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“Certainly these are not easy times. But history does not contain very many easy 
times. Years from now, we will look back at this moment—when we worked to 
reclaim our country—and our children will ask us how we contributed to this 
mighty undertaking. Our story should be one of patriotic people who beat back 
the onslaught of radicalism with courage and commitment.”

– Laura Ingraham
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“ Few people have been more involved with the U.S.-Israel relationship and the 
broader Middle East than Dennis Ross. In his new book he provides both a 
remarkable history and an insider’s explanation of what has driven our policy 
toward Israel and the region. In the process, he tells a fascinating story not 
only about how the relationship evolved over time, but also about the  
assumptions that continue to shape our views of the region and the lessons  
we need to draw from this. For anyone who cares about U.S.-Israel ties, this  
is a must-read.” —Madeleine K. Albright, 64th U.S. Secretary of State

“ Doomed to Succeed is destined to be an important work for a long time to 
come.” —Tom Donilon, former National Security Advisor to President Barack Obama

“Intelligence was central to Soviet security policy, and yet until now we have 
lacked a comprehensive history of it. This Jonathan Haslam has given us, with 
extensive research and penetrating analysis. From the internal intrigues to the 

foreign exploits, the story is as fascinating as it is important.” —Robert Jervis,  

author of Why Intelligence Fails: Lessons from the Iranian Revolution and the Iraq War  
 

“A meticulous survey of Russian and Western sources makes for a lively account 
of the history of all the Soviet intelligence agencies—the first time anyone has 

succeeded with this.”  —Robert Service, emeritus professor of Russian history,  
St. Antony’s College, Oxford University, and author of Trotsky: A Biography

“ A remarkable book . . . Clearly the product of enormous amounts of research, 
and the result is a mini-encyclopedia about the philosophical foundations of 
America’s foreign policy . . . A valuable addition to the literature of diplomacy.” 
—Philip Seib, The Dallas Morning News

“ Milne succeeds, and brilliantly, . . . due in no small part to the vivacity and 
jargon-free clarity of his prose . . . The debates contained within Worldmaking 
have obvious contemporary resonance.” —Richard Aldous, The Wall Street Journal
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from the editor’s desk

War without Victory
by Charles R. Kesler

Almost a century ago, president woodrow wilson ad-
dressed the Senate, offering his services as a disinterested 
peacemaker to the warring nations of Europe. With his as-

sistance the Great War could be ended, he predicted, on the humane, 
negotiated basis of “peace without victory.” Two months later he led 
the United States into World War I and then into the negotiations 
that produced the debacle of the Treaty of Versailles, essentially win-
ning victory without peace. 

Liberals’ acumen on foreign policy has not improved since. To 
“peace without victory” they added a new objective, “war without vic-
tory,” which America pursued in Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, Afghanistan, 
and now Syria. Ronald Reagan was actually the first president to set 
out to win the Cold War. And he did win it, thanks to a combination 
of good strategy and good fortune. 

Barack Obama has said all along that his purpose was not to win 
but to end our wars in the Middle East. Yet even though his heart is 
not in them, he has extended the American military’s involvement 
in the Afghan fight and returned troops to the war in Iraq. But as 
with every liberal commander-in-chief before him, it is “the moral 
equivalent of war” that he finds compelling. He is quite prepared 
to conscript us all into wars on poverty, racism, disease, and other 
homegrown evils—wars without final victory, to be sure, but certain 
to keep the government growing, and all the more idealistic for it. 

Obama didn’t repeat the mistake of George McGovern, who while 
running for president on the platform “Come home, America” said 
in an unguarded moment he would crawl to Hanoi on his knees if it 
would end the Vietnam War. Not only is President Obama prepared 
to use force abroad—particularly if it’s for misguided humanitarian 
purposes, as in the disastrous intervention in Libya—he is even pre-
pared to enjoy using force abroad. He boasts of getting Osama bin 
Laden, and of hurling thunderbolts of death, Zeus-like, against indi-
vidual terrorists within range of our drones. “When you come after 
Americans, we go after you,” he said to applause (but then, what isn’t 
said to applause?) in his recent State of the Union address.

“Let me tell you something,” he declared in the same speech.

The United States of America is the most powerful nation on 
Earth. Period. (Applause.) Period. It’s not even close. It’s not 

even close. (Applause.) It’s not even close. We spend more on 
our military than the next eight nations combined. 

Worthy of one of the lesser roman emperors, obama’s 
declamations are meant to counter “all the rhetoric you hear 
about our enemies getting stronger and America getting 

weaker.” But of course the two propositions are hardly incompatible. 
America is, currently, the most powerful nation on Earth. And Ameri-
ca is growing weaker and our enemies stronger. China’s defense spend-
ing, for example, has for years been increasing at double-digit rates; 
ours has declined in recent years, increased at low single-digit rates be-
fore then, and always includes billions in wages and benefits. So long as 
these trends continue, at some point the two curves will cross. Besides, 
it isn’t all about dollars, technology, and firepower. Rome’s legions were 
usually more advanced in the art and science of war than her oppo-
nents were. But where is the empire now? 

Left, right, and center, analysts of American foreign policy have 
noticed the accumulating mistakes of the Obama Administration. In 
Ukraine, the South China Sea, Syria, Iran, North Korea, and many 
other places, Obama has been wrongfooted—surprised by events 
and, even worse, by the kind of motives and conduct he thought his-
tory had abolished long ago. “In today’s world,” he told Congress, 

“we’re threatened less by evil empires and more by failing states,” but 
the terrorists who spring from these states, he assured his audience, 
cannot and “do not threaten our national existence.” Until they do. 
The threat that kept George W. Bush and Dick Cheney up at night—
the fear of terrorists with nuclear weapons—has not disappeared just 
because no one wants to think about it.

