to be seen. At this writing, not a 
single person “inside the councils of government” 
has run a publicly traded company.

These inclusions and omissions were no ac-
cident. “Obama,” Alter writes, “was conflicted 
about Wall Street and conventional definitions 

of worldly achievement.” He believed in “a dif-
ferent path.” He was an intellectual. He was a 
writer who lived “in thrall to the idea that with 
enough analysis, there was a ‘right answer’ to 
everything.” He had paid no price for resisting 
the lure of Wall Street and business; his talents 
and luck had led him to the pinnacle of Ameri-
can politics. The power of his example, Obama 
believed, would teach America that there are av-
enues of progress and prosperity beyond com-
merce and material wealth.

Not since john f. kennedy’s “best and 
brightest” has there been a presidential 
coterie so impressed with its own in-

tellect. During his first year in office, the period 
chronicled in The Promise, Obama’s top domestic 
advisers included the “propeller head” economists 
Larry Summers, Peter Orszag, Christina Romer, 
and Austan Goolsbee. (By January 2011, all but 
Goolsbee will have departed the administration.) 
Obama appointed various “czars” to manage, ex-
amine, and become expert in aspects of domestic 
and foreign policy. He subjected his Afghan war 
policy to an extended, seminar-like review by ex-
perts inside and outside the administration.



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2010 
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

In some sense, then, the “promise” which Al-
ter’s title evokes is not simply the promise of the 
first African-American president. It’s not simply 
the promise of the most liberal Democrat to win 
the presidency since 1964. It’s also the promise of 
an aspirant class of leaders who believe that social 
problems can be solved through the application of 
scientific expertise and rational administration.

Naturally, it wasn’t long before they ran into 
trouble. All the theory in the world was not 
enough to aid Obama as he struggled in the wake 
of the financial crisis and Great Recession. Nor 
did Obama’s negative attitude toward the busi-
ness community and commercial ethic help him 
any, since his ideological and philosophical com-
mitments limited his circle of potential allies. The 
prolonged economic doldrums reduced Obama’s 
charisma. His inability to improve the situation 
turned the public against him and his party.

During the 2008 campaign, Obama had been 
the vessel for a country’s hopes of renewal. But 
by the fall of 2010 the president came across as 
pedantic, thin-skinned, and tone deaf. His ap-
proval ratings have declined steadily for almost 
two years. His domestic agenda is unpopular in 
practically every respect. He seems a better fit for 
the job of Ford Foundation micro-credit program 
officer than chief executive of the United States.

Alter’s reporting unintentionally ex-
poses the cause of this profound change. 
Unintentionally because, even for a lib-

eral, Alter is deeply sympathetic to Obama and 
his agenda. But Alter is also a superb reporter, 
so when he isn’t waxing rhapsodic the truth 
slips through the cracks. He paints a picture of 
a White House so in love with abstraction that 
it cannot deviate from its prescribed equations. 
Whereas Franklin Roosevelt promised “bold, 
persistent experimentation” to cope with the 
Great Depression, Obama pledges to stay the 
course, no matter the outcome, no matter how 
much the public objects. The inevitable conse-
quence has been disillusionment and rebuke.

The central part of the administration’s eco-
nomic program, for example, was the stimulus 
bill. Alter explains in detail how this legislative 
victory was secured. But the stimulus was also a 
policy failure. Its underlying assumption was that 
$1 spent by government would generate $1.57 in 
economic activity. If this so-called Keynesian 
multiplier was correct, reasoned Obama and his 
advisers, then the $787 billion American Rein-
vestment and Recovery Act would hold unem-
ployment to 8%. Or so the theory went.

Unemployment, of course, peaked at 10.1% 
in October 2009. It hasn’t fallen below 9% since 
May 2009. Either the theory behind the stimu-
lus was wrong, or Obama’s team misjudged the 
state of the economy it inherited upon taking of-
fice. Unwilling to reconsider their theory, liber-

als have argued that the failure of a big stimulus 
proves the need for a bigger stimulus.

Meanwhile, the bad job market and rising 
public debt threaten to discredit fiscal stimu-
lus altogether. The administration, moreover, 
seems aloof. It is hard to stay the course when 
your program has been implemented and evi-
dence that it will ever achieve the desired results 
is so elusive. Rather than question their as-
sumptions about the relative merits of spending 
increases versus tax cuts, however, the propeller 
heads simply declared the stimulus a success. In 
August 2010, for instance, Geithner published 
an op-ed in the New York Times with the title, 

“Welcome to the Recovery.” He wasn’t kidding.
After the stimulus, the White House ap-

plied the same methods to health care. Alter 
acknowledges that from the start many Ameri-
cans (and some members of the Obama Admin-
istration) were uneasy about the federal govern-
ment becoming more involved in one-sixth of 
the economy. There were many reasons why. Al-
tering health care was not a high public priority. 
Americans are instinctually uncomfortable with 
government interfering in private medical deci-
sions. Changing longstanding arrangements for 
the hundreds of millions with health care, to 
benefit the tens of millions without it, did not 
make sense, in terms of policy or politics.

Liberals have long wanted to make health care 
more equitable by making it a universal entitle-
ment. But Obama also thought he could make it 
more efficient by changing the health care deliv-
ery system. Inspired by a New Yorker article that 
described a city in Texas where soaring Medicare 
spending did little to improve patients’ health, 
the president committed heavily to research by 
the Dartmouth Atlas of Health Care, which 
argued that smarter rather than higher health 
care spending would generate better outcomes. 
Obama’s theory was that Medicare could be cut 
without affecting seniors. He believed that the 
way to streamline medicine, and thereby save 
more money, was through “comparative effec-
tiveness” research. This is when the government 
assesses aggregate data about tonsillectomies to 
recommend—and maybe order—your doctor 
to remove Junior’s tonsils in a certain way, or not 
to remove them at all.

Obama’s kind of guys were convinced 
of the rightness of their position. What 
they did not take into account was that, 

as the opposition voiced its concern in mani-
fold ways, the public’s doubts about the sweep-
ing reforms would grow. Protests broke out at 
town hall meetings in August 2009. Taxpayers 
marched on Washington the following month. 
The president’s poll numbers took a dive through-
out the fall. Republicans won governorships in 
New Jersey and Virginia, then an obscure Re-

publican state senator from Massachusetts who 
campaigned explicitly against the health-care 
overhaul was elected to replace none other than 
the late Edward M. Kennedy in the Senate.

Obama went ahead anyway and signed the 
Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act 
into law on March 23, 2010. His rationale was 
that even if the American people didn’t like the 
process that gave them the health care over-
haul, they would like the results. Of course, the 
people will like the results only if the legislation 
works as advertised. What if it doesn’t?

Our theoreticians are not infallible. They do 
not speak with one voice. Just because the New 
Yorker says something does not make it so. In 
June 2010 the New York Times, a publication not 
obviously committed to making life difficult for 
Democrats, published a long, front-page article 
criticizing the Dartmouth Atlas’s research. If 
the Times is right and the New Yorker is wrong, 
then the premises behind Obama’s health care 
law are deeply flawed, and the changes might do 
more harm than good. The public understood 
that the unintended consequences of social ac-
tion often outweigh the intended ones. Obama 
dismissed such fears, however, in the confident 
belief that his theory of the case was correct. 
Needless to say, this is a pretty big gamble on 
which to base so much money, so many lives, 
and so large a portion of the American future.

And a gamble it is. in the end, the 
Promise is a story of a youthful, center-
left, meritocratic elite that achieves 

power—and quickly discovers the limits of its 
capacities. The economy and the electorate have 
both proven resistant to Obama’s theories about 
the world. Political adviser David Axelrod told 
Alter, “Barack’s thing is, do the stuff you think 
is best, do what’s most important, do the gov-
erning right and the politics will take care of it-
self.” Unfortunately for the Democrats, that is 
exactly what has happened.

It is true that Obama and his team have done 
what they genuinely think is right. One cannot 
finish Alter’s book and doubt that the admin-
istration is staffed with capable people who 
take their jobs seriously and want what is best 
for their country. But in so many cases, what 
these capable people believe is right has turned 
out, or is turning out, to be operationally and 
substantively wrong. And as Obama predicted, 
the politics is taking care of itself. Obama seems 
destined to end 2010 the same way Alter says he 
ended his first night as president in 2009—wan-
dering the halls of the White House, asking, 

“Where do I go now?”

Matthew Continetti is associate editor of the Weekly 
Standard and author, most recently, of The 
Persecution of Sarah Palin (Sentinel).
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Book Review by Christopher Caldwell

Black Like Me
The Bridge: The Life and Rise of Barack Obama, by David Remnick.

Alfred A. Knopf, 656 pages, $29.95 

The bridge, by new yorker editor david 
Remnick, is not so much about how a 
black became president as about how a 

president became black. It opens at a 2007 com-
memoration in Selma, Alabama—the site of a 
clash between police and civil rights marchers 
42 years earlier—where Barack Obama was able 
to present himself as a worthier inheritor than 
Hillary Clinton of the struggles for which the 
old men and women in the audience had risked 
so much. “Don’t tell me I don’t have a claim on 
Selma, Alabama,” he said. “Don’t tell me I’m not 
coming home when I come to Selma, Alabama.” 

That the segregation-era Deep South, or even 
the memory thereof, might be in any way “home” 
to Obama did not go without saying. Obama’s 
mother, Ann Dunham, was an impressionable, 
idealistic white woman raised in Kansas and 
then Hawaii, a sort of wind-chime socialist who 
believed she had “Cherokee blood” (the wish 
possibly being father to the thought), and who 
wound up in Indonesia, studying village black-
smithing and writing reports for the Ford Foun-
dation. Obama would later describe her, with a 
mixture of love and condescension, as “that girl 
with the movie of beautiful black people in her 
head.” Obama’s father was a brainy, ambitious 
Kenyan Muslim who arrived in Hawaii as part 
of a foundation-funded program for training a 
post-imperial African ruling class. “Ann’s par-
ents found Obama smooth, smart, even charm-
ing,” Remnick writes, “but not entirely familiar 

or trustworthy.” He was a drunk, the more so 
as the years passed, and, not to put too fine a 
point on it, a polygamist, who already had a wife 
at the time he married Ann, and would acquire 
another after he abandoned the Dunham fam-
ily to attend graduate school. He subsequently 
returned to Africa, and the future president met 
him only once. 

The story of Barack Obama’s rise is familiar 
enough not to warrant repeating. What is un-
usual about Remnick’s version is that he tells it 
through the lens of race. As an American boy 
growing up in Indonesia and Hawaii in the af-
termath of the civil rights movement, Obama 
was in a confusing position. He looked black, 
but he didn’t know any blacks. He was descend-
ed from slave owners but not from slaves. Most 
disorientingly, Hawaii—where he was brought 
up by his white grandparents—lacked even 
those lingering remnants of racism, the expo-
sure and expunging of which was, by the 1970s, 
the main preoccupation of the burgeoning es-
tablishment that had grown out of the civil 
rights movement. 

In a way that strikes Remnick as both “touch-
ing” and “awkward,” Obama began “giving him-
self instruction on how to be black.” He wrote 
letters to his father that went unanswered. He 
sought out military servicemen to play basket-
ball with, in hopes of learning their slang. In 
college, Obama read deeply in black literature 
and history. He gravitated towards community 

organizing in poor black neighborhoods on the 
South Side of Chicago. At law school he took a 
lot of classes in civil rights law, and then spurned 
a lucrative career track to take up civil rights 
work at Davis, Miner, which Remnick calls “a 
classic liberal ‘good-guy’ firm.” As a lecturer at 
the University of Chicago, he taught a course 
(by all accounts superb) called Current Issues in 
Racism and the Law. He sought out as a mentor 
the fiery advocate of “black-liberation theology,” 
Jeremiah Wright. 

One of the book’s highlights is rem-
nick’s interview with the former Black 
Panther leader (now Congressman) 

Bobby Rush, who demolished Obama in his 
first race for Congress in 2000, largely by raising 
doubts among inner-city voters about Obama’s 

“authenticity.” Rush, who still seems to carry 
considerable resentment from the campaign, al-
leges that Obama even taught himself to walk 
like a black person, with a kind of “sashay,” as 
Remnick calls it, that Rush gleefully imitates 
for him.

There’s a certain break at the knees as 
you walk and you get a certain roll going. 
Watch. You see? And he’s the first Presi-
dent of the United States to walk like that, 
I can guarantee you that! But, lemme tell 
you, I never noticed that he walked like 
that back then!
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Obama is, racially speaking, a self-made 
man. If there were a citizenship examination 
for blackness, he’d have passed it. Remnick 
hints that Ann Dunham’s idealization of black 
people may have rubbed off on Obama, and that 
it may be responsible for the immodesty that is 
his besetting flaw. Remnick sees that blackness 
can, in some circumstances, be deployed to great 
effect on the political stage—and that the 2008 
presidential election was one of those circum-
stances. A Chicago Tribune journalist describes 
Obama to Remnick as “radiating the sense that 
‘You’re the kind of guy who can accept a black 
guy as a senator.’” 

At root, though, remnick is without 
a drop of cynicism as to why Obama, as 
both a youth and a middle-aged man, 

might consider a confident blackness of a po-
liticized kind to be something worthy of aspir-
ing to. The struggle for racial equality appears 
in these pages as a moral lodestar, the only real 
litmus test of contemporary political moral-
ity. Mastering the history and rhetoric of civil 
rights, reading the rest of American history 
through it, rendering one’s personality accept-
able to those who speak in its name—to Rem-
nick, all of this is so self-evidently admirable as 
to need no explanation. 

Woven into this story are set pieces on the 
history of blacks in America. When Obama is 
in Selma, we are treated to long discursions on 
Martin Luther King’s rhetoric and John Lew-
is’s activism. Obama’s election as the first black 
editor of the Harvard Law Review serves as a 
springboard to a history of Charles Hamilton 
Houston and Thurgood Marshall’s challenge to 
the doctrine of separate-but-equal. And Rem-
nick prefaces his discussion of Dreams from My 
Father, the memoir Obama wrote in his early 
thirties, with a history of slave narratives and 
black autobiographies. 

These sections are impeccably researched, 
intelligently laid out, and thoroughly conven-
tional. This is the “Whig” version of civil rights 
history—the catechetical version, the version 
taught in elementary schools across the coun-
try during Black History Month, the version 
that one sees in museums of African-American 
history. There are no wrong turns in it, no mis-
judgments, aside from a few moments of exces-
sive zeal that are easily accounted for, and—
above all—no opportunity costs for progress 
made. 

It is also the version that Obama, like other 
politicians of both parties before him, pro-
claimed on the campaign trail. “The black free-
dom struggle became, in Obama’s terms, an 
American freedom struggle,” Remnick writes. 
That’s true, and, again, not just in Obama’s 
terms. It has been true since the founding. To 
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the extent that Obama conveyed that idea, he 
deserves nothing but credit. 

But Remnick misses the quixotic side to 
Obama’s attempt to read his way back into a de-
parted past. Obama comes to seem not just a de-
fender of civil rights but the embodiment of them. 
Remnick mistakes Obama’s allies and enemies 
for the allies and enemies of reason, progress, 
and fair play. It is one thing to describe Georgia 
congressman John Lewis as a hero of the 1960s. 
It is quite another to call him—after a politi-
cal career spent casting the mildest of dissents 
from whatever his own position happens to be 
as evidence of totalitarianism—“one of the most 
principled figures in government.” Jesse Jackson 
appears as a flawed giant, Jeremiah Wright as 
hot-tempered but brilliant and misunderstood. 
There is, in fact, no one in the book who speaks 
in the name of civil rights whom Remnick will 
damn more than faintly. Even some of the wilder 
black nationalists Obama meets are described 
as “full of pride but also too willing to listen to 
conspiracy theories about Koreans funding the 
Klan and Jewish doctors injecting black babies 
with AIDS.”

When remnick writes about politi-
cal campaigns, there is always a sense 
of partisan heat insufficiently cooled. 

Consider his long description of the 1983 Chi-
cago mayoral race, which pitted the black con-
gressman Harold Washington against Republi-
can Bernard Epton. Remnick sees Epton’s slogan 
(“Before It’s Too Late”) as an appeal to racism, 
and his frustrated outburst after being cast as 
the villain of the campaign (“I am not ashamed of 
being white!”) as more of the same. But the case 
that Epton himself made a Faustian pact with 
racism is weak. Epton was a Hyde Park liberal 
who marched for civil rights in the South and 
sent his children to local public schools even after 
they had become virtually all-black. (That is, well 
after much of the city’s black elite had abandoned 
them.) Racism did not exhaust the reasons that 
Chicagoans might have feared a Washington vic-
tory. Epton’s misdeed was that he stood in the 
way of the history that Washington’s supporters 
wanted to make. 

John McCain was fitted with the same vil-
lain’s cloak in the 2008 presidential campaign, 
which Remnick compares explicitly to the 1983 
mayoral race. McCain accused Obama of “play-
ing the race card” after Obama warned an au-
dience in Missouri about McCain’s supporters: 

“What they’re going to try to do is make you 
scared of me. You know, ‘He doesn’t look like all 
those other presidents on the dollar bills.’” One 
needn’t hold Obama to an impossible moral stan-
dard: campaigning is campaigning. But from this 
distance, it ought to be easy to see that McCain 
had a point. Remnick is correct to regret the way 
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McCain stifled his independent voice to please 
the establishment Republicans around George 
W. Bush. (At the worst possible moment, he 
paid lip service to their foolish economic policies, 
which he had opposed in the past.) But to say 
that McCain campaigned in a way that “would 
have been pitiable had it not been so dangerous” 
is to tell a political fish story.

The official version of civil rights, as taught 
in schools, rushes from the idealistic struggles 
of underdog protesters in the mid-20th century 
to the glorious present. The problem is that, al-
though the period since the late 1960s was in-
deed marked by moral triumphs, it also saw seri-
ous failures. Remnick tends to see these failures 
as evidence of lingering racism, and those who 
point them out as self-interested rabble-rousers. 
To say that Richard Nixon and Spiro Agnew 
“used the code of ‘law and order’ to insure them-
selves of a solid white voting bloc in the South” 
is to imply that black crime was either a minor 
problem or a non-existent one. Remnick cites 
Obama’s memory of confiding in the 1970s to 
Frank Davis, a black friend of his grandfather, 
about his grandmother’s fear of black people. 

“Your grandma’s right to be scared,” Davis says. 
“She understands that black people have a reason 
to hate.” But Davis has sneaked an extra term 
into the syllogism here. Obama’s grandmother 
was afraid of black people because she believed 
they were violent. Whether they had a reason to 
hate is a different question altogether.

Race relations have calmed down since then, 
partly because politicians have been ready to 
throw out the constitutional baby with the seg-
regationist bathwater. The “war on drugs,” for 
example, has dramatically reduced crime in 
black neighborhoods, helping people like the 

president’s grandmother to make their peace 
with integration. But it has resulted in a level 
of incarceration that should be a source of em-
barrassment and shame in a free country. The 
United States has a quarter of the world’s prison 
population, and most of it is black. 

Affirmative action exacts an even 
steeper constitutional price. For a book 
about the self-identification of an un-

usually introspective, upwardly mobile black 
man in the late 20th century, The Bridge has 
surprisingly little to say about it. Aside from 
one partly tongue-in-cheek letter Obama wrote 
in the Harvard Law Review, describing himself 
as “someone who has undoubtedly benefited 
from affirmative action programs during my 
academic career,” its effect on Obama’s life gets 
no serious attention at all. Remnick sometimes 
dances around the issue, as when he notes—by 
way of explaining how Obama was considered 
for tenure at the University of Chicago despite 
having spent a decade there without publishing 
a single article—that the university was “eager 
to increase the diversity of [its] faculty”.

Elsewhere Remnick raises affirmative action 
only to ridicule those who worry about it, not-
ing that Obama was admitted to the elite pri-
vate school Punahou thanks to a connection his 
grandparents had there: 

“My first experience with affirmative ac-
tion, it seems, had little to do with race,” 
Obama writes, winking at a fact that 
looms so large at elite American prep 
schools and Ivy League colleges: that af-
firmative action for alumni children and 
the well-connected is far more pervasive 

than any breaks extended on the basis of 
ethnic background.

Obama is careful enough to include the 
words “it seems.” It is unlikely that race had 
nothing to do with the decision of one of the 
most elite prep schools in the country to accept 
a boy, however bright, who was being raised by 
a penurious furniture salesman. (And to call 
alumni preference a form of “affirmative action” 
is a canard. No law requires it. No college admis-
sions official has ever found himself hauled into 
a courtroom for failing to practice it.) At key 
junctures where one would expect a discussion 
of affirmative action, it is absent. Obama was a 
B student at Punahou, but was much sought af-
ter by colleges. Why? “Like the best New Eng-
land prep schools,” Remnick writes, “Punahou 
routinely sent its top-tier students to the best 
colleges and universities in the country—and 
the second-tier students, Obama included, did 
almost as well.”

When President Obama went to Selma to de-
clare it his political “home,” he was doing a para-
doxical thing. He was laying claim to be a civil 
rights leader not because of what he could give 
to the movement but because of the opportuni-
ties that he and other blacks of his generation—
which Remnick calls “the Joshua generation”—
had taken from it. Americans can be proud of 
this history, but they should not lose sight of the 
distinction between equality and oppression. 
President Obama is an important figure in the 
civil rights movement only to the extent that the 
civil rights movement’s work is done. 