Countries (and terrorist groups) that believe in winning their 
wars have a powerful advantage over countries that believe victory is 
optional, at best, and embarrassing and uncivilized, at worst. From 
the end of the Napoleonic Wars to August 1914, a general war in 
Europe appeared obsolete, impossible, contrary to all the interests 
of Europe’s great and civilized nations. But the long, fertile period of 
peace ended when the war to end all wars broke out. If conservatives 
have a single thought to offer on foreign affairs, it is this: there will 
be another war, and we had better win it, for the sake of a just and 
lasting peace.
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Right Turn
Every author’s hope is that a 

new book will spark lively conver-
sations and tempt serious thinkers 
to engage with its arguments. I’m 
grateful that William Galston 
spent some time with The Con-
servative Heart and offered such 
a thorough and interesting reac-
tion (“The Head and the Heart,” 
Fall 2015). As I read his review, 
two major contentions stuck out 
as particularly interesting to me: 
First, that modern conservatism 
needs a deep ideological over-
haul, not merely cosmetic tweaks, 
to succeed (and that I leaned too 
much on the latter). And second, 
he points out that antipoverty pro-
grams are only one small compo-
nent of economic policy writ large, 
arguing that focusing intently on 
helping the poor will be politically 
insufficient, since a larger group of 
middle-class voters will feel that 
conservatives aren’t making their 
lives any easier.

Let me tackle, first, the ques-
tion of substantive shifts versus 
cosmetic changes and what mod-
ern conservatism really needs. It’s 
important to avoid a false dichot-
omy. It is not as though the only 
two options available to political 
movements are either pasting 
new buzzwords on old thinking 
or completely gutting everything 

and starting over. Successful po-
litical adjustments tend to fall be-
tween these extremes.

Take both my example of 
Reagan-era Republicans and 
Galston’s example of Clinton-era 
Democrats. Both groups found 
ways to emphasize the best core 
aspects of their respective tradi-
tions while simultaneously reach-
ing for renewal. Reagan was un-
mistakably a conservative, focused 
on moral values and strong leader-
ship. Clinton was unmistakably a 
liberal with a passion for helping 
struggling people. But to his side’s 
built-in advantages, Reagan add-
ed vibrant optimism, tangibly new 
economic ideas, and an emphasis 
on fighting for ordinary people 
that the nation didn’t expect from 
a conservative. Conversely, while 
retaining the Left’s rhetorical 
strengths, Clinton declared peace 
on free enterprise and the end of 
welfare as we knew it.

The Conservative Heart puts 
forward a similar prescription for 
today’s political Right. On some 
policy issues, the book does lay 
down substantive markers. I ad-
monish purist libertarians for re-
sisting the very idea of the safety 
net. Some populists would resist 
my calls to expand the Earned In-
come Tax Credit. Many moderate 
conservatives and centrists reject 
my hostility towards minimum 
wage hikes and towards entitle-
ments that extend into the upper-
middle class. Very few readers, I 
think, would come away with all 
their policy preconceptions com-
pletely unchallenged.

But on a broader level, Galston 
is right that I don’t demand a rad-
ical policy platform re-write. In-
stead, I situate some specific sug-
gestions inside an urgent plea for 
a broader sea change in tone, ap-
proach, and mentality. The book 
calls conservatives to rediscover 
our very best principles and then 
apply them in creative, new ways 
to an area that we’ve previously 
neglected. That is much more 
than a marketing tweak.

Let me turn towards Galston’s 
second main point—the idea that 
fighting poverty is a distraction 
from the more important issues of 
middle-class economics. I should 
state up front that my Catholic 
faith weighs heavily on this ques-
tion for me. Catholics are taught to 
have a preference for the poor, and 
to be especially sure to look out 
for the most vulnerable members 
of our society. Even if fighting for 
poor people brought conservatives 
zero votes, my moral duty would 
still call me to advocate for them.

My primary goal in The Conser-
vative Heart was not to play crafty 
political chess, but to empower 
conservatives to become better, 
happier people who can live their 
values more fully by sharing free 
enterprise with the people who 
need it the most. Happily, howev-
er, I do assert that doing the right 
thing would in this case likely 
bring a political payoff. To explain 
why, let me recall an NBC exit poll 
taken after the 2012 presidential 
election, which asked voters which 
of four criteria mattered most to 
them. Mitt Romney actually de-
feated President Obama among 
voters whose top concern was a 
president who “shares my values,” 

“is a strong leader,” and even “has 
a vision for the future.” The only 
criterion where the Republican 
lost was on “cares about people 
like me.” But Obama absolutely 
thrashed him on that battlefield, 
81% to 18%.

This enormous, costly empa-
thy gap didn’t seem to originate 
from an insufficient focus on the 
middle class. Romney studiously 
aimed his campaign at those vot-
ers, even declaring bluntly on 
national television his campaign 
was “not concerned about the 
very poor” but rather “focused on 
middle-income Americans.”

Loyal Democrats are free to 
argue that conservative policies 
are just inherently unappealing to 
middle-class voters; that Romney’s 
rhetoric was correctly directed but 
just insufficient when paired with 

these toxic ideas. But the other 
polled criteria seem to belie this 
hypothesis—after all, majorities 
of voters preferred Romney’s vision 
for the country as a whole. What’s 
more, middle-class Americans as 
a whole were big fans of President 
Reagan, and, today, Republicans 
control the majority of governor-
ships and state legislatures.