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor at the 
Weekly Standard.
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Book Review by Michael Barone

Band of Brothers
A Nation Forged in War: How World War II Taught Americans How to Get Along, 

by Thomas Bruscino. University of Tennessee Press, 348 pages, $39.95 

Remember all those world war ii mov-
ies? You know—the ones with an Army 
unit that had a guy from the South, a 

factory kid from Pittsburgh or Detroit, a farmer 
from the Great Plains and invariably, a loud-
mouthed guy from Brooklyn. The movies al-
ways showed that however different the unlikely 
compatriots initially seemed and sounded, they 
all ended up getting along and looking out for 
one another.

Surprisingly, it turns out that those movies 
were a fairly accurate picture of American men 
at war—or at least that’s what Thomas Brusci-
no, a historian at the U.S. Army School of Ad-
vanced Military Studies at Fort Leavenworth, 
argues in A Nation Forged in War.

Bruscino’s thesis has a solid basis in the 
American demography of the 1940s. Growing 
up in Detroit in the 1950s, I sensed something 
fishy in the fact that all of these Hollywood 
Army units included guys from Brooklyn. But 
when you look up the 1940 Census, you find 
that Brooklyn accounted for 2% of all Ameri-
cans, one of every 50, and an Army unit with 
500 men was likely to include 10 of them—and 
with their accents and gift for gab, they would 

be noticed. Altogether the five boroughs of New 
York City contained 5.64% of the nation’s popu-
lation in 1940—one in every 18 Americans.

The America of 132 million that was plunged 
into mobilization for war in 1940 was in many 
ways different from the America of 310 million 
we are familiar with today. The mass media that 
had emerged in the two preceding decades, ra-
dio and the movies, did introduce Americans of 
one region and ethnic background to those of 
others, but they provided only introductions, 
not intimate relationships. The moguls of Hol-
lywood and the radio pioneers of Chicago and 
Detroit (where many of the great programs orig-
inated) tended to smooth off the rough edges, 
and when you left the movie palace or switched 
off the radio you were back in your familiar cul-
tural niche again.

One enormous divide—far wider than it is 
today—was between North and South. Be-
tween 1865 and 1940, when more than 30 mil-
lion foreign immigrants moved to the North, 
only about one million Southern whites and 
one million Southern blacks followed suit, de-
spite the fact that wages were more than twice 
as high in the North as in the South. South-

erners almost never traveled to the North; 
Northerners seldom went South except to 
vacation in a few beach communities. The seg-
regation system, enforced by law and by force 
(there were multiple lynchings every year in the 
1930s), was unfamiliar enough to Northerners 
that the Chicago sociologist John Dollard was 
hailed for his scholarly exposé in his 1937 book 
Caste and Class in a Southern Town. As Brusci-
no duly notes, the World War II military kept 
blacks in segregated units out of fear that mix-
ing the races would reduce unit cohesion and 
effectiveness. Because of this segregation, the 
book’s thesis—that the war experience taught 
Americans how to get along—applies to whites 
only, though these whites—not just those from 
New York City—were from very different 
backgrounds. 

In 1940, one in four Americans lived on 
farms, about half of which were either then 
or quite recently without electricity. Another 
quarter lived in the large cities of the Northeast 
and industrial Midwest, where a majority of res-
idents were the product of the vast immigration 
of the late 19th and early 20th centuries before 
the introduction of the restrictive immigration 
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act of 1924. The Irish, Italians, Jews, and Poles 
lived in monoethnic neighborhoods or in un-
easy proximity to one another. Catholics were 
outbreeding Protestants (or so feared Yankee 
ladies like George W. Bush’s grandmother who 
had five children and supported Planned Par-
enthood), and Jews were rising rapidly in busi-
nesses (retail, women’s wear, show business) 
that put a premium on sensitive understanding 
of the rapidly changing tastes of people unlike 
themselves. Then there was small-town Amer-
ica, the product of the Yankee diaspora of the 
first half of the 19th century, where local law-
yers and businessmen ran affairs in the county 
seat and from time to time sent one of their own 
to Congress. And finally, many soldiers came 
from Germano-Scandinavian America, whose 
representatives voted against entry to World 
War I and who formed the core of the isolation-
ist constituency in the tense years between Hit-
ler’s invasion of Poland and the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor. 

It was this culturally diverse america 
that saw its young men enter military service 
in the years from the institution of the draft 

in October 1940 until September 1945—not 
much more than half the time Americans have 
been in combat in Afghanistan. The magnitude 
of the mobilization is hard for us to fathom. At 
one time or another, some 16 million American 
men were in the military. The modern equiva-
lent would be a military of 38 million, more 
than 10 times its present size.

Bruscino tells the story of how military ser-
vice changed the lives of these young men—and 
changed the country in the process. Readers will 
run across some irritating liberal pieties. But I 
think he gets this important story mostly right. 
Young American men were put into uniform 
and forced to depend on comrades from very 
different backgrounds not only for daily com-
panionship but also for protection in battle. This 
protracted experience, he says, forged a stronger 
national identity and an increased tolerance and 
appreciation of Americans of different religion, 
ethnic background, and economic status. 

The most uncomfortable moments in his 
story, to me at least, were the reminiscences of 
Jewish soldiers. In the 1940s Jews were 4% of 
the nation’s population—about double the cur-
rent proportion—and most were the children of 
immigrants who had come over in the quarter 
century before 1914. Bruscino skates over the 
evidence in public opinion polls that show anti-
Semitism in America peaking in these years. 
Many felt that Jews were shirking military ser-

vice (Bruscino cites several Jewish soldiers and 
rabbi-chaplains addressing this accusation) and 
there was an undercurrent of opinion, voiced by 
Charles Lindbergh in his infamous speech in 
Des Moines on September 11, 1941 (the same 
day as the groundbreaking for the Pentagon), 
that American boys were going to be sacrificed 
to save Jews in Europe. In fact, Jews served in 
the military in proportionate numbers and 
made a point of volunteering. The morning after 
Pearl Harbor, Hank Greenberg, after hitting 58 
home runs the year before, was in line at the re-
cruiting station, volunteering for active duty.

I agree with bruscino’s point that the 
near-universality of military service, both 
for the servicemen themselves and vicari-

ously for members of their families, did much to 
shape the culture of postwar America. We were 
a more fractious, quarrelsome, divided nation 

universal military training, rejected by Congress 
in the 1940s, would get very little support from 
the politicians of his party today—or from 
those of the other party, either. The postwar 
age of civic equality was also one of conformity. 
Americans wanted to be thought of as normal, 
not exceptional; as organization men (William 
Whyte’s term) who worked smoothly with 
others, and not as innovators or disturbers of 
the economic peace who invented new products 
and services. It was an era of low divorce rates, 
high birth rates, and low crime rates. But it was 
also an era of low tolerance of eccentricity, of 
little interest in feminism, and perhaps of record 
repression of homosexuality. Overall, those on 
the Left—fans of the progressive hallmark of 
identity politics—can’t remember the postwar 
era with much nostalgia. We were governed 
in that era by the same triumvirate of leaders 
of Big Units—Big Government, Big Business, 
Big Labor—who gained enormous prestige 
from their success in organizing production 
and mobilization in the war. Over the first 
postwar generation, Americans expressed great 
confidence in large institutions and their leaders. 
Political scientists and sociologists assumed 
this was the norm in American history. But by 
the late 1960s, as those leaders and institutions 
performed poorly, confidence vanished, and I 
suspect (there were no pollsters to ask questions 
about it before 1935) that its prevalence in the 
postwar period was the exception rather than 
the rule in American history. 

Bruscino leads off his story by recall-
ing the Four Chaplains—Methodist, 
Dutch Reform, Catholic, Jewish—who in 

February 1943, when their ship was torpedoed, 
handed off their life jackets to sailors and then 
locked arms in prayer as their ship plunged into 
the North Atlantic. It’s impossible to read this 
without tearing up, and without reflecting, as 
Bruscino urges us to do, on how their example 
helped to make this a better country. A better 
country in many ways, but one that now is past, 
and the past is always, in L.P. Hartley’s phrase, 
another country. We are the lucky inheritors, 
three generations later, of a country strengthened 
rather than weakened by an experience of total 
war, strengthened materially, geopolitically and, 
as Bruscino tells us, culturally. But our duty is 
to take our country in different directions from 
those in which the wartime experience took post-
war America. 

Michael Barone is a resident fellow of the American 
Enterprise Institute.

before 1940 and a more united, harmonious, 
one after 1945. In some respects this was an un-
doubtedly good thing. The mutual respect ex-
pressed almost universally in postwar America 
for and among Protestants, Catholics, and Jews 
was an improvement over the bickering and 
mistrust that had been the hallmark of pre-war 
America.  Though ethnic stereotypes—often 
based on genuine differences—persisted, the 
nasty edge was blunted, and derogatory terms 
passed out of polite and impolite conversation 
alike. The universality of military experience 
promoted a sense of civic equality, which en-
sured that no matter how high your income and 
how venerated your ancestors, you had to wait 
for your turn in line, and march in order, just 
like everyone else.

For some, there is nostalgia for postwar 
America’s  civic equality and sense of common 
purpose. Yet there are downsides to it as well: 
we wouldn’t really want to return to that era 
any more than we want a 38-million-person 
military. President Truman’s proposals for 

We were a more
fractious, quarrelsome, 
divided nation before

1940 and a more united, 
harmonious one 

after 1945. 
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Book Review by Peter Skerry

Moving on Up
From Immigrants to Americans: The Rise and Fall of Fitting In, by Jacob L. Vigdor.

Rowman & Littlefield, 232 pages, $34.95

In december 2008, president-elect barack 
Obama introduced the final two nominees 
to his cabinet: California Congresswoman 

Hilda Solis for Secretary of Labor and Illi-
nois Congressman Ray LaHood for Secretary 
of Transportation. Solis identified herself as 
the daughter of Hispanic immigrants and 
spoke movingly of her family’s determination 
to succeed. She pointed to her nomination to 
Obama’s cabinet as the culmination of their 
struggle, and drove home the point by deliver-
ing a segment of her remarks in Spanish and 
then English. 

Then it was LaHood’s turn at the podium. 
The grandson of Lebanese Christian immi-
grants who settled in Peoria, LaHood notably 
said nothing about his family history—nor did 
he speak Arabic. He made no allusion what-
soever to his ethnic background or religious 
heritage. 

These contrasting images highlight two very 
different ways that immigrants have made their 
way in America. Hispanics are one of the largest 
groups ever to arrive here, and have supported 
controversial policies in order to advance them-
selves socially and economically and maintain 
their language and culture. By contrast, Arabs are 

one of the smallest and—at least until recently—
most obscure ethnic groups in the United States. 
More to the point, they have grown accustomed 
to pursuing their interests with discretion. 

This contrast would be no great surprise to 
Duke University economist Jacob Vigdor, au-
thor of From Immigrants to Americans: The Rise 
and Fall of Fitting In. In order to get around 
the long-standing stalemate between immigra-
tion restrictionists and expansionists, Vigdor 
proposes addressing the issue from a different 
angle and devising public policies that encour-
age “fitting in,” as he puts it. Toward this end, he 
examines how various immigrant groups today 
are assimilating and compares their trajectories 
with those of immigrants who arrived here ear-
lier in our history.

Relying on 150 years of census data, Vigdor 
presents some fascinating empirical findings. 
Unfortunately, he fails to provide a satisfactory 
definition of assimilation. In his words,

[a]ssimilation is fundamentally the ero-
sion of critical differences between groups, 
and changes in the status of any group can 
be conducive to the goal…. Commonality 
of language, for example, is a justifiable 

societal goal, but there is not necessarily a 
rule for which language should be set for-
ward as the standard. (My emphasis.)

Paul Samuelson’s renowned economics text-
book used to assert that labor could just as plau-
sibly hire capital as the reverse, and I have no 
doubt that Vigdor’s formalistic perspective on 
assimilation similarly derives from his training 
in the profession. In any event, as Milton Fried-
man taught, it is not the plausibility of econo-
mists’ assumptions that matter, but their ex-
planatory power. On this score as well, Vigdor 
proves to be disappointing. 

His definition of assimilation does have the 
virtue of helping him side-step charges of Anglo 
insensitivity from his colleagues in academia. 
But it definitely won’t play in Peoria, as Ray La-
Hood could undoubtedly attest. And this in 
turn speaks to the limitations of Vigdor’s per-
spective on immigration policy and politics. As 
befits an economist, he regards himself as emi-
nently qualified to address the former, yet fails 
to understand the latter.

It is telling that Vigdor has nothing whatso-
ever to say about the political assimilation of im-
migrants, focusing instead on assimilation as a 
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phenomenon among individuals. As he puts it, 
“[a]ssimilation is a process whereby an individual 
belonging to a particular social group becomes 
more similar to members of other groups over 
time.” But assimilation is also a process where-
by groups adjust their expectations and claims 
against one another as well as against the wider 
society. This of course is the essence of politics, 
about which Vigdor’s methodological individu-
alism leaves him virtually nothing to say.

 

Another limitation of his account is 
the unexamined assumption that as-
similation is necessarily benign and 

functional. Missing from his analysis is any hint, 
despite abundant evidence, that specific aspects 
of assimilation can be dysfunctional for immi-
grants as well as their host society—for exam-
ple, when immigrant youth adapt to ghetto or 
gang culture in our nation’s cities. Similarly, he 
ignores evidence that as Hispanic immigrants 
and their children have assimilated to Ameri-
can culture, their diet and eating habits have 
changed, resulting in obesity and diabetes of 
almost epidemic proportions. 

Without any explanation or justification, 
Vigdor embraces a straight-line notion of assimi-
lation, assuming that immigrants progressively 
adapt to life in America until eventually they re-
semble the norm. Yet this view is contradicted by 
much of our history: assimilation has often been 
a back-and-forth process in which immigrants 
have adapted to America by defining themselves 
apart from or even in opposition to it. For ex-
ample, foreign-language newspapers, typically 
preoccupied with events back home, have nev-
ertheless helped to integrate immigrant groups 
into the broader society. Arguably, the same can 
be said of today’s Spanish-language media.

Despite the stigma associated in the popu-
lar mind with “hyphenated identities,” it was as 
Italian-Americans, for example, that peasants 
from the villages of the Mezzogiorno and Sicily 
came gradually to think of themselves as citizens 
of the United States. Today, it is as Mexican-
Americans or Hispanic-Americans—rarely just 
as Americans—that immigrants from across our 
southern border get drawn into the mainstream. 
Even more telling is how some immigrant par-
ents define their families’ goals in opposition to 
our youth culture, in order to ensure that their 
children assimilate to the achievement-oriented 
values of America’s upper-middle class. 

As anyone familiar with the struggles of 
such immigrant parents well understands, as-
similation can be a contentious, even conflictual 
process. Not merely within the private life of 
families, but in public, between immigrants and 
non-immigrants, and—a point that is typically 

overlooked—among various immigrant groups 
jostling for recognition, resources, and political 
power. Yet Vigdor’s analysis completely ignores 
this dynamic aspect of assimilation. 

Consider now his findings on five 
different ways of “fitting in” for which 
he was able to assemble and analyze 

historical data: interpersonally (as indicated by 
intermarriage), officially (as gauged by natural-
ization rates), residentially, linguistically, and fi-
nally, economically. Vigdor never actually ranks 
these various dimensions, though economic as-
similation is clearly his greatest concern. 

He reports that intermarriage between im-
migrants and non-immigrants today is rare. In 
2007, for example, only 14% of foreign-born 
males and 16% of foreign-born females were 
married to native-born spouses. Vigdor con-
cludes that “there has been no dramatic change 
in the propensity of immigrants to intermarry 
over the past century or more.” Similarly, he re-
ports that “there has been little change in the 
overall rates of naturalization over the past cen-
tury.” Noting that over this period we have made 
it more difficult to naturalize, he concludes that 
official policy may have relatively little impact 
on the decisions immigrants make about this 
aspect of assimilation.

Residentially, today’s immigrants appear to 
be less isolated upon arrival than their counter-
parts a hundred years ago, but also less likely 
to integrate over time. Likewise, today’s im-
migrants on average arrive with more English 
than their predecessors, but then appear to 
make less linguistic progress than earlier im-
migrants did. Yet these data are fraught with 
problems. For example, Vigdor points out that 
evidence on immigrant language skills used to 
be based on the subjective judgments of census 
takers, and today rely on the self-reporting of 
immigrants themselves. 

When it comes to economic assimilation, how-
ever, Vigdor’s data are more solid and his find-
ings more conclusive. As he summarizes, “Over 
the course of American history, the occupation-
al standing of immigrants has improved in an 
absolute sense but declined in a relative sense.” 
In 1910, for instance, immigrants typically 
worked in higher-paid occupations than their 
native-born counterparts. How could this be? 
Well, about 70% of native-born workers lived 
in rural areas or small towns, while immigrants 
tended to congregate in the industrializing cit-
ies where job opportunities were much greater. 
As Vigdor notes, “Even the lowest-skilled im-
migrants arriving from Southern and Eastern 
Europe enjoyed an occupational advantage over 
the average native.”

A century later, the situation is more com-
plicated. Immigrants today arrive on average 
with higher occupational skill levels than their 
predecessors. Yet American workers have reg-
istered even greater gains. He concludes: “We 
have established that immigrants of the early 
twenty-first century, while better off than their 
predecessors in an absolute sense, have as a 
group fallen behind the native-born in terms of 
occupational standing.”

But as he is at pains to point out, today’s av-
erages mask a more differentiated influx than 
America witnessed in its past. Although highly 
skilled immigrants, from Asia for example, ar-
rive here with skill levels well above the aver-
age for natives and then go on to do well, many 
unskilled immigrants, especially from Mexico 
and Central America, arrive with skill levels 
well below the native average. As Vigdor puts 
it, “immigrants from East and South Asia in 
particular [are] outpacing the native-born while 
immigrants from Mexico and Central America 
lag the furthest behind.”

As for the children of immigrants, he pres-
ents data suggesting that a century ago their 
parents’ advantages over native-born workers 
were passed on to their offspring, who outper-
formed their native-born peers. Today, on aver-
age the adult children of immigrants appear to 
have a similar occupational advantage relative to 
their native-born counterparts. But again, such 
averages are misleading, masking how the off-
spring of Korean and Vietnamese immigrants 
outpace their native-born peers while the adult 
children of Mexican immigrants lag behind.

These are complicated findings, whose 
implications are hardly self-evident. Un-
fortunately, Vigdor doesn’t shed much 

light on them. He is clearly most concerned 
with the relatively poor economic assimilation 
of unskilled Hispanic immigrants. Yet he never 
adequately explains why he is so concerned. It 
is striking, for example, that as an economist 
he does not argue that sustained high levels of 
unskilled immigration might be harmful to our 
economy—retarding technological innovation, 
for example.

At various points he does suggest that the 
poor assimilation of unskilled Hispanic immi-
grants is a political problem. Yet despite his evi-
dent preoccupation with their economic assimi-
lation, he readily acknowledges that “for many 
concerned citizens, cultural considerations [i.e., 
English language acquisition] weigh much more 
heavily than economic ones.”

Perhaps Vigdor is concerned that their 
relatively poor economic progress might lead 
to discontent among unskilled Hispanic im-
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Book Review by Brian Doherty

Selling Capitalism Short
The Relentless Revolution: A History of Capitalism, by Joyce Appleby.

W.W. Norton & Co., 494 pages, $29.95

Joyce appleby’s the relentless revolution 
is not a good book. It is too often thin, con-
fused, even silly. Although she grudgingly 

concedes capitalism’s triumphs, the only thing 
relentless is her disparagement of it. The vol-
ume is thick with clichés, and often dotty with 
bizarre asides. It never even settles on what 
capitalism is. African explorers Stanley and 
Livingstone—and Japanese military operations 
in World War II—get nearly as much attention 
as the evolution of banking, insurance, corpora-
tions, property rights, and monetary policy.

Now retired after a distinguished career 
teaching history at San Diego State University 
and UCLA, Appleby has largely focused in her 
research on questions of liberalism and republi-
canism in 18th- and early 19th-century Amer-
ica, England, and France. Her earliest books 
addressed economic concerns, and in her lat-
est, she competently tells the basic story of the 
rise of modern market mechanisms in the West. 
But she lacks a fresh perspective or a sense of 
the telling detail, rehashing familiar textbook 
anecdotes like Henry Ford offering Americans 
any type of car they wanted so long as it was 
black, and brokers jumping from windows dur-
ing the 1929 stock market crash. And though 
a historian should know better than to imbue 
the near past with more importance than it de-
serves, Appleby ends her account with more 
pages of detail than are warranted about the re-
cent housing bubble and economic panic.

Her pronoucements on matters such as 
wage-rate changes and protectionism often 
contradict each other. And her footnoting is 
strange and shoddy. Many important and con-
troversial statements of fact are left unrefer-
enced, or are sourced to such unimpeachable 
authorities as the New York Times opinion 
page. (A Paul Krugman column is offered as 
proof that government spending during the 
1940s finally “reached levels high enough to 
bring the nation out of Depression.” What did 
or didn’t end the Depression is a topic of com-
plicated and continuous debate among experts, 
and certainly cannot be settled by a partisan 
economists’ newspaper op-ed.) 

Given the author’s insistence that population 
growth and business interests have kept wages 
down, readers might be surprised to learn that 
wage rates for unskilled and production work-
ers doubled or more in the second half of the 
19th century. Some of her assertions are simply 
wrong, like an unfootnoted comment that dur-
ing the 1990s “most other economies were slow-
ing” outside America, when in fact every area of 
the globe except Europe and Central Asia had 
robust GDP growth.

Appleby completely ignores the two 
most astute 20th-century scholarly 
exponents of capitalism, Ludwig von 

Mises and Friedrich Hayek. Instead of blithely 
assuring readers that busts are a “permanent 

feature of capitalism,” “caused by decentralized 
decision making from overly confident profit 
seekers,” she should have acknowledged, for 
example, Hayek’s theory of business cycles (for 
which he won the Nobel Prize in economics). 
He blamed boom and bust cycles, as well as the 
length of downturns, on the manipulation of 
credit and interest rates by government banks. 
Her frequent complaints about inequality, pol-
lution, poverty, and political graft—which she 
blames on capitalism rather than on human 
nature—never consider the question: com-
pared to what? 

Appleby does admit, “The distinctive char-
acteristic of capitalism has been its amazing 
wealth-generating capacities. The power of 
that wealth transformed traditional societies 
and continues to enable human societies to 
do remarkable things.” And later, she identi-
fies “the two enduring strengths of capitalism, 
encouragement of innovation and a capacity to 
create new wealth along with the real satisfac-
tions that wealth brings to a growing popula-
tion of recipients.” But more often she mutes 
her praise, lest readers detect anything so 
unseemly as affection for the entrepreneurial 
spirit.

Brian Doherty is a senior editor at Reason mag-
azine and author of Radicals for Capitalism: A 
Freewheeling History of the Modern American 
Libertarian Movement (Public Affairs).

migrants and their children. Yet they are pre-
sumably not comparing their progress today 
with that of Italian immigrants over the past 
century. More likely they would be compar-
ing their situation with that of their contem-
poraries, particularly highly successful immi-
grants from Asia and elsewhere. But Vigdor 
offers no evidence for this. 

More broadly, the critical question is not 
simply the relative economic progress of par-

ticular immigrant groups. Rather, it is how 
they interpret their experience. Whom do 
they compare themselves to, and what criteria 
do they invoke? As the contrasting presenta-
tions of Hilda Solis and Ray LaHood remind 
us, different groups answer these questions in 
different ways. Moreover, such matters are fun-
damentally political questions that Vigdor pays 
no attention to, presumably because as an econ-
omist he regards notions of justice as beyond 

the scope of his analysis. Fair enough. But then 
he should provide us with a thorough economic 
analysis of why we should be concerned about 
this influx of unskilled Hispanic immigrants. 
Unfortunately, From Immigrants to Americans 
fails to do this, either. 

Peter Skerry is professor of political science at Bos-
ton College and senior fellow at the Kenan Institute 
for Ethics at Duke University.
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Book Review by Darren Staloff

Lives, Fortunes, and Sacred Honor
Revolutionaries: A New History of the Invention of America, by Jack Rakove.

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 496 pages, $30

The first two thirds of jack rakove’s 
Revolutionaries is masterly. A professor of 
history and political science at Stanford, 

and Pulitizer Prize-winner for Original Mean-
ings: Politics and Ideas in the Making of the Consti-
tution (1996), Rakove synthesizes for the general 
reader with great clarity and seeming ease a vast 
body of scholarship, yielding what is the single 
best treatment to date of the American struggle 
for independence. He does this by exploring the 
careers of roughly two dozen American politi-
cal leaders who were thrust into the historical 
maelstrom as revolutionaries. The last third of 
the book, foreshadowing the partisan divisions 
of the 1790s, is marred by an all-too-common 
bias, with subtle but distinct ideological over-
tones. Despite this, Rakove’s book remains an 
achievement of great distinction. 

The first chapter focuses on Massachusetts’s 
most celebrated “advocates for the cause,” Samu-
el and John Adams. In addition to painting their 
portraits, it explains what made the Bay Colony 
and New England in general so radical, and 
persuasively argues that the expression of this 
radicalism, the famous Tea Party, was a turn-
ing point in history. Rakove then turns to the 
moderates of the mid-Atlantic states, men like 

Robert Morris, John Jay, John Dickinson, and 
James Wilson. Although less known to the gen-
eral public than the Adams cousins or the glit-
tering panoply of Virginians, these men were in-
dispensable to the achievement of independence. 
Reluctant revolutionaries who largely entered 
public life in response to the crisis of the 1770s, 
they hoped to the end for reconciliation with the 
mother county. Once committed to indepen-
dence, however, their service to the American 
cause became a matter of personal honor. What 
made them so moderate, as Rakove explains, 
was their immersion in an emerging regional 
culture of commercial capitalism and economic 
development, which made them wary of abstract 
principle and eager for compromise.

Rakove rounds out the first section of the 
book with a sterling chapter on George Wash-
ington as commander-in-chief. In addition to 
narrating the war, he examines the vital question 
of Washington’s character, from the defensive 
Fabian role he reluctantly adopted for much of 
the struggle, to his exalted role as the American 
Cincinnatus who laid down his arms at war’s 
end and nipped in the bud a nascent coup d’etat 
by his unpaid officers. Washington insisted, too, 
that his officers act like gentlemen, despite their 

often plebian origins. It was to this gentlemanly 
character that Washington appealed when urg-
ing his army to stand down when the war was 
over. “Washington never allowed the army to 
disdain its civilian superiors,” writes Rakove; he 
insured the principle of civilian control by inter-
twining it with military honor. Rakove rightly 
reminds the reader how important this was: the 
Continental Army was the only national insti-
tution besides the largely inept Congress itself. 

Next, the book turns to the chal-
lenges facing the nation after its inde-
pendence had been declared. Rakove 

begins with the problem of creating a new con-
stitutional order in the states, focusing on the 
efforts of George Mason IV of Guston Hall. 
Little known today by the general public, he was 
one of the leading political thinkers of revolu-
tionary Virginia and the principal author of its 
first constitution and its celebrated Declaration 
of Rights. Equally impressive is Rakove’s survey 
of subsequent constitutional development, from 
the arguments over bicameralism in Pennsyl-
vania and Maryland to the installation of an 
independent executive in New York and the 
whole panoply of constitutional architecture 
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for drafting and ratification in Massachusetts. 
Throughout, he shows American constitution-
alism was more than a legal issue: “Americans 
were a people who wrote constitutions, and the 
constitutions they wrote defined their character 
as a people.” 

In a gem of a chapter on slavery, Revolution-
aries explains how inescapable was the clash 
between the ideals of the American Revolution 
and the practice of chattel slavery. Rakove fo-
cuses on the emancipatory schemes of South 
Carolina merchant-cum-planter Henry Laurens 
and his dashing, idealistic, and rather rakish 
son Jack. By 1776 the elder Laurens embraced 
the cause of gradual emancipation. But it was 
his son Jack who, when the British invaded the 
Deep South in 1778, took the radical step of 
proposing emancipation for slaves who would 
serve in the military. Most readers are prob-
ably unaware of this scheme, or of the fact that 
it was embraced on two separate occasions by 
both General Washington and the Confedera-
tion Congress. Its rejection by the Georgia and 
South Carolina legislatures, despite the desper-
ate need for manpower, marked the tragic limits 
of revolutionary idealism and saddled the new 
republic with its greatest burden and the great-
est stain on its character. With a chapter detail-
ing Benjamin Franklin’s, John Jay’s, and John 
Adams’s exploits as diplomats advancing Amer-
ica’s interests abroad, Rakove brings the story of 
America’s struggle for independence to a close. 
Rarely has the tale been told with as much verve 
and good sense. 

Unfortunately, the same cannot be 
said of the book’s final section, trac-
ing the legacies of the revolution in the 

careers of Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, 
and Alexander Hamilton. These chapters are 
filled with valuable information and thoughtful 
insights—the analysis of Madison is everything 
one would expect from one of the nation’s leading 
Madison scholars. But the treatment of Jefferson 
is another matter. All too often Rakove pulls 
his punches, sometimes portraying the Sage of 
Monticello more favorably than he deserves.

Two examples give the sense of this subtle 
bias. First, there is the question of Jefferson’s 
rather dim view of the federal convention and 
the Constitution it produced. To his credit, 
Rakove acknowledges the Virginian’s reserva-

tions, attributing them to his absence from the 
American scene (he was in Paris as our emis-
sary). “Had Jefferson been at home,” Rakove 
writes, “he would have been less cavalier” about 
the crisis of the Confederation. Perhaps. But it 
is worth noting that he never accepted the docu-
ment as binding “We the People”; to the end, 
he insisted it was a mere compact between the 
states. It was this understanding that under-
lay not only his defense of states’ rights but his 
doctrine of nullification. The reader deserves to 
know this vital, troubling element of Jefferson’s 

“strict construction” of the federal Constitution. 
Then there are Jefferson’s tortured musings on 

racial difference in Notes on the State of Virginia. 
Again, Rakove acknowledges Jefferson’s clearly 
racist overtones, noting that his comments “an-
ticipated and even helped legitimate the viru-
lent racism of the next century.” But he might 
have said more about the great lengths Jefferson 
went to in the Notes to catalogue the inferior-
ity of enslaved African-Americans, from their 
overly active, bestial libidos to their painfully 
limited intellect, emotional range, and imagina-
tion. And though he is quite right that Jefferson 
never used racism to justify slavery, he is wrong 
to claim that Jefferson invoked racial differences 

“to make the case for emancipation—albeit fol-
lowed by colonization.” In fact, Jefferson’s scien-
tific racism was meant to explain why gradual 
emancipation could not be achieved without the 
forced expatriation of the freedmen. It was the 
cost and complexity of this expatriation that ex-
plained, for Jefferson at least, the failure of his 
fellow Virginians to act on their purported anti-
slavery convictions. Indeed, the unequal costs of 
colonization ultimately led Jefferson to embrace 
the doctrine of diffusion—that is, the idea that 
emancipation would be most easily achieved 
by spreading slavery uniformly throughout the 
union, spreading the future burden of emancipa-
tion evenly. Rakove fails to mention this element 
of Jefferson’s anti-slavery position, just as he fails 
to note that he never proffered any of his eman-
cipatory schemes during his otherwise long and 
active political career. 

This same jeffersonian bias bleeds into 
the final chapter on Hamilton. Rakove 
rightly praises him for his promotion 

of commercial development and public credit 
as vital to national security, but overempha-

sizes national security as the motive that drove 
Hamilton to embrace state finance and modern 
capitalism. Like most purveyors of the Anglo-
phone Enlightenment, Hamilton saw com-
merce and manufactures as vital to the cause 
of liberty, humanity, social mobility, and en-
lightenment itself. It was this larger vision that 
drew the allegiance not only of Washington, as 
Rakove notes, but of most of the leading revolu-
tionaries of both radical New England and the 
moderate mid-Atlantic—a fact not mentioned 
in the text. 

Then there is the following characterization 
of the emerging political feud between Hamil-
ton and the two Virginians: “Jefferson’s bitter 
remarks on his rival seem little less petty” than 
Hamilton’s sarcastic charge that his opponents 
had a “womanish” affection for France and aver-
sion to Britain. Hamilton’s tone may have been 
petty, but the basic charge that their hostility to 
Britain was irrational—insofar as it ignored the 
reality of America’s relative weakness and eco-
nomic dependence on British trade—was more 
than borne out by Jefferson’s disastrous em-
bargo and Madison’s even more disastrous and 
needless declaration of war in 1812. By contrast, 
Jefferson’s claim that Hamilton was secretly 
conspiring to install an American monarchy (or 
aristocracy) was palpably absurd. 

Hamilton’s most fundamental charge against 
Jefferson had nothing to do with policy at all. It 
concerned the question of Jefferson’s public and 
political character: namely, how a high-ranking 
member of an administration could foment and 
covertly lead a partisan opposition to that very 
administration, and even launch an opposition 
newspaper with government funds. This ques-
tion of public character ultimately led many 
of Jefferson’s fellow revolutionaries, including 
Washington, to break with him. Rakove would 
have served his readers better if he had at least 
touched upon such a momentous question. But 
he has served them excellently well overall. This 
is a book from which the reader can learn a great 
deal, with pleasure. 

Darren Staloff is professor of history at the City 
College of New York and at the Graduate Center 
of the City University of New York. He is the au-
thor of Hamilton, Adams, Jefferson: The Politics 
of Enlightenment and the American Founding 
(Hill and Wang).
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Essay by Patrick Allitt

God and Country

For much of the 20th century american 
historians thought of their discipline as 
a science. Like hard scientists they used 

empirical evidence to test hypotheses and wor-
ried about experimental error and self-decep-
tion. The method worked quite well for study-
ing population history or rates of economic 
growth, but it proved inadequate for the history 
of religion because questions of faith defy ob-
jective, statistical analysis. These professional 
historians also tended to be less religious than 
the general population. Graduate school had 
taught them to approach documents skepti-
cally, especially documents that claimed to be 
divine in origin. The more they studied horrible 
acts undertaken in God’s name, religious wars, 
and historical-critical approaches to the Bible, 
the harder they found it to retain an uncritical 
faith. At the same time, however, they noticed 
that although religion was steadily declining in 
Europe, it persisted in the United States. Two 
events within their profession and one outside it 
underlined religion’s enduring importance.

The first event was the publication of Perry 
Miller’s The New England Mind: The Seven-
teenth Century (1939). Though he was an athe-
ist,  Miller challenged the early 20th-century’s  
tendency to denigrate the nation’s Puritan 
origins. H.L. Mencken had famously defined 
Puritanism as “the haunting fear that someone, 
somewhere, may be happy.” Miller’s exhaustive 
study of the first three generations of Puritan 
intellectuals demonstrated to the contrary 
that they were neither killjoys nor bigots. He 
depicted them as thoughtful, dedicated men, 
the originators of many aspects of the nation’s 

assumptions to more rigorous tests and raised 
the possibility that writing history might itself 
be a religious act. Marsden became the center of 
a circle of like-minded historians, notably Mark 
Noll, Grant Wacker, and Nathan Hatch—mas-
ters of the academic style and practicing evan-
gelical Christians, too. So far as I know, however, 
they have not been able to overcome the obvious 
obstacle to writing history religiously, i.e., the 
fact that God’s will and actions cannot be veri-
fied and footnoted. They certainly do not mean 
to revert to the old 17th-century idea of “special 
providences,” whereby each thunderstorm or 
miscarriage was interpreted as a particular ex-
pression of God’s righteous anger against a sin-
ful community.

Religious Revolution

The external event that accompanied 
these two shifts in historical study was 
the end of the Cold War and the death of 

Communism. The fact that  faith outlasted the 
great atheist ideology that had tried to crush it 
once and for all concentrated historians’ minds 
on religion. By now the effects of these three 
events have been thoroughly institutionalized. 
Religious history is a flourishing component of 
American historical scholarship, constantly rais-
ing new questions and encouraging subtler inter-
pretations of events that once appeared settled.

The American Revolution is a case in point. 
Revolutionary history, like the field of religious 
history, has experienced great changes over the 
last century. We are approaching the centenary 
of Charles Beard’s Economic Interpretation of the 

identity. Readers of Miller’s great work and its 
sequel, From Colony to Province (1953), were 
forced to reckon with Christianity not as a pa-
thology or delusion but as a defining force in 
American history. 

The second event was the publication of 
George Marsden’s Fundamentalism and Ameri-
can Culture (1980). In the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s, 
Miller’s many students and disciples had made a 
distinction between an intellectually rich main-
line Protestantism, descended from the Puri-
tans, and an intellectually feeble evangelicalism. 
Marsden’s dazzling analysis of the fundamen-
talist intellectual tradition of the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries made this distinction un-
tenable. You may not like the fundamentalists, 
he told his colleagues in effect, but they played 
a significant role in 19th- and 20th-century 
American history. Although they worked from 
different premises than mainline Protestants, 
they too were rigorous thinkers.

In an unusual afterword, Marsden went on 
to avow his own Christian faith and to insist 
that although historians’ professional work was 
to chart and explain changes in cultural forces, 
they ought not to assume that history consists 
of nothing else. On the contrary: “We live in the 
midst of contests between great and mysterious 
spiritual forces, which we understand only im-
perfectly and whose dimensions we only occa-
sionally glimpse. Yet, frail as we are, we do play 
a role in this history, on the side either of the 
powers of light or of the powers of darkness.” 

The high quality of his work, disclosing a 
world few secular historians had even noticed 
hitherto, encouraged them to subject their own 
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Constitution of the United States (1913), a sensa-
tion in its day because it knocked the Founding 
Fathers off their ceremonial plinth by claiming 
that they had been motivated mainly by low 
pecuniary interests. Fifty years later a genera-
tion of historians reacting to Beard had repaired 
much of the damage, reasserting the founders’ 
high  motives but painting the Revolution as a 
thoroughly pragmatic event, a triumph of sec-
ular political ideology.  Another 50 years has 
contributed to more revisionism, and now the 
events of the 1770s and 1780s shine in a more 
godly light. 

Thomas Kidd, in God of Liberty, makes a 
powerful case for the Revolution as an event 
as much religious as political. Agreeing with 
a wide consensus that George Washington, 
Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas 
Paine, and other central figures were Deists who 
doubted the inerrancy of scripture and denied 
the divinity of Jesus, he shows how they nev-
ertheless collaborated with zealous evangelical 
Christians to defeat Britain and create a repub-
lic. What’s more, they understood their work as 
having divine as well as secular significance, and 
they worked against a backdrop of millennial 
enthusiasm as end-of-the-world sects sprang up 
around them. 

Despite their many differences, Kidd notes, 
nearly all the revolutionaries shared five reli-
gious principles. First, they believed in a creator 
God who made all men equal and therefore 
free, possessing the same basic rights. Second, 
they agreed that God moved through history 
and sometimes made nations His providential 
instruments. Third, they agreed that there is 
a deep human propensity to sin that must be 
checked by the right institutions. Fourth, they 
believed that even with these institutions the 
republic would only succeed if men conquered 
the temptation to sin and acted virtuously. Fi-
nally, they favored religious liberty. Agreement 
on these fundamentals enabled them to coop-
erate despite striking differences on theological 
questions. “During and after the Revolution,” 
Kidd writes, “many people conflated America’s 
political affairs with divine purposes, which lent 
an aura of redemptiveness to the war and to the 
agenda of a fledgling nation.” 

Bernard Bailyn, J.G.A. Pocock, and other 
historians have emphasized the classical and 
English republican traditions that were central 
to the founders’ education, and their debts to 
the French and Scottish Enlightenment. Kidd 
adds that these intellectual influences fit com-
fortably with the lessons of Christianity, espe-
cially in emphasizing the need for virtue. The 
Great Awakening of the 1740s had intensified 
Americans’ sense of spiritual independence and 
created in them a willingness to challenge es-

a prelude to the establishment of “popery” in 
the colonies. Already alarmed by plans for the 
introduction of Anglican bishops, they were 
primed to interpret the act as fulfillment of 
their worst fears—not merely bishops, but a 
complete counter-Reformation! Once the war 
had begun, however, General Washington gave 
stern orders against anti-Catholic agitation in 
the Continental army, and the Catholic minority 
supported religious freedom at the war’s end.

Kidd offers good summary chapters on 
military chaplains, religion and the concept of 
equality, the spiritual aspect of the slavery ques-
tion, and the drafting of religious liberty laws. 
His book culminates in a discussion of the First 
Amendment to the new Constitution in 1791. 
If his book has a weakness, it is its tendency to 
scant the Loyalists, who are treated in only a 
few brief remarks. In this regard, he stays true 
to a long tradition in American historiography. 
No one would think of writing a history of the 
American Civil War without saying as much 
about the Confederacy as about the Union. But 
nearly every Revolutionary historian writes as 
though the Loyalists, a large percentage of the 
colonies’ population, did not exist, did not mat-
ter, or don’t deserve attention because they end-
ed up on the losing side. The next task for his-
torians of the United States is to set right this 
strange omission.

Freedom of Conscience

Daniel dreisbach and mark david 
Hall take the same general approach 
as Kidd. Their documentary anthology 

The Sacred Rights of Conscience, has the dimen-
sions and heft of a New York phone directory, 
and illustrates its themes in exhaustive detail. 
The editors note in their introduction that the 
colonies began early to exhibit religious diversity 
and at first resorted to the age-old expedient of 
persecution. For example, the first four Quak-
ers to arrive in Boston in the late 1650s were 
publicly hanged, and their friends were driven 
out of the colony. Gradually, however, the sects 
learned to cooperate and accommodate one an-
other, especially in Pennsylvania and Maryland, 
the colonies that pioneered the practice of reli-
gious freedom on this side of the Atlantic. 

By the 1770s the sheer fact of religious di-
versity, which continued to proliferate, encour-
aged a new approach, first to toleration, and 
then to outright religious freedom. Dreisbach 
and Hall agree with Kidd that the Revolution 
was carried out by “an unlikely coalition of reli-
gious dissenters, nonconformists, and moder-
ate Enlightenment rationalists” whose agree-
ment on the need for virtuous citizens and civil 
peace outweighed their religious differences. 

Books discussed in this essay:

God of Liberty: A Religious History of the 
American Revolution, by Thomas S. Kidd. 