Vast swaths of middle-class 
voters are not, I’d suggest, per-
manently allergic to conservatism 
per se. The more likely allergen 
is candidates and political move-
ments that fail to signal true lead-
ership by standing up for people 
who need them. Even to voters 
who are not personally poor, em-
pathy for struggling people seems 
to send a telling signal about a 
leader’s heart.

Let me close with a quick aside. 
I think Galston’s contrast with the 

“triangulation” executed by Presi-
dent Clinton and the Democratic 
Leadership Council is instructive. 
In the 1990s, the Democratic Par-
ty had to pivot away from statist 
economics and towards free enter-
prise. Free enterprise was simply 
too self-evidently successful and 
too widely approved by the voters 
for them to do otherwise. The fact 
that progressives found success 
adopting this tenet of conservative 
thought is no reason for conserva-
tives to pivot away from it. It wasn’t 
triangulation that voters rewarded, 
but simply moving from wrong to 
right. Far from a reason to lurch 
left, this actually shows why con-
servatives must keep free enter-
prise front and center.

Arthur C. Brooks
American Enterprise Institute

Washington, D.C.

William Galston replies:

A substantial portion of The 
Conservative Heart is addressed 
to the Tea Party, which Arthur 
Brooks regards as a raw but prom-
ising development for the future 
of conservatism. I disagreed with 
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that assessment in my review, and I 
continue to disagree today. Brooks 
omitted immigration reform from 
his list of what the Tea Party is 
against. This is no trivial over-
sight. As Donald Trump intuited 
(and a substantial body of survey 
research confirms), opposition to 
immigration reform is at the heart 
of the Tea Party movement. 

The concern goes beyond 
illegal immigration. Members of 
this movement resent the demo-
graphic changes that five decades 
of immigration since the 1965 re-
form act have triggered. They feel 
marginalized in a country they 
once dominated. Trump’s appeal 
lies in the powerful but misleading 
intimation that these changes can 
be reversed. In so doing, he has set 
the tone for the Republican presi-
dential contest—and, increasingly, 
for the conservative movement. In 
a recent article, National Review’s 
Ramesh Ponnuru laments that a 
hardline stance on immigration is 
becoming a key defining element 
of contemporary conservatism. 
This was not the case in the 1980s 
and ’90s, as the cases of Ronald 
Reagan, Steve Forbes, and Jack 
Kemp illustrate. That it has be-
come so today is largely attribut-
able to the Tea Party’s influence. 
This is hardly an example of the 
shift from negation to affirma-
tion, and from anger to hope, that 
Brooks recommends. But anger 
intermingled with nostalgia for 
an irretrievable and romanticized 
past is the distilled essence of the 
Tea Party.

Speaking of Jack Kemp, I 
followed with interest the recent 
Kemp Foundation forum in 
which it was encouraging to see 
six Republican presidential can-
didates civilly exchanging ideas 
for fighting poverty and expand-
ing opportunity. I could not help 
but notice, however, that Don-
ald Trump and Ted Cruz did 
not bother to put in an appear-
ance. Not only are these two men 
the leading candidates for their 
party’s presidential nomination, 
but also they are the darlings of 
the Tea Party. A recent survey 
showed them splitting 76% of 
the likely Republican electorate 

that identifies with the Tea Party 
movement. 

There is little evidence that 
the members of this group care 
much about poverty. Instead, 
they are driving the political dia-
logue towards the issues they do 
care about—trade, immigration, 
and terrorism. Granted, these 
are legitimate subjects of debate, 
between and within the political 
parties. But taken together, they 
reflect the Tea Party’s dominant 
sentiment—namely, protection 
against what it perceives as threats. 
This is crucial for Brooks’s agenda, 
because fear is the foe of generosi-
ty. Its focus is on oneself and one’s 
family, not on others in need of a 
new chance to succeed. 

I agree with Brooks that the 
middle class is not permanently 
allergic to conservatism, any more 
than it is allergic to liberalism. I 
also agree that Mitt Romney de-
clared his intention to focus on 

“middle-income Americans.” His 
problem was that not enough of 
those Americans believed him. 
But they don’t necessarily believe 
Democrats either.

That’s my point. Under two ad-
ministrations of opposing parties, 
we have just completed the tenth 
consecutive year in which eco-
nomic growth failed to reach 3%. 
Wages have stagnated, and house-
hold incomes remain well below 
where they stood in the late 1990s. 
As long as the middle class feels 
stuck, the chances of galvanizing 
the country around a new assault 
on poverty are vanishingly small.

From a moral perspective, I 
cannot criticize Brooks’s focus. 
But speaking practically, progress 
on alleviating poverty cannot be 
decoupled from a broader effort 
to restart the engine of vigorous 
growth whose fruits are widely 
shared. How best to do that is the 
debate that we ought to be having 
in this election, and it amazes me 
that neither party wishes to en-
gage in it. 

For more discussion between Arthur 
Brooks and William Galston of re-
forming the conservative agenda, 
please visit the new CRB Digital at 
www.claremont.org/crb.
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Unsafe Spaces
Essay by William Voegeli

Claremont review of books
Volume XVI, Number 1 , Winter 2015/16

Someday, a historian writing a 
book on the protests that brought 
normal activities to a halt on dozens 

of American college campuses in 2015 will 
ponder the choice of an epigraph. “I need 
some muscle over here” is one candidate. 
These were the words shouted by Melissa 
Click, an assistant professor of communica-
tions at the University of Missouri, when re-
porters attempted to cover a demonstration 
on the university’s campus. After a video of 
their confrontation went viral, Click issued 
a statement, saying that she had apologized 
to the journalists and expressed regret that 
her plea to physically intimidate them had 
diverted attention from the protesters’ “cam-
paign for justice.”