Basic Books, 304 pages, $26.95

The Sacred Rights of Conscience: Selected 
Readings on Religious Liberty and Church-
State Relations in the American Founding,  
edited by Daniel L. Dreisbach and Mark 

David Hall. Liberty Fund, 560 pages, 
$30 (cloth), $14.50 (paper) 

The Forgotten Founders 
on Religion and Public Life, edited by 

Daniel L. Dreisbach, Mark David Hall, 
and Jeffry H. Morrison. University of 

Notre Dame Press, 352 pages, $28
 

Politics Reformed: The Anglo-American 
Legacy of Covenant Theology, by Glenn A. 

Moots. University of Missouri Press, 
240 pages, $44.95

Republicanism, Religion, and
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University of Missouri Press, 230 pages, 
$44.95 (cloth), $19.95 (paper)

Faith in Politics: Religion and Liberal 
Democracy, by Bryan T. McGraw. 

Cambridge University Press, 
336 pages, $95 (cloth), $33.99 (paper)

tablished authorities and stand up to the threat 
of tyranny. The Awakening had also exhorted 
them to live according to higher standards of 
personal conduct. They were primed, by the 
early 1770s, to see the religious and political 
threats posed by Britain as indistinguishable.

Kidd notes the irony that, in at least one re-
spect, their religious intolerance was important. 
Most of them hated Catholics. Ever since the 
Reformation, Catholicism had been synony-
mous throughout most of the English-speaking 
world with tyrannical power, the Spanish In-

quisition, superstition, and idolatry. Accord-
ingly, few British actions aroused the colonists’ 
fury more than the Quebec Act of 1774, which 
gave religious freedom to Catholic French Ca-
nadians, who had become citizens of the Brit-
ish Empire at the end of the French and Indian 
War in 1763. 

Some members of the first Continental 
Congress saw the Quebec Act not as a sensible, 
pragmatic response to the needs of a large 
conquered population (which it was) but as 
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“Religion, and the virtue it fostered, was more 
important for a free, self-governing people than, 
perhaps, for any other society.” The editors of-
fer dozens of documents in support of every 
contention and show that the early republic 
enjoyed a vigorous and varied religious life, in 
public as well as private places. Even unortho-
dox men like President Jefferson were willing 
to permit church services in Washington’s new 
Capitol building.

Dreisbach and Hall are also the editors 
(with Jeffry H. Morrison) of The Forgotten 
Founders on Religion and Public Life. Dreisbach 
remarks that membership in the pantheon of 
leading founders has changed over the last two 
centuries, with some figures sinking and others 
rising in step with national events (Hamilton’s 
reputation enjoyed a big revival during the Civil 
War, and Jefferson’s in the 1930s). Although 
the men currently regarded as preeminent were 
Deists, most of the revolutionary leaders whose 
names we hear less often were more orthodox 
Christians. 

Essays on two Connecticut politicians, Oliver 
Ellsworth (by William Casto) and Roger Sher-
man (by Mark Hall), underline the point, show-
ing that pious, orthodox Puritans had a major 
role to play in the events of the 1770s and 1780s. 
Ellsworth supported the established Congrega-
tional Church in Connecticut before and after 
the Revolution (at a time when the First Amend-
ment merely precluded Congress from establish-
ing a religion, while leaving states free to decide 
for themselves). When the state’s Baptist minor-
ity petitioned to dismantle the establishment in 
1803, Ellsworth “reportedly threw their petition 
under the table, put his foot on it, and declared, 
‘This is where it belongs.’” It seemed obvious to 
him that righteous rulers had a duty to “fos-
ter the Christian religion as a counter to man’s 
natural depravity.” Yet this was the same man 
who drafted the establishment clause of the First 
Amendment and believed as strongly as Jeffer-
son in freedom of conscience. Casto ably guides 
readers through these apparent contradictions.

Almost Chosen People

While kidd, dreisbach, and hall give 
us the nuts and bolts of this history, 
Glenn Moots singles out a particular 

element of the Reformation tradition: the cov-
enant. In Politics Reformed: The Anglo-American 
Legacy of Covenant Theology, he argues that the 
most distinctive characteristic of the Judeo-
Christian religions is that God has a will, has 
clear ideas about the duties of His chosen people, 
and that He enters into covenants with them. 
This means that Judeo-Christian theology is in-
extricably mixed with politics—God wants men 
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to live in certain ways. He made covenants with 
Noah, Abraham, and Moses, imposing duties 
on Himself as well as on the Children of Israel. 

According to Protestant intellectuals, the 
early Church inherited the Jews’ covenant with 
God when the Jews failed to recognize Jesus as 
the promised Messiah. Protestants in turn in-
herited this relationship during the Reformation 
because the Catholic Church had become deca-
dent. Puritan divines in the New England colo-
nies also understood their civil arrangements as 
covenants connecting themselves with God and 
with one another. Revolutionary-era preaching 
relied heavily on covenant themes, for example 
the religious duty to rebel against tyrants. King 
George III of England could lose God’s favor just 
as King Saul of ancient Israel had lost it. 

By the 1770s, a generation of revivals and the 
development of Deism had enlarged the rep-
ertoire of arguments available to Revolution-
ary preachers. Themes from covenant theology 
would often blend with arguments from the 
classics, from the legal scholars Coke and Black-
stone, and from political theorists like Algernon 
Sidney and John Locke. Moots reminds us that, 
though he is often interpreted as an entirely 
this-worldly philosopher, Locke was adept in 
religious argumentation. “Social contract theo-
ry,” Moots writes, “is seen only in retrospect as 
‘liberal.’ New England clergy readily summoned 
it as consistent with, if not derivative of, their 
political theology.”

 
Secularization

Each of these authors asks how faith-
fully the republic has adhered to the 
founders’ intentions, and how compat-

ible republican government is with religiosity. 
For the most part they agree that we have wit-

nessed a sharp and regrettable secularization in 
the last half century, creating something close 
to what Richard J. Neuhaus deplored as the 

“Naked Public Square.” In a 1984 book by that 
name, Neuhaus argued that the Supreme Court 
had misread the First Amendment, barring re-
ligious speech from the public arena and creat-
ing a split between religion and politics that the 
framers had never intended. 

No one feels more indignant about the secu-
larization of politics than Ellis Sandoz, a distin-
guished political scientist at Louisiana State Uni-
versity. The first four essays in his Republicanism, 
Religion, and the Soul of America make a persuasive 
case for the idea that the individualism we cher-
ish today is the product of 18th-century theology 
(notably that of John Wesley, Jonathan Edwards, 
and George Whitefield) rather than of the En-
lightenment. Sandoz argues that our individual-
ism has enabled Americans to blend citizenship 
with spiritual aspiration, protecting us from the 

“the ideological and eschatological maladies that 
have ravaged the modern world.”

 Another political scientist, Bryan T. McGraw, 
notes that contemporary liberal political ortho-
doxy favors the separation of religion from poli-
tics, and expects the most secular democracies 
to be the most stable and most respectful of hu-
man rights. But is that true? Bringing a welcome 
comparative perspective to the subject in Faith 
in Politics, he surveys the history of religious po-
litical parties in the democracies that grew up 
throughout Europe in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries. He shows that in nearly every 
case they contributed to political stability and 
staved off religious persecution without risking 
theocracy. The German Catholic Center Party, 
for example, gave political representation to cit-
izens whose religious liberties were threatened 
by Bismarck’s Kulturkampf. 

Center Party voters understood that their 
representatives would have to operate in the 
pragmatic, secular realm of parliamentary 
politics, cheek by jowl with delegates from 
other parties whose aims and worldviews were 
quite different. Because they didn’t force their 
religious views on others, they strengthened 
Germany’s fledgling democracy. Comparable 
religious groups in Belgium, Austria, and the 
Netherlands built “a very successful network of 
unions, newspapers, farmers’ cooperatives and 
political parties united by a common religious 
identity, creating what amounted to an alterna-
tive set of civil societies.” It was the ultimate 
collapse of these religious parties—not their 
long duration—that undermined European 
democracy in the 1930s. The implication for 
contemporary American politics is clear. Re-
ligiously motivated groups, even those whose 
faith is the organizing principle of their lives, 
should be welcomed in the political arena so 
long as they restrain themselves from pressing 
theocratic claims.

These six books bear witness to the vitality 
of religious history and to its practitioners’ will-
ingness to revisit apparently settled questions. 
Their authors take religion seriously but they 
are equally attentive to the principles of rigorous 
historical study. They stand on the shoulders of 
the best 20th-century historians of the United 
States who reclaimed religion as an issue of cen-
tral concern in American history. Even so, none 
of them takes up George Marsden’s challenge 
by attempting to make claims about exactly how 
God operates in history. As a result their work 
remains accessible to readers from every point 
on the religious and political spectrum.

Patrick Allitt is the Cahoon Family Professor of 
American History at Emory University.
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Book Review by Vincent Phillip Muñoz 

Block that Metaphor
Church, State, and Original Intent, by Donald L. Drakeman.

Cambridge University Press, 297 pages, $90 (cloth), $29.99 (paper)

In 1947, the supreme court, invoking thomas 
Jefferson, declared that the First Amend-
ment erects a “wall of separation” between 

church and state. The decision in Everson v. 
Board of Education has long been criticized for 
misinterpreting Jefferson’s metaphor and mis-
understanding the original meaning of the Con-
stitution’s text. Nonetheless, the metaphor and 
precedent have stuck. In 2005, the Court reaf-
firmed both while striking down a Kentucky 
courthouse Ten Commandments display. In 
that case, Justice David Souter, writing for the 
majority, found that historical evidence “sup-
ports no solid argument for changing course” 
from Everson’s separationist dictate. 

It is too bad that Donald Drakeman’s 
Church, State, and Original Intent had not yet 
appeared. With its publication, no judge—at 
least not one who approaches history candid-
ly—can defend Everson on historical grounds. 
A lecturer in Princeton University’s politics 
department, Drakeman decisively and defini-
tively exposes the anti-Catholic animus behind 
the precedent, while also setting forth an alter-
native account of the Establishment Clause’s 
original meaning. 

The book’s most interesting and most per-
suasive chapter investigates the crafting of the 
Everson opinions. The case involved a New Jer-
sey school district policy that reimbursed par-
ents for the costs of transporting their children 
to public and Catholic schools. In a narrow 5-4 
decision, the Court upheld the policy. But all 
nine justices agreed with Hugo Black’s “wall 
of separation” reading of the Establishment 
Clause. 

In his impressive Separation of Church and 
State (2002), Columbia Law School professor 
Philip Hamburger noted that Justice Black, the 
author of Everson’s majority opinion, belonged 
to the Ku Klux Klan as a young politician (a 
revelation made prominent by Black’s biogra-
pher Roger Newman). Drakeman deepens the 
story, arguing that it was not only Black’s hos-
tility to Catholicism that animated the Everson 
court. The real force behind the precedent, it 
turns out, was Black’s fellow Southern Bap-
tist, Wiley Rutledge. By combing previously 
unnoticed records of the justices’ conference 
meetings, opinion drafts, and private corre-
spondence, Drakeman reveals that it was Jus-
tice Rutledge who first turned to Jefferson and 

James Madison—in an early draft of his dis-
senting opinion which, in turn, prompted Black 
to turn to the framers when later crafting his 
majority opinion. And Rutledge consulted the 
framers not to discover the original meaning of 
the Establishment Clause, but rather, accord-
ing to Drakeman, to “validate” and “camouflage” 
his “preordained conclusion.” 

For Rutledge, the case was about preventing 
Catholic schools from receiving public funds, 
once and for all. In a memorandum he drafted 
after the justices had met to discuss the case, he 
wrote, “We all know, as Justice Frankfurter stat-
ed, that this [law] is really a fight by the Catho-
lic schools to secure this money from the public 
treasury. It is aggressive and on a wide scale.” At 
the Court’s conference committee, he was re-
corded as saying,

First it was textbooks, now buses and 
transportation, and next it will be lunches 
and teachers…. You can’t draw the line be-
tween a little and a lot of pregnancy. If you 
can justify this law, then you can go much 
further…. We must stop this thing right 
at the threshold of the public schools.
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Even though Rutledge lost the case against 
bus fares, he would go on to win the larger bat-
tle, as his opinion influenced later court rulings 
against public funding for Catholic schools.

Beyond uncovering the historically 
dubious and ideologically troubling pater-
nity of the Court’s separationist jurispru-

dence, Drakeman seeks to provide a historically 
accurate interpretation of the Establishment 
Clause’s original meaning. In his account, the 
clause was adopted to preclude Congress from 
instituting a national religion. That’s it; nothing 
more. And nothing more specific than that. 

Drakeman traces this purpose to the Anti-
Federalists’ fears during the ratification debate 
that the new national government might estab-
lish a national religion. The Federalists respond-
ed that the new national government, being one 
of delegated powers, would lack authority to do 
so. But the Anti-Federalists persisted with their 
call for amendments, so the Federalists who 
dominated the First Congress gave them some, 
including the First Amendment with its Estab-
lishment Clause. 

For those who drafted the Bill of Rights in 
the First Congress, the Establishment Clause 
wasn’t a big deal. Drakeman explains:

There were no eloquent speeches extolling 
either the virtues of the strict separation 
of church and state or the importance 
of religion to the federal government, 
no clarifying comments about how the 
clause should permit (or forbid) nonpref-
erential support for religion, no careful 
commentary about the meaning of the 
word “establishment.” 

The First Amendment’s drafters didn’t en-
gage in such high-level conversations because 
they didn’t understand themselves to be adopt-
ing the abstract principle, or any principle, of 
church-state separation. They thought they 
were stating the obvious, that there was to be 
no national church of the United States. And to 
do this, Drakeman suggests, they did not even 
need to agree about what constituted a religious 

“establishment,” because they all agreed that the 
national government lacked authority to make 
one, whatever it consisted of. 

Although he does not dwell on or emphasize 
the point, Drakeman’s impressive reconsideration 
of the Establishment Clause amounts to an aca-
demic scolding of the judges, law professors, and 
historians who have so badly misinterpreted the 
historical record for judicially partisan purposes.

Strict-separationists receive the hardest blows. 
Not only did they lack laudable motives in Ever-
son, their textual constructions were wildly inac-

Increased Discretionary Income -

Substantial Current Income Tax Deductions -

Elimination of Capital Gains Taxes on Real Estate or Other Assets  -

Elimination of Estate Taxes  -

Creation of an Additional Lifetime Income Stream -

Re-Direction of Tax Dollars to the Claremont Institute and other  -
causes you care about 

Support the 
Claremont Institute 

Planned Giving through the Institute can offer significant 

financial benefits to you and your family, including:

Amidst a turbulent financial climate and uncertain tax environment, 
now is the time to take control over your financial future and also 
support the Institute's work for years to come.

To learn more about these and other benefits of planned giving, 
please contact Skip Seagraves, Vice President of Institutional 
Advancement, at (909) 621-6825 or sseagraves@claremont.org. 

,



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2010 
Page 51

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

curate. Justice Rutledge in Everson and Justices 
John Paul Stevens and Souter, more recently, 
have interpreted the First Amendment’s words 

“respecting an establishment” to mean that the 
government may not make any law remotely re-
sembling or tending towards an establishment. 
For separationists,  “respecting an” expands the 
First Amendment’s prohibition of government 
promotion of religion. Drakeman convincingly 
argues that no evidence exists to support this 
reading of the text. No framer suggested “re-
specting an” was intended to demark a broad 
principle of separation, and “respecting” was not 
used in this way at the time. As for Jefferson’s 

“wall of separation,” Drakeman notes that Jeffer-
son was in France at the time of the drafting of 
the Bill of Rights and had nothing to do with 
the adoption of the Establishment Clause. 

Nonpreferentialism, the doctrinal alternative 
championed by William Rehnquist and long 
favored by conservatives, does not fare much 
better. Drakeman’s evidence here is straightfor-
ward: when the founding generation supported 
religion, they did not do so in a nonpreferential 
manner. The founders favored Protestantism. 
They were not nonsectarian and did not treat 
all religions equally. Given their own practice, it 
would be a historical anachronism to read non-
preferentialism back into the text. 

Drakeman also singles out for criticism Jus-
tice Clarence Thomas and the handful of schol-
ars who have suggested that the Establishment 
Clause was concerned with federalism, although 
here he treads a bit more lightly and, I think, a 
bit less persuasively. In more than one opinion, 
Thomas has contended that the original purpose 
of the Establishment Clause was similar to that 
of the Tenth Amendment, and that through it 
the framers aimed to protect the states’ jurisdic-
tion in church-state matters. This interpreta-
tion has received academic backing from Robert 
George, law professors Steven Smith and  Akhil 
Amar, and other scholars. Drakeman says that 
there “there is no specific support in the records 

of the [drafting] debates” that endorses such 
a reading of the Establishment Clause. More-
over, there is “no evidence of the New England 
(or other) states calling for an amendment that 
would shield their ecclesiastical laws from feder-
al interference; there is no significant record of 
speeches, sermons, or newspaper articles seek-
ing such protection.” 

Yet the words of the constitution do 
seem concerned with federalism. Drake-
man fails to provide a convincing inter-

pretation of the words “respecting an.” If he is 
right and the framers really did intend merely 
to prevent the creation of a “Church of the Unit-
ed States,” they could have said so. They could 
have easily drafted an amendment stating, “no 
national religion shall be established by law” or 

“Congress shall make no law establishing reli-
gion.” Both textual formulations were proposed 
in the House. But both were rejected. Instead, 
the awkward sounding phrase “respecting an 
establishment” was adopted by a joint House-
Senate conference committee. Why? 

That reason has to do with federalism. Con-
trary to what Drakeman says, during the draft-
ing debates congressmen from New England 
objected to proposed language that could have 
been construed to interfere with then-existing 
state policies toward religion. We also know that 
the Senate eliminated the single amendment 
directed at restricting the state governments. 
We do not know why exactly, since the Senate 
did not publish detailed records of its proceed-
ings—but we do know that, when considering 
the Bill of Rights, the Senate acted to protect 
the authority of the states in church-state mat-
ters. There is evidence that the members of the 
First Congress were concerned with and atten-
tive to federalism. 

But more important is the text. The words 
“respecting an” were added to the Establishment 
Clause. They must have been intended to do 
some work. 

The Constitution employs the word “re-
specting” one other time. Article IV, Section 
6 declares, “The Congress shall have Power 
to dispose of and make all needful Rules and 
Regulations respecting the Territory or oth-
er Property belonging to the United States.” 
This text grants Congress complete authority 
(thereby denying the states any authority) over 
a particular jurisdictional area—the territories 
and other property belonging to the United 
States. The Establishment Clause was com-
posed to do the opposite: it denies Congress 
jurisdiction (thereby recognizing the complete 
authority of the states) over laws regarding the 
establishment of religion. Akhil Amar has also 
noted that the words heading the First Amend-
ment, “Congress shall make no law,” precisely 
track and invert the Necessary and Proper 
Clause in Article I, Section 8, “Congress shall 
have power…to make all laws….” By adding the 
word “respecting” to the phrase “Congress shall 
make no law,” the conference committee ap-
pears to have reverse engineered words already 
present in the Constitution to make clear that 
the national government lacked, and that the 
states retained, all jurisdiction over religious 
establishments. It was a remarkable piece of 
constitutional craftsmanship that precluded 
the national government both from making an 
establishment and from interfering with the 
states’ church-state arrangements. Drakeman 
misses the latter purpose. 

But this is a narrow criticism of a splendid 
book. Even with this one reservation, Church, 
State, and Original Intent is the most comprehen-
sive, most authoritative, and simply put, the best 
book published to date on the original meaning 
of the Establishment Clause.  

Vincent Phillip Muñoz is Tocqueville Associate 
Professor in the Department of Political Science at 
the University of Notre Dame, and the author of 
God and the Founders: Madison, Washington, 
and Jefferson (Cambridge University Press).
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Book Review by Ken I. Kersch 

All Sail, No Anchor
Supreme Power: Franklin Roosevelt vs. The Supreme Court, by Jeff Shesol.

W.W. Norton & Co., 644 pages, $27.95

Conservatives date america’s consti-
tutional founding to the late 18th cen-
tury. For many liberals, the “founding” 

that matters came in 1937 when the Supreme 
Court, under assault by President Franklin 
Roosevelt’s “Court-packing” plan, stood down 
from its earlier decisions holding the New 
Deal’s innovations unconstitutional. Jeff Shesol, 
a former speechwriter for President Bill Clin-
ton, makes the Court-packing story suspenseful, 
even though FDR’s plan was politically doomed 
almost from the moment he unveiled it.

The economic collapse of the 1930s had pro-
found constitutional implications. The state 
and federal governments responded to popular 
demands for action in ways not easily squared 
with traditional constitutional understandings. 
It was far from clear what the Supreme Court 
would do when these novel initiatives were chal-
lenged. Two decisions in 1934 suggested that 
the Court was going to be deferential to legis-
latures, and flexible in its interpretations. In 
Home Building and Loan Association v. Blaisdell 
the Court, over the objections of its conserva-
tives, sustained a Minnesota law instituting a 
moratorium on mortgage foreclosures, rejecting 
arguments that the law violated the Constitu-
tion’s prohibition on the state governments’ im-
pairment of contracts. In Nebbia v. New York 
the Court sustained a New York law designed 
to stabilize the market for dairy products by im-

posing fines on those who sold milk below the 
price stipulated by statute. 

After these early rulings, the Court’s subse-
quent rejection of key legislation from Roosevelt’s 

“100 Days” stunned the White House. On May 
27, 1935—“Black Monday”—a unanimous 
Court struck down the National Industrial Re-
covery Act (NIRA). That law was an effort to 
halt the downward spiral in production, wages, 
and prices by establishing production codes for 
each industry, superintended by the National 
Recovery Administration, covering prices, min-
imum wages, and maximum hours. The Court 
subsequently voided the Agricultural Adjust-
ment Act codes set up to stem the farm crisis, 
the Guffey Coal Act’s regulatory framework 
for the energy industry, and, for good measure, 
state minimum wage laws. 

The Court struck down the NIRA codes as 
“delegation running riot,” in Justice Benjamin 
Cardozo’s famous phrase. Under the code system, 
as the justices saw it, Congress had effectively 
outsourced its lawmaking powers to private in-
dustry and the executive branch. Such delega-
tion violated the constitutional requirement that 
Congress, and no one else, make the laws. 

The codes also ran afoul of the Constitution’s 
commitment to federalism by subjecting wages, 
hours, and working conditions to federal regula-
tion, rather than reserving them (under the inter-
state commerce clause) for the states to address. 

Finally, the Court reiterated its commitment to 
the doctrine that all laws, state or federal, restrict-
ing the “liberty of contract” violated the Consti-
tution’s guarantees of due process by infringing 
on the right of workers and employers to enter 
into private agreements setting the terms of their 
employment contracts, without government in-
terference. Furious, Roosevelt complained that 
these rulings had created a “No Man’s Land” that 
made it impossible for government at any level to 
respond to the economic crisis.

The court’s four conservative justices—
James Clark McReynolds, Willis Van 
Devanter, Pierce Butler, and George 

Sutherland—joined initially by Owen Roberts 
and Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes, were 
convinced that these doctrines concerning the 
separation of powers, federalism, and funda-
mental rights were indispensible foundations of 
the nation’s constitutional order. These justices 
were opposed by a president for whom law held 
no interest, other than as a means to a policy 
or political end. A mediocre student who never 
finished his degree at Columbia Law School, 
FDR did pass the bar and practice law, indif-
ferently and fleetingly, at a white-shoe firm in 
New York. This isn’t to say that the president 
was not able to concoct constitutional theories, 
decked out in telling metaphors, when he need-
ed to. In a victory speech delivered at Washing-

Drawing by Elliott Banfield after a cartoon published in the New York Herald Tribune (1937) 
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ton’s Mayflower Hotel after being re-elected in 
1936, Roosevelt expounded upon the constitu-
tional relationship between the branches of the 
national government, referring to them as “the 
three-horse team of the American system,” and 
explaining that “If one horse lies down in the 
traces or plunges off in another direction, the 
field…will…not…be…plowed.” 

The president’s jaunty indifference to the 
Constitution during his frenetic first 100 Days 
had distressed even the Court’s liberals like 
Cardozo and Louis D. Brandeis. But Felix 
Frankfurter—Harvard Law School profes-
sor, Roosevelt confidant, and future Supreme 
Court Justice—sent swarms of his protégés, the 

“Happy Hot Dogs,” to help the administration 
at least gesture in the proper legal directions. 
Their efforts resulted in a pro-New Deal bloc of 
Cardozo, Brandeis, Stone, and Hughes facing a 
conservative bloc of Sutherland, Van Devanter, 
Butler, and McReynolds. Now, the future of the 
country seemed to rest with Owen Roberts, the 
former University of Pennsylvania law professor 
who had backed the liberals early on in Blaisdell 
and Nebbia, before siding with the conservatives. 
Either one of the conservatives had to retire or 
expire, or Roberts had to be coaxed back to lib-
eral ground. Roberts, however, showed no signs 
of budging. 

Enter attorney general homer cummings, 
contending that Congress could avail it-
self of the constitutional prerogative to 

change the number of Supreme Court justices, 
something it had done several times before 
1869 but not since. Clearly, however, altering 
the number of justices for the purpose of adding 
liberal votes to reverse the rulings in recent judi-
cial decisions smacked of politics, not law. The 
naked assertion that the Constitution’s mean-
ing was determined by nothing more than a ma-
jority vote made even liberals queasy. 

So the maneuvering began. Not only would 
amending the Constitution to overturn the an-
ti-New Deal decisions require successfully navi-
gating the difficult path to ratifying any amend-
ment. It also would concede that there was 
something wrong with the existing Constitution, 
rather than the conservatives who were inter-
preting it. Cummings and Roosevelt decided 
instead to frame an epic battle of constitutional 
principle as a technical problem. The justices 
were old. The Court’s work-load was enormous, 
and the justices were overwhelmed. Why not 
give them some help? Under the Court-packing 
proposal, Congress would give the president 
the power to appoint one additional Supreme 
Court justice for every sitting justice over 70 
years old. The plan’s quick enactment would al-
low Roosevelt to immediately add six liberal jus-
tices to the Court. The new Court of 15 justices 

would change the decisions, declare the New 
Deal constitutional, and solve FDR’s biggest po-
litical problem. 

Support and opposition to the plan tracked 
neither party lines nor even opinions  on merits. 
Senator Burton K. Wheeler, a Montana Demo-
crat who had been Robert La Follette’s vice pres-
idential running-mate on the Progressive ticket 
in 1924, fought the Court-packing plan relent-
lessly. An angry man in general, Wheeler was 
especially embittered that Roosevelt had reaped 
the rewards of the hard battles Progressives had 
fought, including his own on behalf of labor 
unions against the Anaconda Copper Company. 
The Senate majority leader, Joe Robinson of Ar-
kansas, fought for the plan as a loyal Roosevelt 
deputy despite his personal misgivings. FDR 
had all but promised Robinson that he would 
appoint him to the first vacancy on the Court 
in return for guiding the Judiciary Reorganiza-
tion Bill of 1937 to passage, despite his misgiv-
ings about Robinson’s character, intellect, and 
politics. Worse still, nominating the 65-year-
old Robinson would have looked ridiculous 
in light of FDR’s professed concern about the 
inability of older justices to keep up with their 
work. Robinson would perform a final service to 
FDR by dying of a heart attack on July 14, 1937, 
before the president could nominate anyone for 
the Court.

The liberal Justice Brandeis, one of the pur-
portedly tired, out-of-touch old men falling be-
hind on his work, resented both the personal 
implications of the proposal and the assault it 
represented against the rule of law. He testi-
fied against it in Congress. Conservative groups 
like the Lawyers’ Vigilance Committee of the 
American Liberty League were predictably op-
posed. The fights raging within Democratic and 
progressive ranks, however, meant the Republi-
can Party could sit back and watch its opponents 
commit fratricide. Since 1932 conservatives had 
seen their complaints that FDR sought dictato-
rial powers dismissed as overwrought. They were 
especially gratified that the president’s determi-
nation to get the results he wanted by packing 
the Court, on a too-clever-by-half pretext, left 
many other Americans thinking that there was 
something unnerving about the New Deal. 

The court-packing proposal never had 
any real chance of passage, but Roosevelt 
could not or would not acknowledge a 

political fact that was plain to everyone else. He 
pushed the issue, twisting arms, demanding loy-
alty, tweaking details, and fulminating against 
the “horse-and-buggy” conception of the Con-
stitution, again and again. Over the course of 
Sheshol’s long book, the plan succumbs and re-
vives as often, and as improbably, as the stalker 
in a slasher film.

Finally, for reasons that scholars have debated 
for 73 years but not settled, Justice Roberts re-
lented, providing the liberal bloc with the deci-
sive fifth vote needed to uphold the constitution-
ality of New Deal legislation. FDR still did not 
abandon his Court-packing plan, fearing Rob-
erts might change his mind again. At long last, 
however, the Court’s conservatives capitulated, 
beginning with Justice Van Devanter’s decision 
to retire. With a liberal majority on the Court 
now decisively assured by traditional means, 
the Senate drove a stake through the heart of 
the Court-packing plan, voting overwhelmingly 
to return the Judicial Reorganization Bill to 
committee. In a final rebuke to a Congress that 
stood up to him, Roosevelt selected as his first 
appointment to the Supreme Court Senator 
Hugo Black of Alabama to replace Justice Van 
Devanter. Black was a party-line New Dealer, a 
loyal, outspoken proponent of Roosevelt’s Court-
packing plan—and a man uniformly despised 
by his Senate colleagues, who were, as Roosevelt 
knew, obligated to confirm him in accord with 
the unwritten code of senatorial courtesy, as it 
was then understood and practiced.

The court-packing episode still matters 
because it raises some of the hardest 
problems of American constitutionalism, 

even of law itself. The rule of law is premised 
upon the understanding that law is announced 
in advance: known, stable, and fixed. In a repub-
lic or democracy, the law is the repository of the 
will of the people, who promulgate it with the 
understanding that their will is to govern. As 
conditions change, and societies alter, however, 
what was once fixed can become uncertain. Law’s 
authority is paradoxically dependent on both 
its ability to hold fast against change, and to ac-
commodate it. Conservatives tend to defend the 
role of law as anchor, while liberals emphasize 
its service as sail. Some, like Justice Owen Rob-
erts, are caught out appreciating both dynamics, 
yet forced by circumstances to choose. 

In heedlessly demanding his Court-packing 
plan, Roosevelt, a passionate sailor, revealed a 
blithe indifference to the role of law as anchor. 
An instrumentalist to the core, he came peril-
ously close to reducing law to a simple question 
of who won the last election. Even many liberals 
recognized that while this might yield imme-
diate political advantages, it would also render 
those accomplishments ephemeral. Law would 
have been reduced to politics, all the way down. 
And constitutional law would end up being 
about little more than counting to five.

Ken I. Kersch is founding director of the Clough 
Center for the Study of Constitutional Democracy 
and associate professor of political science, history, 
and law at Boston College.
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Book Review by David Frisk

A Runner Whom Renown Outran
The Publisher: Henry Luce and His American Century, by Alan Brinkley.

Alfred A. Knopf, 531 pages, $35

Henry r. luce grew rich and, more 
important to him, prominent by 
founding Time, Life, and Fortune, 

magazines that created and then dominated 
new journalistic markets. A biography that ap-
peared the year after his death said the editor-
in-chief of Time Inc. “controlled access to mil-
lions of minds.”

Luce’s latest biographer is Alan Brinkley, a 
Columbia historian known for his examina-
tions of the New Deal era. Without conceal-
ing his own liberalism, Brinkley is judiciously 
sympathetic to his conservative subject, never 
impairing the book by forcing the past to do 
its political duty. The Publisher, in other words, 
is not the book the late Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., 
would have written.

Though he grew enormously wealthy from 
his magazines’ success, Luce would not be accu-
rately described as a tycoon. Like the founders 

of other media empires—Joseph Pulitzer, Wil-
liam Randolph Hearst, Rupert Murdoch—he 
had business, journalistic, and political ambi-
tions too intertwined to distinguish. But it was 
his strongly felt calling to produce journalism 
that would advance great human purposes. He 
had some ability to realize such a vision because 
he remained the editorial, not only the corpo-
rate boss at his publications.

The strongest thread connecting his many 
projects was Americanism, mixed with a kind 
of social gospel. Time, founded in 1923 when 
radio was embryonic, offered itself as a new 
type of publication, a news magazine that 
summarized each week’s events from a nation-
al perspective. Readers flocked to it, proving 
that a large audience was eager to go beyond 
the limits of daily local newspapers by reading 
about things important to them as Americans. 
Moreover, readers liked Time because Time 

liked its readers. The Luce magazines, which 
became a trio in the 1930s with the appear-
ance of Fortune and Life, presented American 
society as free, decent, and religious. Even its 
ordinary people were smart and informed, col-
lectively capable of self-government and inter-
national leadership. “America is already the in-
tellectual, scientific and artistic capital of the 
world,” Luce wrote shortly before our entry 
into World War II. “Americans—midwestern 
Americans—are today the least provincial peo-
ple in the world. They have traveled the most 
and they know more about the world than the 
people of any other country.”

His idealization of america was 
rooted in an unusual childhood. Born 
in 1898, the son of Presbyterian mis-

sionaries who spent much of their lives in China, 
Luce first saw the United States when he arrived 
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for prep school at the age of 15. Many years later 
he said: “I probably gained a too romantic, too 
idealistic view of America. This was not simply 
because America looked better at a distance….
[T]he Americans I grew up with—all of them—
were good people.”

Belief in the country’s people and institutions 
was the foundation of Luce’s politics, which were 
passionate but changeable and not rigorously 
presented. His early-1941 essay “The American 
Century” called for “a sharing with all peoples 
of our Bill of Rights, our Declaration of Inde-
pendence, our Constitution, our magnificent 
industrial products, our technical skills”—an 
outlook suggesting he was a “national-greatness 
conservative” ahead of his time. Luce’s mid-cen-
tury version of this philosophy tended toward 
vagueness, implausibility, and blank checks. 
America “must undertake now to be the Good 
Samaritan of the entire world,” he wrote. “For 
every dollar we spend on armaments, we should 
spend at least a dime in a gigantic effort to feed 
the world—and all the world should know that 
we have dedicated ourselves to this task.” Yet 
the point wasn’t simple humanitarianism. “It is 
for America and for America alone,” he urged 
in the essay, “to determine whether a system of 
free economic enterprise—an economic order 
compatible with freedom and progress—shall 
or shall not prevail in this century.”

While insisting on good reporting as the 
groundwork for his higher goals, Luce candidly 
required that his magazines promote “American 
civilization.” It is a subtle concept, less familiar 
now than it was in World War II and after-
wards. On this view, America wasn’t just excep-
tional in the ways explained by Alexis de Toc-
queville—more self-government, self-reliance, 
and zeal for equality. It was also—Tocqueville 
doubted this, but Luce did not—the heir and 
fulfillment of European civilization. It was the 
great bearer, not just the great locus, of true 
Christianity. It must help the world and change 
the world. Other nations should become more 
like the U.S. because it stood at the peak of hu-
man development.

Luce’s career raises familiar questions for 
journalists. But it also raises an interesting 
question—mine, not Brinkley’s—for conserva-
tives. Luce always called himself a liberal, but 
liberals today would not welcome him. He 
would seem to stand, in contemporary terms, 
on the Right. Witness his increasing opposi-
tion to Franklin Roosevelt in the 1930s as a 
statist and excessive wielder of power, Luce’s 
enduring anti-Communism beginning in the 
early 1920s, and his deep empathy for Middle 
America and the middle class—not only for 

what they might become, but for what they al-
ready were. But can a conservative hold those 
positions yet simultaneously share the liberal 
belief in progress?

In the end, progress outran him. luce 
was famous during his lifetime but is almost 
unknown today. Brinkley’s biography, 

though fair, is insufficient to persuade a new 
generation that he was important rather than 
merely interesting. Brinkley writes that Luce 
was for decades “among the most influential 
men in America—courted by presidents, 
feared by rivals, capable of raising some people 
to prominence and pulling others down,” but 
that he was “almost never able to exercise as 
much power as he wished and as his adversaries 
believed he had.” His opposition to much of the 
New Deal, for instance, “had almost no impact 
on Roosevelt’s policies or on his political 
successes.” Nor, later, could the publisher 
overcome his country’s “unwillingness to 
challenge” the Communist regime in China, 
whose survival was the great sorrow of Luce’s 
last two decades. And rarely did the presidents 
he was closest to—Dwight Eisenhower, John F. 
Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson—“take his advice or 
adjust policies to avoid his magazines’ criticism.” 
As for cultural influence, his publications were 
“mostly reflections of the middle-class world,” 
according to Brinkley, “not often shapers of 
it.” The author concludes too quickly, I think, 
that Luce’s most important legacy is his role 
as a media innovator, as though his magazines’ 
roles in shaping and strengthening mid-century 
Americanism were perfunctory.

Brinkley pays little attention to Luce’s 
thoughtful, well-written speeches (see The Ideas 
of Henry Luce [1969], edited by John K. Jessup). 
He was no political theorist, to be sure. Yet it was 
Luce’s natural conservatism, an identification 
with and keenness to honor one’s own, that the 
nascent New Left had already begun repudiat-
ing and trying to demolish by the time he died in 
1967. It pursued this goal, as its epigones still do, 
with much success not only among elites but also 
among average Americans. This inadequately 
understood dimension of the “culture wars” re-
mains important today. Liberals have long since 
become dubious about the decency of the people 
they intend to govern, which is why so many peo-
ple have become dubious about liberalism.

David Frisk is a fellow of the Claremont Insti-
tute. His biography If Not Us, Who? William 
Rusher, National Review, and the Conservative 
Movement will be published in February 2011 by 
ISI Books.
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Book Review by Christina Hoff Sommers

Not Lost in Translation
The Second Sex, by Simone de Beauvoir, translated by Constance Borde 

and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier. Alfred A. Knopf, 832 pages, $40

In 1949, simone de beauvoir, then 41 years 
old, created a sensation in Paris with her book 
The Second Sex. Women, she argued, are half 

the human race but in all places and times have 
been accorded second-class status. The culture 
of femininity, including the role of wife and 
mother, was invented by men for the purpose of 
oppressing women. “One is not born, but rather 
becomes, a woman,” she declared. To the amaze-
ment of its publisher, this nearly thousand-page, 
densely written, idiosyncratic tome sold 20,000 
copies its first week. Thinking it was a “modern-
day sex manual, something between Kinsey and 
Havelock Ellis,” the Alfred A. Knopf publishing 
house quickly commissioned a translation. The 
English edition, translated by the retired Smith 
College professor H.M. Parshley, appeared in 
1953 and flew onto bestseller lists.

Critics were not sure what to make of it. “An 
encyclopedic work on ‘the situation of women’ 
dedicated to the proposition ‘…and he done her 
wrong,’” said the Atlantic Monthly. Partisan Re-
view’s William Phillips quipped that it was “[a] 
compendious highbrow lowdown on women.” 
Karl Menninger pronounced the tome “tiresome” 
and “pretentious.” Though she agreed with its 
central thesis, “that society has wasted women’s 
individual gifts,” the sociologist Margaret Mead 
thought the book violated “every canon of science 
and disinterested scholarship in its partisan selec-

tivity.” Brendan Gill at the New Yorker was one of 
the few early reviewers who saw magic: “What we 
are faced with is more than a work of scholarship; 
it is a work of art, with the salt of recklessness 
that makes art sting…[for] this is her poem—her 
sometimes blundering ‘Leaves of Grass.’” After a 
brief celebrity, the book all but vanished. 

For the next 20 years it was kept alive by a 
small group of dedicated readers. Women like 
Betty Friedan, Shulamith Firestone, and Kate 
Millet were electrified by its message: “I read de 
Beauvoir in 1961 and was never the same,” recalls 
feminist writer Susan Griffin. Throughout the 
’60s and ’70s it fell into the hands of thousands 
of middle-class women—graduate students, 
political activists, housewives—who resonated 
with her message that women were “the Other.” 
I recall reading it in college in 1973 and being 
enthralled by both the author and her message. 
Today, it is widely considered to be the founding 
text of the modern women’s movement, and it’s 
often called a masterpiece, a work of genius, and 
according to Catriona Crowe, former president 
of the Women’s History Association of Ireland, 

“probably the most important and influential 
philosophical treatise of the twentieth century.” 

But to the disappointment of its most ardent 
disciples, Beauvoir’s treatise was never given its 
due by academic philosophers, and by the 1990s 
it was rarely read by anyone outside the small 

world of women’s studies. Even among feminist 
theorists it was often dismissed as eccentric, 
scattershot, and dated. A group of Beauvoir 
scholars, alarmed by the book’s demise, placed 
the blame on Parshley’s translation. Toril Moi 
of Duke University, for example, lamented that 
Beauvoir “comes across as a sloppy thinker in 
English.” She and her sister critics complained 
that Parshley had no training in philosophy 
and his inept translation often made Beauvoir 
sound incoherent. Worse, he had cut the book 
down from 972 to 827 pages. His detractors 
noted that Parshley was quick to omit examples 
of women’s anger, yet respectfully preserved de-
scriptions of men’s emotions. 

Knopf initially resisted pleas for a new trans-
lation, but in 2004, when a New York Times 
article on the controversy, “Lost in Transla-
tion,” took the critics’ side and cast Parshley 
and Knopf as villains, the publisher gave in and 
commissioned two American women, Con-
stance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier, 
both former teachers at the Institut d’Etudes 
Politiques in Paris, to do a second translation. 
The new “Complete and Unabridged for the 
First Time” version restores the lost 145 pages, 
and tries to be as faithful to Beauvoir’s original 
text as possible—including her penchant for 
long sentences connected with semicolons in-
side seemingly endless paragraphs. 
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Was it worth it? Will the new version liber-
ate Beauvoir from the widely held suspicion that 
she is a fuzzy thinker? Will it extend the book’s 
current appeal beyond a small circle of activists? 
Having just read both, and reviewed profession-
al evaluations of the two translations, I would 
say that Parshley’s is actually better, but both 
are fine. The real problem lies not in the transla-
tion, but in the actual content. Her book’s repu-
tation as a masterpiece, a work of art, or even an 
inspiring manifesto, depends heavily on no one 
reading it. 

Here is a typical passage, as rendered first in 
the old translation, then in the new:

Man would fain affirm his individual 
existence and rest with pride on his “es-
sential difference” but he wishes also to 
break through the barriers of the ego, to 
mingle with the water, the night, with 
Nothingness, with the Whole. Woman 
condemns man to finitude, but she also 
enables him to exceed his own limits; and 
hence comes the equivocal magic with 
which she is endued.