Missouri was the first campus disordered 
by demonstrations last fall. The president 
and chancellor ultimately resigned after pro-
testers claimed the administration had been 
insufficiently vigorous about preventing and 
condemning racially offensive acts. The cam-
paign eventually included one student’s hun-
ger strike and the football team’s threat to re-
fuse to play a scheduled game.

Yale University was the next campus to 
suffer convulsions. Another possible epi-
graph comes from a confrontation between 
a group of students and Professor Nicholas 
Christakis, master of Silliman College, one 
of the residential colleges at Yale. “It is not 
about creating an intellectual space!” one 
student shouted at him. “It is not! Do you 
understand that? It’s about creating a home 

here!” Before turning to walk away, the stu-
dent yelled, “You should not sleep at night. 
You are disgusting!”

The young woman’s tirade was triggered 
by an e-mail from Erika Christakis, Nicho-
las’s wife, who is also a Yale faculty member 
and the associate master of Silliman. She 
was responding to an e-mail from Yale’s In-
tercultural Affairs Committee, which urged 
all students to refrain from wearing any Hal-
loween costume that threatens “our sense of 
community or disrespects, alienates or ridi-
cules segments of our population based on 
race, nationality, religious belief or gender 
expression.” Erika Christakis’s message to 
the Silliman students was that, yes, com-
munity cohesion does indeed require a reluc-
tance to give offense, but reluctance to take 
offense is also important. If “you don’t like a 
costume someone is wearing, look away” she 
said, “or tell them you are offended. Talk to 
each other. Free speech and the ability to tol-
erate offense are the hallmarks of a free and 
open society.”

Even if we could agree on how to avoid 
offense—and I’ll note that no one 
around campus seems overly concerned 
about the offense taken by religiously 
conservative folks to skin-revealing 
costumes—I wonder, and I am not try-
ing to be provocative: Is there no room 
anymore for a child or young person 
to be a little bit obnoxious…a little bit 
inappropriate or provocative or, yes, of-

fensive? American universities were 
once a safe space not only for matura-
tion but also for a certain regressive, or 
even transgressive, experience; increas-
ingly, it seems, they have become places 
of censure and prohibition…. Have we 
lost faith in young people’s capacity—in 
your capacity—to exercise self-censure, 
through social norming, and also in 
your capacity to ignore or reject things 
that trouble you?

Christakis may not have meant to be pro-
vocative, but her rhetorical questions about 
students taking things in stride instantly 
provoked impassioned responses. The clear 
message was that for many students to-
day, the appropriate counterpart to an in-
creased aversion to giving offense is a hair-
trigger readiness to take it. An open letter 
to Christakis that called her e-mail “ jarring 
and disheartening” quickly drew over 700 
signatures. “Giving ‘room’ for students to be 
‘obnoxious’ or ‘offensive,’” it declared, “is only 
inviting ridicule and violence onto ourselves 
and our communities, and ultimately comes 
at the expense of room in which marginal-
ized students can feel safe.”

There were calls for both Christakises 
to resign from Silliman, which they haven’t 
done. Five weeks after her e-mail, however, 
Erika Christakis announced that she would 
discontinue teaching courses for the time be-
ing. “I worry that the current climate at Yale 
is not…conducive to the civil dialogue and 
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open inquiry required to solve our urgent so-
cietal problems,” she said in a statement. The 
university’s administration betrayed little 
dismay over her decision. “It makes the situ-
ation more straightforward from a [human 
resources] point of view,” the Yale College 
dean stated.

The most resonant epigraph for a book 
on last year’s campus protests, however, was 
provided by Yale junior and Silliman resident 
Jencey Paz: “I don’t want to debate. I want to 
talk about my pain.” This line appeared in her 
article for the Yale Herald, “Hurt at Home,” 
which promptly removed the article from its 
website after the piece attracted national at-
tention, almost all of it negative. Journalist 
Judith Shulevitz, for example, described the 
essay as “one of the more astonishing docu-
ments of our times.” 

Paz, too, was criticizing Nicholas Chris-
takis, whom she accused of failing “to ac-
knowledge the hurt and pain” caused by his 
wife’s e-mail, preferring instead to respond 
by “making more arguments for free speech.” 
She compared him unfavorably to her father, 

“a really stubborn man.” Nevertheless, “when 
I have come to my father crying, when I was 
emotionally upset…he heard me regardless of 
whether or not he agreed with me.” Because 
Christakis lacked such empathy, Paz contin-
ued, “I have friends who are not going to class, 
who are not doing their homework, who are 
losing sleep, who are skipping meals, and who 
are having breakdowns.”

The claim that students the same age as 
soldiers serving in combat zones have emo-
tional crises because their professors don’t 
act as comforting parents sounds like a par-
ody of pathological hypersensitivity, one that 
even the most mean-spirited satirist of aca-
demia would reject as over-the-top. Paz’s De-
bate vs. Compassion frame, however, nicely 
captures the idea that inclusion and even 
therapy should supplant free inquiry and 
discourse as the modern university’s highest 
concern. 

One-Sided

As it happens, yale’s official poli-
cy says exactly the opposite. Accord-
ing to the 1974 Report of the Com-

mittee on Free Expression at Yale, chaired by 
historian C. Vann Woodward, “The history 
of intellectual growth and discovery clearly 
demonstrates the need for unfettered free-
dom, the right to think the unthinkable, dis-
cuss the unmentionable, and challenge the 
unchallengeable.” As a consequence, “the 
university must do everything possible to 
ensure within it the fullest degree of intel-

lectual freedom.” Though the university is 
indeed “a special kind of small society,” the 
Report said, “it is not primarily a fellowship, 
a club, a circle of friends, a replica of the civil 
society outside it.”