Man wants to assert his individual exis-
tence and proudly rests on his “essential 
difference,” but he also wants to break the 
barriers of the self and commingle with 
water, earth, night, Nothingness, with 
the Whole. Woman who condemns man 
to finitude also enables him to surpass his 
own limits: that is where the equivocal 
magic surrounding her comes from. 

 
Could any translator redeem this passage? 

Her official biographer, deirdre bair, 
reports that Beauvoir wrote The Sec-
ond Sex in fourteen months—on am-

phetamines and “never sleeping.” That explains a 
lot. Although there are flashes of wit and erudi-
tion, the book is a tangle of facts, theories, lists 
of names, and pronouncements about women 
from the beginning of time, drawn from social 
science, biology, religion, philosophy (primarily 
existentialism and Marxism), and literature. It 
also contains a lot of sweeping declarations: “In 
all civilizations and still in our day,” says Beau-
voir, “woman inspires man with horror: it is the 
horror of his own carnal contingence, which he 
projects upon her.” In marathon sessions at the 
Bibliotheque Nationale, Beauvoir gathered to-
gether every scrap of information she could find 
on the topic of women and jammed it all into 
the book. 

She made no effort to distinguish relevant 
from irrelevant material. In a brief section on 
the history of women from the 16th through 
the 18th century, she spends 22 lines on a plot 

summary of an obscure 16th-century play. A 
few pages later, she devotes 24 lines altogether 
to five giants of the Enlightenment: Diderot, 
Voltaire, Condorcet, Montesquieu, and Hel-
vetius. They were all passionate defenders of 
women’s rights and crucial to the movement 
that would lead slowly, inexorably to the lib-
eration of women in the West. Beauvoir men-
tions in passing that these philosophers viewed 
women as “human beings equal to those of the 
strong sex,” which would seem to contradict 
her claim that, “In all civilizations…woman in-
spires man with horror.” Women inspired men 
like Diderot, Voltaire, and Condorcet with ad-
miration and respect.

Her fixation on grim findings and the chal-
lenge of writing a nearly thousand-page book in 
little over a year led to carelessness. In a pas-
sage on female novelists in the 17th and 18th 

centuries, she says, “A thousand circumstances 
conspired against the woman writer.” As evi-
dence she cites a passage about Samuel Johnson 
in Virginia Woolf ’s, A Room of One’s Own:

In England, Virginia Woolf notes, wom-
en writers always engender hostility. Dr. 
Johnson compared them to “a dog walking 
on his hinder legs. It is not done well; but 
you are surprised to find it done at all.” 

First of all, Dr. Johnson’s quote, made fa-
mous by Boswell, was not about women writ-
ers, but women preachers. Johnson held many 
of the prejudices of his time, and was given to 
sexist quips, but he was famously supportive of 
women’s literary advancement in both his per-
sonal and professional life. Had Beauvoir read 
further in Woolf ’s book, she would have found 
the author praising Johnson for his enlightened 
attitude toward the fair sex. In any case, what is 
remarkable about Samuel Johnson’s England is 
not the “thousand” obstacles against women’s 
writing, but the explosion of female author-
ship. That was the time when the “second sex” 
began to make itself heard—almost as loudly 
as the first. Mary Wollstonecraft and Jane 
Austen are two well-known examples. Anne 
K. Mellor, a scholar at UCLA, calculates that 
in England between 1789 and 1830 there were 
at least 900 female poets, 500 female novelists, 
and numerous female philosophers, histori-
ans, and political writers. Beauvoir’s fixation 
on women as the “Other” prevents her giving 
genuine progress its due.

Such criticisms will strike beauvoir 
enthusiasts as being beside the point. 
She had a vision that would change the 

world—why quibble over details? But what was 
that vision exactly? Her most original contri-
butions to feminist theory—and where she de-
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parts radically from the Enlightenment philos-
ophers—are her views about wives and mothers. 
It was not enough, she insisted, to give women 
the vote, or the right to an equal education or to 
work. To be liberated, they had to be freed from 
the burdens of femininity. But instead of mak-
ing the reasonable point that women should not 
be forced into conventional roles of wife and 
mother against their will—she attacked the 
roles themselves. 

The drama of marriage is not that it does 
not guarantee the wife the promised hap-
piness—there is no guarantee of happi-
ness—it is that it mutilates her; it dooms 
her to repetition and routine. 
 
Consider just two of her many hostile medi-

tations on pregnancy:

Day after day, a polyp born of her flesh 
and foreign to it is going to fatten in her; 
she is the prey of the species that will im-
pose its mysterious laws on her, and gen-
erally this alienation frightens her; her 
fright manifests itself in vomiting.

[S]nared by nature, she is plant and ani-
mal, a collection of colloids, an incubator, 
an egg; she frightens children…and pro-
vokes sniggers from young men because 
she is a human being, consciousness and 
freedom, who has become a passive in-
strument of life.

Why do so many women consent to roles that 
demean and oppress them? Beauvoir explained 
that women garner benefits by sacrificing their 
freedom and cooperating with their oppressor: 

“Refusing to be the Other, refusing complicity 

with man, would mean renouncing all the ad-
vantages an alliance with the superior caste con-
fers on them.” Such passages may be thrilling 
to hard-line gender scholars, but they will strike 
most readers as bizarre.

Several recent biographies and col-
lections of Beauvoir letters detract from 
her cultivated image as a stalwart cham-

pion of freedom. She and Jean Paul Sartre were 
less than heroic during World War II. The best 
Deirdre Bair in her biography can say is, “Their 
record is not scrupulously clean, but neither is it 
clearly soiled.” Beauvoir, following Sartre, took 
freedom as the summum bonum of human exis-
tence. But that did not prevent her from cham-
pioning repressive countries such as the Soviet 
Union and Cuba late into the 1960s. Beauvoir 
may have been a great defender of women’s 
rights, but she was not above cruelly exploit-
ing women in her personal life. On various oc-
casions she seduced her young female students, 
then handed them over to Sartre for his enjoy-
ment. The two would then entertain one anoth-
er with gossip about the conquests—in the style 
of the Vicomte de Valmont and the Marquise 
de Merteuilin in the 18th-century novel Les Li-
aisons Dangereuses (Dangerous Love Affairs).

Truman Capote, stung by unflattering re-
marks about him by Beauvoir and Sartre, took 
his revenge in one of his books by describing a 
chance meeting at a café in 1949:

At the time the Pont-Royal had a leathery 
little basement bar that was the favored 
swill bucket of haute Boheme’s fatbacks. 
Walleyed, pipe-sucking, pasty-hued Sar-
tre and his spinsterish moll, de Beauvoir, 
were usually propped in a corner like an 
abandoned pair of ventriloquist’s dolls.

Capote is cruel, but after reading hundreds 
of pages of Beauvoir’s woolly prose, it is a plea-
sure to read someone who can write.

Despite her many failings, it is hard not to 
feel a certain affection for the spinsterish moll. 
She may not be a moral icon or a philosophi-
cal genius, and her book may be a mess, but she 
was an engaging figure—an eccentric, paradoxi-
cal Parisian artist who would alarm her feminist 
acolytes by insisting her life’s greatest achieve-
ment was “[m]y relationship with Sartre.” Mil-
lions of women owe her a debt of gratitude. Most 
of us who read The Second Sex in the ’60s and 
’70s probably glided over the weird bits and took 
away vague but salutary ideas about personal re-
sponsibility, dignity, and the importance of love 
based on mutual respect. 

Meanwhile, the battle over the translation 
has only intensified. The feminist professors 
who disparaged the Parsley translation despise 
the new one by Borde and Malovany-Chevallier 
even more. In a bitter exchange in the London 
Review of Books, Beauvoir scholars savage the 
new version, accusing the translators of “perva-
sive” errors and of betraying Beauvoir’s “voice.” 
One feminist professor scolds the translators 
for producing a text where “pretty much every 
page” is “painful” to read. Too true, but this 
is not the translators’ fault. The Second Sex is 
painful to read in any language—including 
French. 

Christina Hoff Sommers is a resident scholar at the 
American Enterprise Institute. Her books include 
Who Stole Feminism? How Women Have Be-
trayed Women (Simon and Schuster) and The 
War Against Boys: How Misguided Feminism 
Is Harming Our Young Men (Simon and Schus-
ter). Most recently, she edited The Science on 
Women and Science (AEI Press). 



Claremont Review of Books w Fall 2010 
Page 59

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 John Derbyshire

Meeting the Goose
Koestler: The Literary and Political Odyssey of a Twentieth-Century Skeptic, 

by Michael Scammell. Random House, 720 pages, $35

Coming face to face with one’s favor-
ite author, Arthur Koestler warned an 
admirer in 1975, is “a bit like having a 

wonderful meal of goose liver and then meeting 
the goose.”

Something similar applies to reading a re-
ally thorough biography of a writer one has 
long admired. Michael Scammell’s new biog-
raphy of Koestler was ten years in the making 
and, Scammell tells us in the acknowledgments, 
took him to fourteen countries on three conti-
nents. Such diligence, by a seasoned translator 
and biographer, could hardly fail to shed light 
on Koestler’s ideas, and on how his very event-
ful life shaped his writing. By the time you set 
the book down, though, you are thoroughly ac-
quainted with the goose. 

Born in 1905, Koestler belonged to that “wit-
ness generation” of Western intellectuals who 
were seduced, or at least tempted, by Communism, 
but who had their eyes opened and became voices 
for reason and liberty during the Cold War. Ig-
nazio Silone (born 1900), Whittaker Chambers 
(1901), Malcolm Muggeridge and George Or-
well (both 1903), James Burnham and Raymond 
Aron (both 1905)—these were the chroniclers of 

lost political illusions in the middle of the 20th 
century. Koestler and Silone were both among 
the six writers who recorded their disenchant-
ment in the 1949 book The God That Failed.

Koestler’s acquaintance with Communism 
was early and direct. Raised in Budapest, at age 
13½ he became a citizen of the second Commu-
nist state in history, Béla Kun’s Hungarian So-
viet Republic. Koestler’s family were, like Kun’s, 
irreligious Jews (Kun=Cohn). When, after four 
months in power, the Kun regime was swept 
away by the reactionary and antisemitic Miklós 
Horthy, the Koestlers fled to Vienna. 

Arthur never again spent much time in Hun-
gary. (The longest spell, described with much 
warmth and color in one of his autobiographi-
cal books, was during the summer of 1933.) He 
attended a technical college in Vienna but be-
came a Zionist and dropped out of college to go 
and live as a pioneer in Palestine. There, after a 
spell of near-starvation, he slipped into journal-
ism, and for the rest of his life made his living by 
writing: in German and Hungarian until 1940, 
thereafter in English.

Michael Scammell deals briskly with those 
early years. The main thing he uncovers for us is 

some clarification of Koestler’s fraught relation-
ship with his mother, Adele. She was an inatten-
tive parent and perhaps, to her son’s knowledge, 
an unfaithful wife. “Resolute, temperamental, 
caustic, and irritable,” Koestler called her, and 
he nursed his resentments through to Adele’s 
death in 1960, aged 90.  Scammell, speaking of 
Koestler’s 1952 memoir Arrow in the Blue, tells 
us that:

Another tutelary god hovering over the 
autobiography was Sigmund Freud…. 
Koestler interpreted his promiscuity, for 
example, in Freudian terms, ascribing it to 
his inability to separate from his mother.

Adele actually had a consultation with Freud 
when a young woman in Vienna around 1890, 
and Koestler himself called on the father of psy-
choanalysis in 1938. Nervous, he misspoke, ad-
dressing Freud as a Nobel Prize winner. “Well, 
you know,” replied Freud, “I am an old Jew now, 
but they never gave me the Nobel Prize.”

The goosiest aspect of Koestler the man was 
that promiscuity. Koestler is fairly frank about 
it in his autobiographical books—Arrow in the 
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Blue includes a nostalgic 14-page account of pre-
war Parisian brothels—but Michael Scammell 
chronicles the full scale of Koestler’s sexual ad-
ventures and misadventures—the “ruthless in-
tensity” with which he pursued women. 

There were three marriages, none of them 
featuring an enthusiastic groom. Mamaine 
Paget, the second Mrs. Koestler, reported to her 
twin sister after the wedding ceremony that: 

“He loves me as much as he is capable of, which 
isn’t much.” 

The third marriage, in 1965, was to Cynthia 
Jefferies, a South African secretary Koestler 
had been sleeping with occasionally since first 
employing her 16 years earlier. Doggedly loyal 
though somewhat out of her depth in Koestler’s 
multilingual high-intellectual circles, Cynthia 
stayed with Koestler to the end. 

Scammell’s account of Koestler’s decision 
to marry Cynthia is unsparing. Koestler had 
been offered a visiting lectureship at Stanford, 
but feared to leave Cynthia behind in England, 
as she was in depression and quite dependent 
on him; “but the United States was such a pu-
ritanical country that if he took her, he would 
have to marry her.” (How long ago that seems!) 
Koestler seriously contemplated suicide as an 
alternative to the marriage; but the couple were 
wed at last in New York, with the James Burn-
hams as witnesses and sole guests. Suicide came 
later: the ailing husband and his healthy wife 
died together from self-administered drug over-
doses in 1983.

Whether married or single, koestler 
seduced innumerable women. The 
sex act was, though, entirely rec-

reational for him. He had no wish to be a fa-
ther—because of his own unhappy childhood, 
he claimed, but more probably from sheer self-
ishness and lack of interest in child-raising. Ma-
maine’s twin sister wrote: “He rightly surmised 
that children would seriously interfere with his 
work and thus prove an intolerable source of ir-
ritation to him.” Koestler came, as the English 
say, from Havington, not Givington. Italian so-
cialite Janine Graetz was the only person to bear 
Koestler a child. This was in 1955, and much 
against Koestler’s wishes; he did his best to ig-
nore his daughter.

For all this wealth of experience, Koestler was 
a brusque lover—a stranger to foreplay, according 
to one of Scammell’s informants. Sometimes he 
was more than brusque. Following his seduction 
of Mamaine in the spring of 1944, he wrote her a 
half-apologetic letter: “I know that I behaved in a 
rather swinish way…but I still believe that is per-
missible if the result is enjoyed by both. Without 
an element of initial rape there is no delight.”

This is the context for the claim by Jill Crai-
gie, wife of British politician Michael Foot, that 
Koestler, drunk, had taken her by force in 1952. 
The claim was made in 1994 or 1995, Koestler 
long dead and Craigie well into her eighties. 
Many doubted it, not least because the Foots 
had happily socialized with the supposed rapist 
for years afterwards—they had been guests of 
honor at Koestler’s 70th birthday party. There 
was a terrific fuss nonetheless, and Koestler’s 
name is still mud in feminist circles.

His career as a journalist led koestler 
into the dramatic adventures of his 
late twenties and thirties. He joined 

the German Communist Party in 1932, traveled 
in the USSR, and reported on the Spanish Civil 
War. In the course of the latter he was arrested 
by Franco’s forces and spent three months in a 
jail cell daily expecting to be shot. Released and 
back in Paris—his base after Hitler’s takeover 
of Germany—he resigned from the Party and 
joined other expatriate German anti-fascists in 
founding a political magazine, Die Zukunft (The 
Future). In was in search of contributions that 
he had called on Freud. 

Soon he was swept up in the chaos and para-
noia of the phony war, and then of the German 
blitzkrieg of France. After hair-raising esca-
pades and two more spells of internment he 
washed up in Britain, and quickly turned him-
self into an English-language writer. Along the 
way he blended his Spanish prison experiences 
and his inner knowledge of Communism into a 
gripping novel about an old Bolshevik arrested 
in Stalin’s purges. Darkness at Noon, published 
in 1940, made Koestler’s name. It was far and 
away the best piece of fiction he ever wrote.

After losing his faith in Communism Koes-
tler drifted away from politics altogether. The 
early years of the Cold War filled him with 
dread. He dabbled in organized anti-Commu-
nism—the CIA-linked Congress for Cultural 
Freedom and an offshoot, founded by himself, 
the Fund for Intellectual Freedom. Scammell 
makes it clear that Koestler had not the tem-
perament for committee work, and his inner 
political fires were burning low. That restless 
intellect needed another outlet.

The decisive turn came in 1959 with the book 
The Sleepwalkers. Essentially a history of cosmol-
ogy from Pythagoras to Newton, this was a la-
bor of love for Koestler, a book he felt driven to 
write. The writing of it took him three years—
more time, I think, than he gave to any other 
book. It brought fully to life, like characters in 
a good novel, people who had, to non-specialist 
readers, been only names attached to theories: 
Copernicus, Kepler, Brahe, Galileo. It was opin-
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first few weeks of 1959, in his 54th year. He 
got a book out of the trip—The Lotus and the 
Robot (1960)—one of his best, though much of 
it cobbled together from observations by other 
writers. His interest in those places was, howev-
er, religious and psychological. Scammell: “[The 
trip] was shaped as a quest for enlightenment, 
and it was clear that Koestler liked the Indians 
but disliked India, and disliked the Japanese 
but liked Japan.” Culturally and politically these 
were fringe zones, far from the heartland of real, 
European civilization.

That excursion aside, the world beyond Eu-
rope and North America occupied very little 
space in Koestler’s imagination. Scammell’s 
book has no index entry for “Islam” or “Mus-
lim.” Arabs are mentioned only in the contexts 
of Palestine and Zionism. Africa, China, Indo-
nesia, and Latin America are not mentioned at 
all. Koestler was an unreflective universalist so 
far as human group differences are concerned, 
but had very little actual acquaintance with 
non-Europeans. 

Free of race consciousness himself, 
he was baffled when he encountered it 
in others. His meeting with the black 

American poet Langston Hughes is illustra-
tive. The two met by chance in a guest house 
run by the GPU (i.e., Soviet secret police, 
precursor of the KGB) in Ashkhabad, capi-
tal of Soviet Turkmenistan. Koestler took to 
Hughes at once, writing in his autobiography: 

“He was very likeable and easy to get on with, 
but at the same time one felt an impenetrable, 
elusive remoteness which warded off all undue 
familiarity.”

Scammell fills in what Koestler missed:

This was the normal response of a black 
man to a white in those days, but for 
Koestler it was a new experience…. “K 
is a white man. He doesn’t understand,” 
Hughes wrote in his notebook, later add-
ing: “To Koestler, Turkmenistan was 
simply a primitive land moving into twen-
tieth century civilization. To me it was a 
colored land moving into orbits hitherto 
reserved for whites.”

Koestler’s unselfconscious universalism sits 
oddly with his youthful Zionism. Scammell 
untangles the contradiction. He places Koes-
tler’s attitude in the context of enlightened 
Jews’ flight from their own Jewishness during 
the later 19th and early 20th centuries, the 
flight described at length in Yuri Slezkine’s 
2004 book The Jewish Century. The Jew from 
whom these Jews were fleeing was capitalist, re-

ionated and argumentative. At the heart of the 
book, says Scammell, “lay Koestler’s conviction 
that the psychology of scientific investigation 
was as irrational and unpredictable as the pro-
cesses of artistic discovery and the wellsprings 
of religious inspiration.” 

From here on Koestler regarded himself as 
a science writer. Unfortunately he had trouble 
getting scientists to agree. The Sleepwalkers was 
acceptable enough, being a work of history and 
philosophy of science. (In the latter respect it 
prefigured Thomas Kuhn’s landmark The Struc-
ture of Scientific Revolutions, published three 
years later.) The contrarian dabblings in biology 
and psychology that followed in the 1960s and 
’70s were, though, ill-received. 

These later books have their charms—Koes-
tler could hardly write a dull sentence—but few 
of those charms are of a kind to appeal to the true 
scientific spirit. Scammell reports on a scathing 
review of The Act of Creation by eminent Brit-
ish biologist Peter Medawar in 1964: “Medawar 
said…Koestler clearly didn’t understand either 
the procedures or the sociology of science, and 
his scientific manners were deplorable.”

Though broadly in sympathy with Medawar 
here, I believe Koestler deserved better. His 
imagination was, like Freud’s, more literary 
than scientific. Seduced by the aesthetic lure of 
his own metaphors, analogies, and anecdotes, 
he constructed thought-systems—metaphysi-
cal speculations—to fit them. This won’t do as 
rigorous science, but that does not mean there 
is no place for it in human endeavor. The atom-
ic theory of matter was metaphysical specula-
tion for 2,000 years before it turned out to be 
true. I don’t know how many people have heard 
of, for example, panpsychism; but I am sure the 
number would be less than half as large if not 
for Koestler.

The most active and interesting por-
tions of Koestler’s life—his Spanish ad-
ventures, the internments, high-literary 

hobnobbing with Orwell, Sartre, Chambers, et 
al.—are well within living memory; yet already 
they seem remote. The age they belong to seems 
in some way to be, if I may use a Kuhnism, in-
commensurable with ours. What has changed 
so much in a lifetime?

What has most obviously changed is the po-
sition of the European peoples relative to the 
rest of humanity, in numbers and development. 
Koestler’s home ground was Europe, togeth-
er with Europe’s settler extensions in North 
America and Palestine. Other places barely ex-
isted for him. 

The only exceptions are India and Japan, 
where Koestler traveled on a lecture tour in the 
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ligious, and tribal, so they would be socialist, 
atheist, and universalist. 

Scammell quotes Koestler’s lifelong friend 
Manès Sperber as saying that Koestler became 
a Zionist “not because of his Jewishness but 
against it. It was a kind of Zionism that want-
ed to prove that the Jews were Gentiles, that is, 
non-Jewish. What those young people were try-
ing to prove was not that they had the courage 
to be Jews, but that they had the courage to be 
like everybody else.” Hence Zionism. The Gen-
tiles all had their own countries; why should not 
the Jews? 

Near the end of his life Koestler had another 
try at squaring this circle with his 1976 book 
The Thirteenth Tribe. Here he took on a histori-
cal, or pseudo-historical, topic: the Khazars, a 
Turkic people who ran a prosperous empire on 
the South Russian steppe in the middle Middle 
Ages, and whose ruling dynasty converted to Ju-
daism around A.D. 800. Koestler argued that 
refugees from the collapsing Khazar Empire 
migrated into Eastern Europe, mingling with 
small Jewish populations already there to form 
the original Ashkenazim. The actual evidence 
was thin and circumstantial; but, says Scammell, 

“Koestler transformed possibility into probabil-
ity, arguing that the Khazar contribution to the 
genetic makeup of modern Jews was ‘substantial, 
and in all likelihood dominant.’”

Though a best-seller, The Thirteenth Tribe, be-
cause of its implications for Jewish identity, was 
more of a succès de scandale than a succès d’estime. 
It is not uncommon to meet Jewish people who 
know Koestler’s name only from this book. 

The Khazarian hypothesis was not utterly 
implausible, given the state of knowledge at the 
time, but genetic researches have since exploded 
it. There is a good account of the issue in chap-
ter 9 of John Entine’s 2007 book, Abraham’s 
Children. Entine concludes: “The Khazarian 
theory has been put to rest, or at least into per-
spective…. Most Jewish males appear to have 
originated in the eastern Mediterranean, with 
at most 20 percent showing a central Asian ori-
gin, similar to that of most Europeans.” 

After the thirteenth tribe koestler 
wrote only one book that was not an an-
thology of earlier pieces: Janus: A Sum-

ming Up. This is a non-fiction work of 14 essays, 
rehashing in condensed form the ideas Koestler 
had put forward in his pop-science books of the 
1960s and 1970s. The essays have titles like “Be-
yond Eros and Thanatos,” “Lamarck Revisited,” 
and “Free Will in a Hierarchic Context.” Scam-
mell uses Janus as a hook on which to hang a 
thumbnail sketch of Koestler’s main obsessions 
and his intellectual development:

Science…paired with politics in Koes-
tler’s mind. He had started out with poli-
tics…and had repeatedly run up against a 
problem that he was only dimly aware of 
at first, namely that politics couldn’t seem 
to answer the existential question of “how 
to live.” This was the implied or underly-
ing question in all Koestler’s work…and 
though he later substituted science for 
politics, he had still failed to find satisfac-
tory answers.

The alternatives to politics and science were 
philosophy and religion.

I think this puts too much lipstick on the 
goose. Certainly Koestler, for all his selfishness, 
had a core of decency. The story of his final break 
with Communism, told in chapter 36 of The In-
visible Writing but resistant to brief quotation, 
makes this plain. That his central concerns were 
ethical at any level, though, I seriously doubt.  

They were, it seems to me, more purely spiri-
tual and intellectual. Koestler wanted a faith, a 
big and optimistic one, and he wanted to under-
stand things. He wanted to decipher the invis-
ible writing, the script of the shadow-play we 
call consciousness—the filtered, muddled, dis-
orderly, fugitive images and impressions that are 
all we can apprehend of the world. 

Politics and science seemed the most prom-
ising approaches. Unfortunately Marxism, the 
politics that first got Koestler’s attention, was a 
pseudo-politics, and Freudianism a pseudo-sci-
ence. He tried again with real science, but did 
not have enough of the early rigorous mathe-
matical training necessary to a properly scientif-
ic outlook—nor, perhaps, the temperament. He 
returned at last to pseudo-science, bequeathing 
most of his estate to a university chair for the 
study of parapsychology.

To the degree koestler is worth re-
membering, it is as an observer and a writ-
er. “A journalist of genius,” Cyril Connolly 

called him. He was a good novelist when com-
pletely engaged, as he was with Darkness at Noon. 
On the evidence of The Sleepwalkers, he might 
have made a fine academic historian, except that 
Earth never bore a man less suited to academic 
life. Arthur Koestler brought a keen observa-
tional intelligence to bear on the world around 
him, and on himself. He could turn a memorable 
phrase in at least three different languages. Not 
much; but not nothing—far, far from nothing.

John Derbyshire is a writer living in New York, 
and the author, most recently, of We Are Doomed: 
Reclaiming Conservative Pessimism (Crown 
Forum).
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To judge from the fate of william 
Somerset Maugham, a writer who wants 
to escape the attention of biographers 

cannot do worse than to ask his friends to burn 
his letters. Before his death in 1965, Maugham, 
then one of the most famous writers in the world, 
burned every scrap of personal correspondence 
he came upon and publicly entreated his friends 
to do the same. No fools, they ignored his re-
quests, and the letters—several thousand of 
them—were tucked away to be sold later to the 
highest bidder. 

That Maugham’s letters were once a valuable 
commodity would puzzle most readers today. 
Yet he wrote some of the 20th century’s most 
beloved novels (Of Human Bondage, Cakes and 
Ale), several popular light comedies for London’s 
West End (The Circle, The Constant Wife), a fine 
philosophical memoir (The Summing Up), re-
markably lucid and unpretentious criticism (The 
Writer’s Notebook), and some of the best short 
stories in the English language (“The Alien 
Corn,” “The Book-bag,” “The Lotus Eater”). If 
this were not enough, Maugham was an innova-

tor in two genres: spy fiction (Ashenden: or The 
British Agent) and travel writing (The Gentle-
man in the Parlour, On a Chinese Screen). At the 
height of his fame, he was required reading for 
nearly every aspiring writer, and influenced no 
less than George Orwell, Theodore Dreiser, An-
thony Burgess, John Le Carré, and Gore Vidal, 
among others. 

Of course, Maugham still has his champions, 
particularly (and perhaps fittingly) professional 
writers and literary journalists, among them 
Michael Dirda, Terry Teachout, and Joseph 
Epstein. But since his death in 1965, the main 
critical focus has been on Maughm’s colorful 
and well-documented life. His feckless nephew 
Robin hardly waited until his uncle had been 
buried before scandalizing the public with tales 
of his sexual proclivities, while toxic friend Bev-
erley Nichols dissected Maugham’s unhappy 
marriage to Syrie Wellcome in a torrid 1966 
memoir, A Case of Human Bondage. More dis-
interested biographies have appeared. The latest 
offering, The Secret Lives of Somerset Maugham 
is by Selina Hastings, a British journalist who 

has made something of a cottage industry out of 
Maugham’s bookish coterie, having published 
well-reviewed lives of Nancy Mitford, Rosa-
mond Lehmann, and Evelyn Waugh. 

This is rather select company, but even by 
such high standards of lives fully lived, The Se-
cret Lives of Somerset Maugham does not disap-
point. For sheer worldly glamor, Maugham’s 
story can’t be beat. His was a life of fabulous 
personal wealth, international celebrity, and 
globe-trotting through exotic locales. There’s 
ample romance in just the names of the people 
and places he frequented and wrote about: Cey-
lon, Noël Coward, Siam, Grace Kelly, Shanghai, 
Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, the Windsors. And 
the list goes on. As the diarist Chips Channon 
enviously observed, Maugham “has been every-
where, met everybody, tasted everything.” 

Maugham’s epicurean life began in 
1874 in a prosperous English house-
hold on the Champs-Élysées. His 

father, Robert, was a respected solicitor who 
handled the British Embassy’s business, and his 
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mother, Edith, a beautiful young socialite who 
had grown up in India. Maugham was the young-
est of four brothers, but they had been sent away 
to English boarding schools, so he was raised as a 
much loved and much indulged only child.

This happy beginning soon came to an end. 
When Maugham was eight years old, Edith 
suddenly succumbed to tuberculosis, and Rob-
ert died two years later of stomach cancer. “Few 
misfortunes can befall a boy which bring worse 
consequences than to have a really affectionate 
mother,” he would ruefully remark in one of his 
notebooks. The loss of his mother was the de-
fining tragedy of his life, and it was during this 
period of intense grief that Maugham developed 
his famous stammer. 

The orphaned boy was sent to England to live 
with his uncle, the vicar of Whitstable, and his 
wife. Long childless, the couple was ill-suited 
to caring for their shy, sensitive charge—par-
ticularly Maugham’s uncle, whom he would 
skewer in his autobiographical novel, Of Hu-
man Bondage (1915), as “a weak and selfish man 
whose chief desire was to be saved trouble.” A 
lackluster student, Maugham was soon able to 
convince his uncle to allow him to leave school 
to study German in Heidelberg, and from that 
time on, at age 16, he was his own master. 

His brief time in Germany inspired a life-
long wanderlust, but having only a small allow-
ance he needed work first. He decided to train 
as a doctor at St. Thomas’s Hospital in London, 
with the hope he could find a place on a ship. 
It would prove a turning point in his life. “I 
learned pretty well everything I know about hu-
man nature in the five years I spent at St Thom-
as’s Hospital,” Maugham recalled, and it was 
his harrowing experience tending to patients in 
the slums that gave him the subject for his first 
novel, the Zolaesque Liza Of Lambeth (1897), 
published when he was just 23. The book was a 
modest success, enabling him to travel to Spain, 
Italy, and France.

For ten years, maugham struggled to 
establish himself as a writer. Then, in 
1907, the Royal Court Theater accepted 

Lady Frederick, a lively drawing room comedy, 
as a last-minute stop-gap, and overnight he be-
came a celebrated dramatist. Ever practical, he 
cashed in on his newfound fame by turning out 
a play almost every month. (As a rule, it took 
him a week to write an act, with a week to revise 
the whole.) By 1908, he had four plays running 
on the West End—a feat unmatched by any liv-
ing playwright. 

“I have never quite got over my astonishment 
at being a writer,” Maugham wrote in The Sum-
ming Up (1938). “There seems no reason for my 
having become one except an irresistible inclina-
tion.” This inclination kept him writing for over 

60 years—throughout his famous travels in the 
Far East, his work as a spy during the world 
wars, a brief dalliance in Hollywood, countless 
unrequited love affairs, and a disastrous mar-
riage and divorce, which Hastings calls, with-
out exaggeration, “the longest, most miserable 
and most bitterly destructive relationship of his 
life.” He made over a million dollars in royal-
ties from just one short story, “Rain” (1921), 
enlarging a fortune that secured him a life of 
luxury and ease at his beloved Villa Mauresque 
on the French Riviera. He worked in numer-
ous genres and was an acknowledged master in 
three during his lifetime, as novelist, playwright, 
and short-story writer. At the end of his life, he 
counted himself the author of almost 70 works: 
31 plays, 19 novels, six volumes of short stories, 
four memoirs, and eight nonfiction works.

For all maugham’s incredible success, 
however, the story Hastings tells is a deep-
ly sad one. At one point, she compares her 

subject to King Midas, the man with the golden 
touch who nonetheless gained nothing of value. 

“Every one of the few people who have ever got 
to know me well has ended up by hating me,” 
Maugham wrote near the end of his life. Hast-
ings titles this sordid last chapter, “Betrayal,” 
and Maugham appears as much the betrayer as 
the betrayed. His nephew (and surrogate son) 
blackmailed him out of $500,000. Under the 
sway of his personal secretary and lover, Alan 
Searle, Maugham published a vindictive and 
ill-advised memoir, Looking Back (1962), about 
his life with Syrie, losing him the few friends he 
had left. (“A senile and scandalous work,” Gra-
ham Greene called it.) He managed finally to 
estrange himself even from his loyal daughter, 
Liza, in a degrading battle over her inheritance. 
Publicly disgraced and despised, Maugham, on 
his deathbed, is said to have asked the philoso-
pher A.J. Ayer to visit and reassure him there 
was no afterlife. 

Hastings captures well both the glamour 
and the shabbiness of Maugham’s life—not a 
small achievement. Like her subject, she en-
joys entertaining yarns and gossip—for exam-
ple, Maugham’s introduction to Frank Sinatra. 

“Frank says, ‘Hiya, baby,’ and Maugham replies, 
‘Very well, indeed, but hardly a b-baby.’” Hast-
ings also boasts a more serious purpose: to reha-
bilitate Maugham’s literary reputation. At this, 
she is less successful, relying on plot summary 
in place of interpretation or close reading. To 
the critics’ charges that Maugham’s writing is 
commercial, middlebrow, superficial, and brittle, 
she musters little in the way of defense, settling 
for a less exalted place in the literary pantheon: 

“Somerset Maugham, the great teller of tales.”
In fairness, Maugham is not much help. Nev-

er a critic’s darling, he adopted an air of “humor-

Buy your copy at bookstores nationwide, 
call 800-767-1241, or visit Cato.org.
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and were a fruitful matter of discussion.” What 
he warned against was allowing style to become 
an end in itself, where “willful obscurity” mas-
querades as “aristocratic exclusiveness.” Above 
all, he reminded his avant-garde contemporaries 
that “a work becomes a classic only because suc-
ceeding generations of people, ordinary read-
ers…have found delight in reading it. It affords 
that because it appeals to the human emotions 
common to all of us and treats of the human 
problems that we are all confronted with.”

Indeed, there is much to delight from in 
Maugham’s expert craftsmanship, tight plot-
ting, decisive endings, clarity of style, and eco-

nomical, closely motivated characterization. If 
his criticism encouraged respect for the common 
reader, his fiction grappled with what he called 

“the infinite contrariety and the disordered rich-
ness of man.” The two are related. As a young 

Greene, and John le Carré. His works are psy-
chological thrillers, focused less on the glamour 
and adventure of espionage (in reality, “extremely 
monotonous”) than on the darker corners of the 
human heart. The main drama of “The Traitor” 
(1928) is not the capture of the English turn-
coat, Grantley Caypor, but the ambivalence the 
British agent Ashenden feels towards the jovial, 
unwitting villain. How can such a good-natured 
man commit such cruel and treacherous acts? he 
wonders. “Was Caypor a good man who loved 
evil or a bad man who loved good? And how 
could such unreconcilable elements exist side by 
side and in harmony within the same heart?” 

Maugham rightly offers no direct answers 
to these questions—evidence again of his high 
opinion of his readers. His critics might accuse 
him of placing plot above characterization, of 
caring only for externals, but he trusted his read-
ers to come to their own conclusions. He rec-
ognized, as Anthony Daniels noted in the New 
Criterion, that it is far more effective to have the 
reader imagine a character’s psychological state 
than to describe it explicitly. 

Hastings argues that we are overdue 
for a Maugham revival, and she may be 
right. His plays are back in production. 

Drama critic Terry Teachout wrote the libretto 
for an opera based on his short story “The Let-
ter.” He remains the most filmed of all fiction 
writers, surpassing Sir Athur Conan Doyle for 
number of screen adaptations. Even high-brow 
types, like Pico Iyer who recently edited a vol-
ume of Maugham’s travel writing, are beginning 
to rediscover his prose. 

If readers flocked to Maugham (and may do 
so again), perhaps it is because he evinces a real 
respect for them in both his fiction and his criti-
cism. Against the prevailing fashion of the day, 
he affirmed the universality of art, while still 
insisting on high standards. “I think a bookcase 
that held twenty books would be large enough 
to contain all the works of fiction that it would 
leave a man spiritually poorer not to have read,” 
he once declared. (In that light, Maugham’s 
claim to be in the very front row of the second 
rate no longer seems so modest.) Even lesser 
writers should strive to offer their readers “ex-
cellence of style, an insight into the multiplicity 
of human nature, and here and there food for 
reflection.” And that is just what Maugham, at 
his best, provided.

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

ous resignation” to his reviews, famously plac-
ing himself “in the very front row of the second 
rate.” He openly deprecated his limited powers 
of imagination, the sparseness of his prose, his 
lack of originality. Having once been poor, he 
was not only vulgar enough to admit to writing 
for money (a cardinal sin among his silver-spoon, 
Bloomsbury contemporaries), he was spectacu-
larly successful at it. Worse still, he made no 
pretense of despising his vast audience. Instead, 
he avowed the most terrible of middlebrow her-
esies, that books are, first and foremost, not for 
critics or other writers, but for readers. As such, 
he insisted that an author had a duty to those 
readers—to give them pleasure. Literature can 
edify and inform, but it must first aim to please: 

“Literature is an art. It is not philosophy, it is not 
science, it is not social economy, it is not politics; 
it is an art. And art is for delight.”

For his defense of pleasure and commercial 
success, Maugham was dismissed as a mere 
entertainer, shamelessly pandering to the pub-
lic taste. (Edmund Wilson, while admitting he 
had read little of Maugham’s work, famously de-
nounced him in the New Yorker as “a half-trashy 
novelist who writes badly, but is patronized 
by half-serious readers, who do not care much 
about writing.”) Maugham was unabashed 
about his desire to entertain, reminding his 
critics that such pleasure need not be unintelli-
gent. “To a healthy understanding there is noth-
ing disagreeable in the activity of the intellect,” 
he wrote. “One of the signs of culture is that 
you are able to extract pleasure from objects 
or events to which the ignorant are indifferent.” 
He was himself a man of erudition, whose idea 
of an enjoyable afternoon was to translate a play 
by Shakespeare into German. How many high-
brows—then or now—could, as he did, speak 
Spanish, Italian, and Russian, in addition to 
French, German, and English? 

Where he parted ways with them was in his 
belief that “ordinary people are as capable of en-
joying great music, great paintings, and great lit-
erature as those others who have had ampler op-
portunities to form their taste and confirm their 
judgment.” To that end, he compiled several an-
thologies and critical works celebrating his fa-
vorite authors: Maupassant, Chekhov, Conrad, 
Dickens, and Kipling, among others. As should 
be obvious from such a list, Maugham, while 
prizing unfashionable “readability” in his criti-
cism, did not depreciate style or technique. It is 

“wholly comprehensible,” he wrote, that critics 
would be most interested in stylistic innovations, 
like the new stream of consciousness, since they 
offered “a sort of freshness to well-worn material 

doctor and then a world traveler, Maugham com-
pared himself to a naturalist “who comes into a 
country where the fauna are of an unimaginable 
variety.” In listening to others’ stories, he learned 
that even the most ordinary people are rarely “all 
of a piece,” and will more often than not con-
found one’s expectations. 

How can the discordant elements of human 
nature nonetheless yield a “plausible harmony”? 
This is the question all his fiction seeks to un-
ravel. His stories are mysteries of character, fol-
lowing the protagonist as he or she is about to 
commit an extreme and unexpected act. Each 
presents the reader with a conundrum: What 
drives this person? Who is he really? Why, in 

“The Lion’s Skin” (1938), does Robert Forestier, 
a Mayfair car-washer living in disguise as an 
English gentlemen, run into a burning house 
to rescue his wife’s dog? Why does Philip, the 
unhappy hero of Of Human Bondage, persist in 
his destructive attachment to the cruelly indif-
ferent Mildred? Not for nothing was Maugham 
considered the inventor of the modern spy story, 
inspiring the works of Ian Fleming, Graham 

Maugham avowed the 
most terrible of

middlebrow heresies, 
that books are, first and 

foremost, for readers. 
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Book Review by Charles C. Johnson

Game Over ?
Extra Lives: Why Video Games Matter, by Tom Bissell.

Pantheon Books, 240 pages, $22.95

Tom bissell, a contributing editor for 
Harper’s Magazine and the Virginia Quar-
terly Review, begins his new book with an 

admission of guilt. He apologizes for missing 
“the moment America changed forever.” Instead 
of watching the election of Barack Obama, he 
played Fallout 3 on his computer.

Video game players, or “gamers” as they are 
known, are often said to have no life. Accord-
ing to Bissell, they have too many lives, taking 
on added identities with each game they play—
and multiple “lives” within each game as they 
attempt to accumulate points, pass to higher 
levels, and triumph. But this plural existence 
comes at a very steep price, and has taken its 
toll on him, which he recounts in Extra Lives: 
Why Video Games Matter.

Equal parts memoir, travelogue, and industry 
exposé, the book deftly delivers all three. Being 
a writer by day and gamer by night hasn’t hurt 
Bissell’s ability to turn a phrase or write clear, 
entertaining prose. It’s when he starts to defend 
video games as high art that he stumbles. 

The best part is the exposé. For readers seek-
ing to explore the video game industry—which 
now outsells Hollywood—he gives a detailed 
tour, taking us to far-flung game development 
studios in North Carolina, Montreal, and Ed-
monton, Canada. (Not for nothing has his work 
been anthologized in The Best American Travel 
Writing.)  He describes a game developer as slen-
der, “not out of any desire or design but rather 
because his days were spent being consumed 
rather than consuming.” These are graying art-
ists—and Bissell insists they are artists—who 

“strip-min[e]” their childhood only to find that, 
“like every natural resource,” it, too, is “exhaust-
ible.” They seek to create worlds where players 
don’t merely play, but live. So far, they’ve failed. 
Game developers have run out of ideas.