Without sacrificing its central purpose, 
it cannot make its primary and domi-
nant value the fostering of friendship, 
solidarity, harmony, civility, or mutual 
respect. To be sure, these are important 
values.… But [the university] will never 
let these values, important as they are, 
override its central purpose.

The Woodward Report quoted Oliver 
Wendell Holmes’s ringing dissent in U.S. v. 
Schwimmer (1929): the most compelling con-
stitutional principle is “free thought—not 
free thought for those who agree with us but 
freedom for the thought that we hate.” For 
the postmodern Left, however, such thinking 
has outlived its usefulness and become perni-
cious. “No-platforming” is a British term not 
yet in American parlance, but the underlying 
idea is gaining traction: freedom for thought 
that we hate does not mean there is freedom 
for thought we believe to be animated by hate. 
The head of the U.K.’s Hope Not Hate Cam-
paign said that it is acceptable, even necessary, 
for demonstrators to disrupt public events ad-
vocating deplorable ideas, such as opposition 
to a boycott of Israel, because it is imperative 
to “deny fascists, organised racists and other 
haters the freedom to spread their poison 
within communities unchallenged.” 

In the same spirit, the most prominent or-
ganizer and rhetorician of the past year’s pro-
test movements, DeRay Mckesson, dismissed 
charges that protesters’ tactics amounted to 
silencing other voices or enforcing intellectual 
conformity. The complaint that campus activ-
ists have reduced the right to free speech, he 
told an interviewer, is “code for the idea that 
all ideas are to be afforded equal merit. It’s 
code for this notion that there should be a 50-
50 split for how we discuss topics.” To indulge 
those who insist on free speech, Mckesson 
contends, is to take the position that “discuss-
ing the benefits of slavery, for instance, is to 
be afforded the same merit as discussing the 
ways to end the impact of slavery.”

This belief that it is justifiable to silence, 
rather than refute, opinions one finds absurd 
or abhorrent is dangerous for any society, 
since it pushes us onto a slippery slope that 
jeopardizes anyone’s right to say anything. It 
is particularly antithetical to the purpose of a 
university, however, since it impairs not only 
the freedom to speak but the opportunity to 
learn. “He who knows only his own side of the 

case, knows little of that,” John Stuart Mill 
wrote in On Liberty. If someone is going to 
acquire a genuine understanding of how and 
why wrong ideas are wrong, “He must be able 
to hear them from persons who actually be-
lieve them; who defend them in earnest, and 
do their very utmost for them. He must know 
them in their most plausible and persuasive 
form.” Anyone’s intellectual immune system, 
then, will be weakened by the excessive moral 
hygiene that makes spaces safe by sanitizing 
them of dangerous ideas. By Mill’s logic, stu-
dents, in particular, will be harmed in ways 
that undermine the whole purpose of attend-
ing college. People who have been spared the 
ordeal of encountering arguments they find 
noxious, he wrote, “have never thrown them-
selves into the mental position of those who 
think differently from them, and considered 
what such persons may have to say; and con-
sequently they do not, in any proper sense 
of the word, know the doctrine which they 
themselves profess.”

Some observers have stressed that even the 
merit of the 2015 demonstrators’ goals does 
not justify curtailing free expression. In an in-
terview where he stated that the students at 
Missouri and Yale had legitimate grievances, 
President Obama nevertheless made a point 
of saying, “I do worry if young people start 
getting trained to think that if somebody says 
something I don’t like, if somebody says some-
thing that hurts my feelings, that my only re-
course is to shut them up, avoid them, push 
them away, call on a higher power to protect 
me from that.” The Washington Post’s reliably 
liberal columnist Ruth Marcus agreed. The 
possibility of the “reasoned interchange” col-
leges exist to foster “is foreclosed when a tem-
pered communication” like Ms. Christakis’s 

“is greeted by vitriol and outrage.”

Outgrowing Free Speech

The campus protesters had crit-
ics left and right, but were not with-
out their defenders. Daniel Drezner, 

a Tufts professor and Washington Post col-
umnist, took the position that although Yale 
students were unjustified in stridently criti-
cizing the Christakises, neither was the com-
mentariat justified in “piling on” to condemn 
those students. Collegians have been dispens-
ing overwrought, half-baked opinions for cen-
turies, he argued, but only with the advent of 
social media have such puerilities become na-
tional discussion topics.

That’s a reasonable point, but only if it’s ap-
plied comprehensively rather than selectively. 
Erika Christakis, after all, also contended 
that the immature things immature people 
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say and do should be judged leniently. The 
reigning idea on today’s campuses, however, is 
that words—or at least some words, offend-
ing some people—are capital offenses, not 
misdemeanors. At the same time Missouri 
and Yale were in the news, Thaddeus Pryor, a 
Colorado College junior, went on a social me-
dia site to reply to the comment #blackwom-
enmatter: “They matter,” he wrote, “they’re 
just not hot.” The college deemed those six 
words an offense against its “Abusive Behavior” 
and “Disruption of College Activities” poli-
cies, and suspended Pryor for almost two years, 
prohibiting him from setting foot on campus 
or taking college courses elsewhere for cred-
its that could later be transferred to Colorado 
College. After the Foundation for Individual 
Rights in Education challenged the ruling, he 
appealed to have his punishment reconsid-
ered. Once Pryor confessed that his remark 
was “mean” and “hurtful,” the college reduced 
the suspension from 21 months to six.