Perhaps they’re suffering from a mid-life cri-
sis. Games just aren’t as fun as they once were. 
The studio Epic was so named because, as CEO 
Tim Sweeney notes, “When you’re this one 
single person in your parents’ garage trying to 
start a company, you want to look like you’re re-
ally big.” But like rock stars to whom fame has 
come too quickly, some long for the days when 

“we were just a bunch of kids who had some 
cool ideas and were doing neat things.” Armed 

with their sports cars, bad fashion, and divorces 
from high-school sweethearts and game-loving 
groupies, the creators find that their real lives 
have no reset button and that they’ve come too 
far to turn back. Perhaps this explains why most 
video games are dystopian, often set in a zombie 
apocalypse, nuked post-America, underwater 
paradise torn asunder, or a fantasy adventure to 
rescue the princess. The player seeks to restore 
balance to his world. Bissell, his politics show-
ing a bit too much, finds these save-the-world 
games passé. With a “kind of resentful Republi-
canism” he wonders, “Can’t these f---ing people 
take care of themselves?”

Spending one’s entire life elsewhere 
can be a kind of intoxication, as danger-
ous as some drugs and just as personally 

destructive. Bissell admits as much, telling us 
that “Oblivion [a fantasy game] is less a game 
than a world that best rewards full citizenship, 
and for a while I lived there and claimed it.” In 
the real world, Bissell lived in Rome on a pres-
tigious literary award, where he succumbed to 
his depression and inadequacy, retreating into 
games. Only later does the reader discover that 
he also retreated into cocaine. “Today, the most 
consistently pleasurable pursuit in my life is 
playing video games,” he confesses, while “the 
pleasures of literary connection seem leftover 
and familiar”—and this from a man who makes 
his living reviewing books!  

There’s much to learn on Bissell’s voyage and 
certainly a lot to appreciate now that games 
have gone mainstream. We learn, for instance, 
that the first video games

may have grown out of the apparatus of 
war and defense…. Battlezone [aptly de-
scribed as “declaring war on geometry”] 
was modded [modified] by the U.S Army 
as a Bradley armored fighting vehicle 
trainer; Doom was modded by the U.S. 
Marine Corps to attract new recruits; 
Valve’s Counter-Strike was used by the Chi-
nese government to test the antiterrorist 
tactics of the People’s Armed Police.

Bissell, who was embedded with the Marine 
Corps in 2005, asks in all seriousness if the Ma-

rines enthralled with first-person shooter games 
are “spiritually akin to World War I-era soldiers 
keeping cop[ies] of Homer or Tennyson at the 
ready.” To be sure, Halo, a cartoonish game of 
Marines fighting off aliens, isn’t “The Charge of 
the Light Brigade.” But Call of Duty, the most 
popular series, celebrates military virtue. Activ-
ision, the company that makes Call of Duty gave 
over 3,000 copies of Call of Duty 2 to the U.S. 
Navy, and through their charity, Call of Duty 
Endowment, pledged $1 million to help veter-
ans find work out of the service.

Yet Bissell is actually bored by the very 
games these soldiers love, which launder “their 
carnage for god and glory.” He calls Call of Duty, 
a “war-porn story of good and evil.” Unfortu-
nately, he never examines just what makes them 
popular, a glaring omission considering his sub-
title, which promises to tell us why video games 
matter. If video games matter, how do they 
matter? And what about the habits that such 
games encourage in their players? Do they mat-
ter in good ways?

Bissell doesn’t say, but then he doesn’t really 
have to. A friend encourages him to pick up a 
copy of the much-maligned Grand Theft Auto, 
saying “You can do anything you want in the 
game. Anything.” Sure, you can steal cars, as 
the name suggests, but you can also kill police 
officers, murder unsuspecting citizens, and 
sleep with prostitutes. Bissell notes that the 
game doesn’t force you to behave this way, but 
it’s troubling that so many gamers do. Earlier 
in the book, he finds the idea of a potential U.S. 
president being a gamer “pretty generationally 
stirring,” but he neglects to consider the kind 
of habits the president would develop if he 
were reared on Grand Theft Auto. Nearly every 
video game features some kind of invincibility, 
in which temporarily the player is impervious 
to harm. Video games have not proved invin-
cible to criticism, and until they become able 
properly to instruct the soul—as all good art 
does—they shouldn’t be immune. Video games 
often rewrite the rules of physics, but they have 
yet to attain the maturity to grapple with the 
rules of morality. 

Charles C. Johnson is a CRB Fellow with the Clare-
mont Review of Books.
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Book Review by Judith Miller 

Know Thy Enemy
The Grand Jihad: How Islam and the Left Sabotage America, by Andrew C. McCarthy.

Encounter Books, 464 pages, $27.95

A muslim soldier shouting “allahu 
Akbar” kills 14 at an army base in Fort 
Hood. A young African Muslim nearly 

blows up an airliner over Detroit on Christmas 
Day. A seemingly well-integrated Pakistani-
American parks his explosive-laden SUV in 
Times Square at rush hour. A furious debate 
erupts over whether a Muslim cleric should be 
permitted to build a mosque at Ground Zero. 
Al-Qaeda tries to blow up American cargo 
planes with bomb packages sent from Yemen. 
Events seem to have conspired to make Andrew 
McCarthy’s latest book required reading. 

Now a prolific analyst at the National Review 
Institute in Washington, D.C., McCarthy is the 
former federal prosecutor who obtained convic-
tions of Sheikh Omar Abdel-Rahman, the so-
called “blind sheikh,” and several like-minded 
extremist Muslims for the 1993 bombing of the 
World Trade Center—militant Islam’s first ma-
jor attack in the United States.

Since retiring from the Justice Department 
in 2003, he has been issuing increasingly dire 
warnings about the threat posed by Muslim ex-
tremists or “Islamists” as he calls them. In his 
first book, Willful Blindness: A Memoir of the 
Jihad (2008), McCarthy argued, persuasively I 
believe, that despite the September 11 attacks, 
America’s desire to ignore or downplay the 
threat of militant Islamic terrorism continues 
to endanger national security. 

But in his new book, McCarthy goes fur-
ther, arguing that Muslim terrorism is but one 
manifestation of a more insidious peril: the 
largely peaceful effort by Islamists to “conquer 
America,” that is, to use our own traditions of 
tolerance and political inclusion gradually to 
impose sharia, which he calls Islam’s inherently 
repressive holy law, throughout the country, ul-
timately throughout the world. In this “sabotage” 
campaign, he argues, the militants are aided by 
witting and unwitting accomplices—leftist of-
ficials in and out of government, a biased, lazy, 
clueless media; and in particular, President Ba-
rack Obama, whose impulses and policies, Mc-
Carthy charges, are helping advance militant 
Islam’s cause. 

Powerful stuff. But I fear that my friend’s 
sharp prosecutorial instincts have led him in 
his latest book to blur crucial distinctions—for 
example, between Islam, the religion espoused 
by nearly 1.4 billion people, and Islamism, the 
radical political doctrine and literal-minded 
interpretation, or perversion, of that faith en-
dorsed by a far smaller group. His fear of a 
Muslim “take-over” of our country leads him to 
overestimate the extremists’ power and appeal, 
and to underestimate America’s resistance 
to the Islamists’ political agenda. Moreover, I 
fear that his prescriptions for countering this 
alleged stealth campaign are likely to exacer-
bate extremism by alienating potential reform-

minded Muslim allies and undermining the 
political virtues and traditions that have made 
America a magnet and inspiration to so much 
of the world.

The book’s title and theme come from a 
Muslim Brotherhood document written 
in 1991 that was disclosed in 2007 in the 

trial of the Holy Land Foundation, once Ameri-
ca’s largest Islamic charity. In the document, the 
closet Muslim Brothers describe their mission 
in America as a “grand jihad” aimed at “elimi-
nating and destroying the Western civilization 
from within and ‘sabotaging’ its miserable house 
by their hands and the hands of the believers so 
that…God’s religion [Islam]” is made “victori-
ous over all other religions.”

Relying largely on this document, McCarthy 
argues that Americans err in focusing exclusively 
on combating Muslim “terrorism.” For militant 
Muslims, he argues, terrorism is but a tactic, 
one means to their desired end—the imposi-
tion of sharia. For the devout (not just extrem-
ists), he says, Islam is “the complete obligatory 
guide to human existence,” a “comprehensive 
socio-economic and political system” governing 
all things “from cradle to grave (and, of course, 
beyond).” And that system, which champions 
the umma, the community, over the individual 
and requires strict, unquestioning adherence 
to the Koran, is antithetical to concepts at the 
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McCarthy argues that Islamists are being 
aided in their sabotage campaign by politi-
cians, journalists, and scholars who earn a living 
and political access by peddling what he calls 

“smiley-face jihad” and “Oprahfied,” “feel-good 
pabulum.” He names names, blasting such aca-
demic luminaries as John Esposito, “George-
town University’s apologist-in-chief (and you’ll 
be shocked to learn, a key State Department ad-
viser on Islamic movements during the Clinton 
years),” for describing jihad not as Islam’s call to 
holy war, but rather as “the internal struggle to 
become a better person.” 

The Islamists, he maintains, are making 
headway because President Obama and his 
left-leaning White House are in cahoots with 
radical Islam. He is appalled by Obama’s bow 
to Saudi King Abdullah, whose kingdom was 
not only the point of origin of most of the 9/11 
hijackers, but has spent over $100 billion in 
America alone building mosques and Islamic 
centers to promote “Wahhabism,” the rigid, in-
tolerant brand of Islam that is the kingdom’s 
state religion—the only religion that can be 
practiced there. 

But what have the Saudis accomplished for 
such an enormous investment? Once again, 
McCarthy documents few Islamist victories. 
Yes, a defense department analyst was dis-
missed allegedly for refusing to tone down his 
anti-Islamist policy papers. Yes, the White 
House has often shown shockingly poor judg-
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core of Western political life—the separation of 
church and state, equal rights under law, politi-
cal tolerance, and the protection of individual 
rights. Pretending that such anti-democratic 
views are held by merely a “bare fringe” of Isla-
mist militants has left us “blind and vulnerable,” 
he concludes.

But there is precious little evidence that 
a majority of American Muslims or, for that 
matter, Muslims in Arab and non-Arab coun-
tries, hold such anti-democratic views or desire 
to live in such Islamic paradises as Iran, Gaza, 
or the Sudan. In most countries where free and 
fair elections are held, militantly Islamic par-
ties rarely garner over 20% of the popular vote. 
Iran’s Islamic theocrats came to power through 
revolution, after all, and are now hugely un-
popular. Ditto Hamas, which after winning a 
majority in the Palestinian parliament in 2006, 
seized power in Gaza in a coup. Although the 
Muslim Brotherhood would probably win a 
truly free election in Eygpt, its popularity is 
due largely to President Hosni Mubarak’s re-
fusal to permit a secular alternative to his party 
to take root. 

McCarthy is right to highlight the problem-
atic attitudes of large, often alienated Muslim 
enclaves in Europe and particularly in England. 
But the American experience so far has differed 
dramatically. In a survey of some 60,000 Mus-
lims in America conducted by the Pew Research 
Center in 2007, part of which he cites, an over-

whelming majority of those surveyed expressed 
enormous satisfaction with their lives and as-
similation into mainstream America’s economic 
and social life. 

McCarthy worries that as many as “half a 
million” Muslim Americans may favor suicide 
bombing attacks to defend Islam from its en-
emies. But the Pew study showed that almost 
87% of the estimated 2 million American Mus-
lims condemned suicide attacks for any rea-
son, and just 5% expressed any sympathy for 
al-Qaeda. Surely the hundreds of thousands of 
federal and local law enforcement officials can 
keep tabs on the sliver of this tiny minority who 
might be inclined towards violence.

The pew findings are disturbing in one 
respect: younger Muslims had stronger 
Muslim identities and were more tolerant 

of suicide attacks than older Muslims. This is 
consistent with recent New York Police Depart-
ment studies warning of increased “home-grown” 
radicalization within the Muslim community, 
especially among converts to Islam, and particu-
larly African-American converts. Since younger 
Muslims also said that their lives have become 
more difficult since 9/11, how they are treated 
is likely to affect their attitudes towards extrem-
ism and violence—yet another reason to dis-
tinguish between the Islam embraced by most 
Muslim Americans and the minority of militant 
Islamists with extremist views. 
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ment in its outreach and choice of officially 
designated Muslim interlocutors. But as Mc-
Carthy’s own book suggests, American Mus-
lims have resisted efforts to justify violence and 
extremism while welcoming the peaceful pro-
motion of ideas, even those with which they 
may strongly disagree. And Muslims in Min-
neapolis and elsewhere have turned in Islamist 
rabble-rousers and jihad recruiters to the FBI 
and local law enforcement officials.

Despite President Obama’s pledge in his 
Cairo speech to remove unwarranted restric-
tions on Muslim charities, his administration 
has not repealed those vital law-enforcement 
tools. Indeed, this summer, the Supreme Court 
ruled that the government could ban “material 
support” to terrorists even if the intention of the 
support was to bolster “non-violent” elements 
within such groups or to further merely their 

“humanitarian” or “peaceful” efforts. Although 
it is unclear whether the Justice Department 
will continue bringing such cases, 75 of the 150 
people charged with violating that law since 
2001 have already been convicted.

McCarthy blasts the White House for ban-
ning truthful language that might insult devout 
but peaceful Muslims (making the “war on ter-
ror” an “overseas contingency operation”). The 
administration has, indeed, sometimes carried 
linguistic sensitivity to Orwellian absurdity, es-
chewing talk of “militant Islamic terrorism” or 
even “Islamist terrorism,” preferring to speak of 

“violent extremism,” which bleaches the Islam 
out of Islamic terror. Or consider its appalling 
decision to delete the word “terrorism” from its 
lexicon, replacing it with the truly idiotic phrase 
uttered on one occasion by Homeland Security 
chief Janet Napolitano—“man-caused disaster.” 

Yet the obamaites’ language fetish not-
withstanding, law enforcement agencies 
are quietly monitoring people and groups 

at the nation’s 2,300 mosques and Islamic cen-
ters. They simply don’t advertise the surveillance, 
as the succession of disrupted plots and terror-
ism indictments since 9/11 suggests and Andy 
McCarthy well knows. Terrorism prosecutions 
also continue. So, too, do planned military com-
missions at Guantanamo Bay, which candidate 
and then President Obama had pledged to close 
within a year. 

In fact, Obama is far tougher on terrorism 
abroad than McCarthy suggests. Rejecting the 
nutty notion that Obama is a closet Muslim—

“there is no known evidence of his having made 
an adult choice to practice Islam”—McCarthy 
barely mentions Obama’s expansion of the war of 
terror. Defying his leftist base, the president has 
surged American forces against al-Qaeda and its 
militant allies in Afghanistan, tripled the num-
ber of drone attacks against terrorist suspects in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, and authorized the 
assassination of Anwar al-Awlaki, the spiritual 
guide to several terrorists and an American citi-
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zen in Yemen who has never been charged with a 
crime. At home he has also embraced terrorism-
fighting tools he opposed as a candidate. 

But the president understands the need to 
avoid alienating peaceful and reform-minded 
Muslims. By contrast, despite conceding the 
need for solidarity with millions of Muslims who 
embrace modernity and tolerance, McCarthy 
confesses that in his “heart of hearts” he does not 
believe there truly is a distinction between “Islam” 
and “Islamism.” In other words, he believes that 
Islam itself may be our enemy. This leads him to a 
conclusion that should be disconcerting to liber-
als and conservatives alike: that foreign Muslims 
should not be permitted to live in America unless 
they can “demonstrate their acceptance of consti-
tutional principles.” How they should do this he 
does not say.

I think this path is unwise. Making Islam 
the enemy potentially alienates one fifth of hu-
manity. And as Ron Radosh has written, it also 
implies “the interpretation of the Quran by Bin 
Laden and others is correct—that they truly 
represent the only real Islam.” Pitting America 
against mainstream Islam might be as self-de-
feating a policy as ignoring the worrisome trends 
that McCarthy has so astutely identified. 

Judith Miller is a contributing editor of City Jour-
nal, an adjunct fellow of the Manhattan Institute, 
and a former New York Times bureau chief in 
Cairo. 
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Why Israel Needs Nuclear Weapons

Sixty-five years after germany’s campaign to exterminate 
the Jews, of the many countries in the world Israel is the only one 
repeatedly subjected to calls for its extinction. Though Pakistan 

and India, like Israel and the Arabs, suffered population exchange and 
territorial wars, neither questions the other’s right to exist. So rare and 
extreme is such a position that one might think the countries of Europe, 
so many of which cooperated in hunting down their Jews, would do more 
to recognize its endemic presence in the Middle East.

They don’t—their publics having largely accepted that, in regard to the 
question of Palestine, Arabs were victims and Jews victimizers and colo-
nialists to boot, even though the Jews had no mother country and it was 
their armed struggle that ejected Britain from the Levant. Conveniently 
forgotten is that the Jews accepted partition and the Arabs did not; that 
half the Palestinians who left in 1948 did so of their own volition; that 
more Jews left and were expelled from Arab countries than Arabs left 
and were expelled from Palestine; that Arabs were able to remain in Isra-
el whereas the Arab states are effectively Judenrein; that Israel ceded the 
Sinai for a paper treaty, and Gaza in return for nothing but rockets and 
bombs; that, amidst a sea of Islamic states, it has accepted a Palestinian 
state while the Palestinians indignantly refuse to recognize it as a Jewish 
state; and that it was ready to compromise even on Jerusalem had Yasser 
Arafat been willing to take yes for an answer.

Conveniently forgotten in fallacious references to a “cycle of violence” 
is that—following from their oft-stated call for the destruction of Isra-
el—Hamas, Hezbollah (which is more or less an Iranian expeditionary 
force), Iran itself, and the Arab confrontation states are the parties that 
want to change the status quo, by violence and by their own flamboyant 
admission.

In many quarters, all this has been swept aside by the conviction that 
as long as the Palestinian refugees from Israel (unlike the greater numbers 
of their Jewish counterparts from Arab lands) remain unassimilated, and 
as long as their flag does not fly from the Mediterranean to the Jordan, 
they are the underdog. Of course, the underdog is not always right; nor 
are the Palestinians, backed by the power of the Arab states and Iran, 
exactly the underdog.

The popular view of Israel as a “regional superpower” that at little cost 
to itself rolls over its opponents has for decades been sustained by Arab 
propaganda, Western antisemitism, and Israeli braggadocio. It exempts 
those who subscribe to it from the burden of knowing the orders of battle 
and the geography and history of the conflict, and—in regard to Israel’s 
ongoing casualties or in the event of its destruction—serves as a preset 
moral salve.

But Israel has seldom gotten off easily. In 1948 it had 30,000 casual-
ties, including 6,000 dead, which given its population was proportionally 
as if today 2.6 million Americans were killed, more than all the deaths 

in all the wars in our history. In 1967, in just six days of battle that cre-
ated the legend of its invincibility, the proportional figure is 118,000 
dead, 20 times the number of Americans killed in Iraq and Afghanistan 
since 2001. The numbers for the subsequent War of Attrition are much 
the same, higher for the October War of 1973, and civilian and military 
deaths continue even through relatively peaceful interludes.

In 1973, having overwhelmed the Bar-Lev Line, crossed the Suez Ca-
nal, downed a significant portion of the Israeli Air Force, and penetrated 
deep into the Sinai, an elated Egyptian army found itself with virtually 
nothing between it and Israel’s heartland. The accepted narrative is that 
the Egyptians could not conceive of going forward, were frightened, and 
had insufficient supply. But they had fought in Israel in 1948, and sat on 
the border for all but six years since. Having beaten back the Israelis, they 
were anything but frightened, and their lines of supply were adequate. 
But knowing that had they continued, their concentrations of armor 
would have been vulnerable to tactical nuclear weapons, that if Israel’s 
existence hung in the balance so would Cairo’s and Alexandria’s, and that 
the whole of Egypt could drown in the flood of a breached Aswan Dam, 
they went no farther.

Partly as a result of the steady development of saudi air 
power in response to Iraq and Iran, Israel’s potential antagonists 
are closing the gap in numbers and quality, and the Israeli Air 

Force does not offer the same margin of safety that once it did. With the 
Arabs’ approaching 1.3:1 advantage in first-line aircraft, 2.9:1 in second-
line aircraft, and an enormous 12:1 advantage in mobile air defense, many 
new options open if the Arabs coalesce as they did prior to the three 
major Arab-Israeli wars, in each of which Israel’s existence was at stake 
and the result unpredictable. If Turkey is included, as it might be, Israel’s 
prospects become seriously darker. In light of the fact that the conven-
tional balance can change and is changing, one of the many purposes of 
Iran’s drive for nuclear weapons is not merely to wait for a lucky shot at 
Tel Aviv, but to neutralize Israel’s nuclear deterrent so as to allow a series 
of conventional battles to advance Israel’s downfall incrementally.

The military grand strategy of Israel’s enemies is now to alter the con-
ventional balance while either equipping themselves with nuclear weap-
ons or denying Israel its own. Their calls for equation of the two sides in 
a nuclear-free Middle East leave out the lack of equation in aims. Israel 
cannot dream of conquering its adversaries and replacing them with a 
Jewish state. But from war to war its adversaries have made their inten-
tions clear, and as their mass and wealth are applied to their militaries 
over time, Israel’s last line of defense in a continual state of siege is the 
nuclear arsenal devoted solely to the preservation of its existence.  

A version of this essay appeared in the Wall Street Journal.
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