By the time last fall’s protests spread from 
Missouri and Yale to other institutions, the 
basic political question had become estab-
lished in news stories and commentary as a 
contest between social justice and free speech. 
Some of the Left’s more astute writers warned 
that a battle waged on that terrain won’t end 
well. Slate’s Michelle Goldberg worried that “a 
dynamic is emerging in which being contemp-
tuous of free speech arguments becomes a way 
to prove one’s radical bona fides.” Students at 
Clemson, for example, have demanded that 
the college administration “prosecute crimi-
nally predatory behaviors and defamatory 
speech committed by members of the Clem-
son University community (including, but not 
limited to, those facilitated by usage of social 
media).” Smith College activists, with the ad-
ministration’s support, barred reporters from 
covering a campus sit-in, except for those who 
first explicitly promised that their articles 
would endorse the protest movement’s goals 
and tactics. Demonstrators at Amherst Col-
lege demanded that students who had placed 

“All Lives Matter” and “Free Speech” posters 
around campus should “be required to at-
tend extensive training for racial and cultural 
competency,” and called for a “revision of the 
Honor Code to reflect a zero-tolerance policy 
for racial insensitivity and hate speech.” Con-
servatives, Goldberg lamented, are “right to 
be delighted” at the prospect of facing such 
censorious adversaries in the court of public 
opinion.

In fact, kids today do seem less than zeal-
ous about free speech, which doesn’t augur 
well for the future of inalienable rights. A 
2015 Pew Research Survey about the gov-
ernment’s role regarding “statements that are 

offensive to minority groups” found younger 
Americans more amenable to censorship.

Age 
cohort:

“Government 
should be able 

to prevent” such 
statements

“People should 
be able to say 
these things 

publicly”

18—34 40% 58%
35—50 27% 70%
51—69 24% 71%
70—87 12% 80%

The responses to the 2015 demonstra-
tions made clear that young people haven’t, 
on their own, come up with the idea that it 
is often better to curtail than defend free 
speech. Older writers and academics have 
been working to undermine its primacy for 
a long time. Jelani Cobb, for example, a Uni-
versity of Connecticut historian and writer 
for the New Yorker, dismissed the argument 
that the Christakises’ antagonists at Yale 
were diminishing free speech as “outraged 
First Amendment fundamentalism.” What 
the protests showed, and what the protesters’ 
critics failed or chose to ignore, is that even 
at a prestigious school like Yale, “no amount 
of talent or resources or advantage can shield 
you entirely from the minimizing sentiments 
so pervasive in this country.” The way to fash-
ion an accommodation between free speech 
and civil rights, Cobb argues, is to recall that 
the “enlightenment principles that undergird 
free speech also prescribed that the natural 
limits of one’s liberty lie at the precise point 
at which it begins to impose upon the liberty 
of another.”

This balancing is indeed a central question. 
A common, pithy expression of the principle 
is, “Your right to swing your arms ends just 
where my nose begins.” As reworked by those 
who defend the student protesters, however, 
the modern meaning becomes, “Your right 
to speak your mind ends just where my feel-
ings begin.” Roxane Gay, who teaches creative 
writing at Purdue University, argues that the 
Yale students protesting Erika Christakis’s e-
mail were defending their “dignity, emotional 
wellbeing, and safety.” For Columbia journal-
ism professor Bruce Shapiro, the e-mail was “a 
childish, poorly thought-out message” that, in 
effect, told “students of color to shut up about 
the emotional legacies of racism.” At Prince-
ton, 107 faculty members signed a letter sup-
porting protesters at that institution. 

Imagine how difficult it must be, for 
some, to have to live and learn in a 
place that celebrates people who be-
lieved passionately in white supremacy; 
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to experience daily a sense of alien-
ation and have no place to which to 
retreat and find comfort. Imagine the 
exhausting task of having to constantly 
educate your fellow classmates about 
the particulars of your experience and 
the complex histories that shape them. 
And, finally, imagine being told, in ef-
fect, “be quiet” and endure.

The compassion commandos of 2015 are 
history’s first revolutionaries to mount the 
barricades in the name of their own emotion-
al fragility. Half-a-century ago—Students 
for a Democratic Society, and all that—radi-
cals hid out in safehouses. The ones young 
enough to be their grandchildren now plead 
for safe spaces. Historian Josh Zeitz argues 
that the ’60s activists “clamored to be treated 
as emancipated adults,” while their successors 

“demand faculty ‘create a home’ in which they 
remain children in the protection of more 
powerful elders.”

A Generation of Snowflakes

This political development is of a 
piece with larger social trends. One 
reason college students cannot take 

sophomoric Halloween costumes and social 
media posts in stride is that, more and more, 
they can’t take anything in stride. Peter Gray, 
writing for Psychology Today a few weeks be-
fore the protests started at Missouri and Yale, 
said that college faculty members and admin-
istrators are increasingly concerned, and star-
tled, by their students’ inability to cope with 
everyday frictions. One, for example, sought 
counseling because her roommate called her 
a “bitch,” while two others did so to cope with 
the trauma of seeing a mouse in their apart-
ment. What Gray calls “the dramatic decline, 
over the past few decades, in children’s oppor-
tunities to play, explore, and pursue their own 
interests away from adults” is giving us a gen-
eration of snowflakes, each one utterly unique, 
precious, and delicate.

We have raised a generation of young 
people who have not been given the op-
portunity to learn how to solve their 
own problems. They have not been giv-
en the opportunity to get into trouble 
and find their own way out, to experi-
ence failure and realize they can survive 
it, to be called bad names by others and 
learn how to respond without adult 
intervention. So now, here’s what we 
have: Young people, 18 years and older, 
going to college still unable or unwill-
ing to take responsibility for themselves, 

still feeling that if a problem arises they 
need an adult to solve it.

Emotional fragility becomes a cause, rather 
than just a psychological or sociological prob-
lem, when the element of “identity politics” is 
added to the compound. It’s not just that a 
political disposition or agenda derives from 
an identity—black, female, gay, etc.—but that 
an identity is either affirmed and sustained, or 
threatened and assaulted, by one’s social and 
political environment. The personal is political, 
as the second-wave feminists declared, which 
means the political is personal. Expressing po-
litical ideas that harm, or are alleged to harm, 
anyone’s frail sense of self is not just wrong or 
even wicked, but acts of aggression, micro- or 
not so micro-. In order to turn spaces that have 
been rendered unsafe for one’s identity, dignity, 
or self-esteem into safe spaces, the acts of ag-
gression—saying the wrong thing, or saying 
something the wrong way—must be met and 
overwhelmed by more assertive acts of counter-

Encourage hysteria, and you get more 
hysteria. Last year Northwestern University 
professor Laura Kipnis published an essay, 

“Sexual Paranoia Strikes Academe,” in the 
Chronicle of Higher Education. It argued that 
universities’ restrictive codes of sexual con-
duct were the product of “feminism hijacked 
by melodrama” about “helpless victims and 
powerful predators.” Her assertion that stu-
dents “were being encouraged to regard them-
selves as…exquisitely sensitive creatures” was 
instantly proven correct. Campus protesters 
denounced the Kipnis article, which one de-
clared “terrifying.” A public letter said that it 

“spits in the face of survivors of rape and sex-
ual assault everywhere.” A petition, claiming 
that the essay had “caused tremendous hurt,” 
called on Northwestern to issue “a swift, of-
ficial condemnation of the sentiments ex-
pressed by Professor Kipnis in her inflamma-
tory article” and demanded that “in the future, 
this sort of response comes automatically.”

Northwestern did not condemn the ar-
ticle, but did open an investigation after two 
graduate students formally complained that 
Kipnis had violated federal law prohibiting 
discrimination on the basis of sex. In a follow-
up Chronicle essay, Kipnis reported learning 
that one student alleged her article had had 

“a ‘chilling effect’ on students’ ability to report 
sexual misconduct.” The other asserted that 
Kipnis had retaliated against her and cre-
ated a “hostile environment,” compounding 
the initial act of gender-based discrimina-
tion, and thereby committing a new one. The 
charges rested on the first essay and a single 
tweet by Kipnis.

Geoffrey Stone, a University of Chicago 
law professor, argued that since the case 
against Kipnis was “ludicrous on its face,” 
Northwestern should have “dismiss[ed] it 
as quickly and decisively as possible.” In-
stead, the university said that it was required 
by federal law to investigate the students’ 
complaints, which it did over the course of 
several months. Kipnis was exonerated, but 
the investigation itself amounted to a form 
of punishment. Prudent faculty members 
at Northwestern, or any institution where a 
similar sequence of events is conceivable, will 
self-censor when writing or lecturing, scru-
tinizing every phrase for the landmine that 
could ruin a career.

Cobb makes a further point. The way the 
“free-speech diversion” has been used against 
the student protesters amounts to a tactic for 

“avoiding discussion of racism” and “victim-
blaming.” Advocates of an abstract right to 
give offense are, in effect, insisting that op-
pressors should be able to go on subordinat-
ing those who have been subordinated in the 

aggression. I may not agree with what you say, 
and if I feel that it diminishes me I will deny to 
the death your right to say it.

In the resulting dispensation, the power to 
denounce and silence grows with the conten-
tion that one’s own dignity, emotional well-
being, and psychological safety are at risk. 
Weakness equals strength. The boundaries of 
debate are set by the most emotionally fragile. 
What they cannot tolerate, both in the sense 
of putting up with and of enduring, deter-
mines which ideas and modes of expression 
are impermissible. The ideas that remain in 
bounds are those that people can put up with. 
Strength equals weakness, then, which cre-
ates an incentive structure that rewards over-
reacting to objectionable speech, and penal-
izes under-reacting. Erika Christakis’s advice 
to take provocations in stride was, in itself, an 
intolerable provocation because it ran con-
trary to everything modern undergraduates 
have been taught about how to defend their 
identity and maximize their leverage.

The compassion 
commandos of 2015 

are history’s first 
revolutionaries to mount 

the barricades in the 
name of their own 
emotional fragility.
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past. “The freedom to offend the powerful 
is not equivalent to the freedom to bully the 
relatively disempowered,” he maintains.

Kate Manne and Jason Stanley, philoso-
phy professors at Cornell and Yale, respec-
tively, agree. “The notion of freedom of speech 
is being co-opted by dominant social groups, 
distorted to serve their interests, and used to 
silence those who are oppressed and margin-
alized,” they wrote in the Chronicle of Higher 
Education. Invoking ostensibly neutral free-
speech principles both ignores and perpetu-
ates inequalities. When “people lower down 
in social and institutional hierarchies criticize 
the speech acts of those higher up, it often 
reads as insubordination, defiance, or inso-
lence. When things go the other way, it tends 
to read as business as usual.”

Social Justice vs. Mere Justice

These arguments remind us why 
social justice figures so prominently in 
leftist discourse. In arid debates about 

generic citizens’ abstract rights and duties, 
“mere” justice can lock in pre-existing injus-
tices. Franklin Roosevelt called for a “New 
Deal” in 1932, for example, implying that it 
was not good enough for every person at the 
table to go on playing the card game by the 
same set of rules. The imbalance between the 

“malefactors of great wealth” and the “for-
gotten man” had become so severe that true 
justice—social justice—required dealing ev-
eryone new cards, and even taking chips away 
from those who had amassed too many in or-
der to give them to players with too few.

In a similar vein, Lyndon Johnson said in 
1965 that the landmark civil rights legislation 
and court decisions of the preceding decade 
were only the beginning of America’s path to 
racial justice and equality. “You do not take 
a person who, for years, has been hobbled by 
chains and liberate him, bring him up to the 
starting line of a race and then say, ‘you are 
free to compete with all the others,’ and still 
justly believe that you have been completely 
fair.”

Let us stipulate LBJ’s contention that it 
is less than fair to say: henceforth, we will 
treat the previously advantaged and previ-
ously disadvantaged equally, and that’s as 
much as we’ll do to correct past injustices. 
That tells us what fairness isn’t. But neither 
Johnson nor anyone else in the ensuing 50 
years has put forward a clear, convincing ac-
count of what is completely fair. The implied 
social justice goal—realization of the fu-
ture we would have enjoyed if past injustices 
had never occurred—is deeply problematic. 
Properly understood, it requires breathtak-
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ing epistemological confidence. Counterfac-
tual questions about the world we would now 
inhabit if the cruelties and exploitations of 
the past had never been perpetrated are no 
longer speculative premises, but expected to 
elicit specific answers that will guide real gov-
ernance. In order to deal all people the cards 
they individually deserve, or put them at the 
right starting line, so that the race results 
will reflect only their natural abilities rather 
than their artificially acquired advantages 
and disadvantages, metaphysical questions 
differentiating our authentic from our spuri-
ous qualities must be given specific answers.

Solving such mysteries is impossible, of 
course, but the way of dealing with this im-
possibility is to govern on the basis, not of for-
mally neutral and universally applicable stan-
dards, but in accordance with hazy “visions” 
and “ideals” about the society that will tran-
scend and triumph over historical inequities. 
Progressives, as their name implies, owe their 
deepest allegiance to an ever better regime to 
be realized in the future. They invoke its neb-
ulous standards whenever they find it neces-
sary or convenient to set aside more readily as-
certainable principles that are tainted by their 
association with an actual regime that has an 
actual past, including actual moral failings. 
The classic expression of this attitude was 
given by Senator Carl Schurz in 1872: “My 
country, right or wrong; if right, to be kept 
right; and if wrong, to be set right.” If notions 
of right and wrong become completely elastic 
and contingent, however, we define patriotism 
down to nothing more than devotion to one’s 
own political preferences and agenda.

One consequence is that discarding mere 
justice in favor of social justice gives authori-
ties enormous powers vis-à-vis citizens, whose 
rights are rendered provisional rather than 
inalienable. If the freedom to offend the pow-
erful is not equivalent to the freedom to bully 
the disempowered, as Cobb argues, then so-
cial justice requires that they must be made 
equivalent—more so in the short term, com-
pletely in the fullness of time. In 1989 the U.S. 
Department of Labor was forced, after a pub-
lic outcry, to abandon the practice of “race-
norming”: surreptitiously reporting aptitude 
test results as if all job applicants were being 
measured by the same standard. In fact, the 
adjusted score reflected only how a particular 
applicant had done in relation to all others of 
the same race or ethnicity. 

The social justice project, more ambitious-
ly, necessitates rights-norming. That the first 
shall be last and the last shall be first is no 
longer the rule of Heaven, but the basis for 
governing in this world. What must be done 
for you, and may not be done to you, now 

depends on your privileged-to-victimized 
handicap score. Thaddeus Pryor’s low score 
reduced his rights, so writing that black 
women aren’t hot on a social media website 
got him kicked out of school. And because 
the rights of a student with a high victim 
score are augmented, she can yell, as one 
Silliman student did in public at Nicholas 
Christakis, “Why the f--- did you accept the 
position? Who the f--- hired you?” and noth-
ing will happen. At Princeton, students with 
rights bonus points can occupy the presi-
dent’s office, and then have over a hundred 
faculty members hail their “passion and in-
telligence,” while warning that even threats 
of disciplinary action against them send “a 
terrible signal” about “making Princeton a 
better place.”

To make matters worse, no competition in 
the rights-determining Oppression Olympics 
is like the 1,500-meter run, where medals 
are awarded on the basis of rules that can be 
easily understood and administered. Instead, 
every event is like figure skating, where judg-
ing is so subjective and idiosyncratic that arbi-
trary outcomes tainted by favoritism and col-
lusion are the rule, not the exception. In the 
realm of social justice, all rights are accorded, 
all disputes resolved, on a “case-by-case basis,” 
which is operationally indistinguishable from, 

“However the hell we feel like.”
After decades of trying, for example, the 

organizers of the collegiate Oppression 
Games still have not figured out how social 
justice rights-norming applies to Asian and 
Asian-American students. No one contends 
that such students, in the U.S., are the per-
petrators or benefactors of oppression. There 
is abundant historical evidence that they have 
been victims of it. But their perverse habit—
succeeding academically, and then out in the 
world after graduating, without demanding 
or receiving special treatment to counterbal-
ance the historical injustices inflicted on their 
demographically defined grievance group—is 
confounding. Because of Asian students’ ac-
complishments, universities have found it nec-
essary to treat them as honorary oppressors, 
often discounting their rights more severely 
than those of the Ur-oppressors: straight, 
white males. According to Princeton sociolo-
gist Thomas Espenshade’s research on the de 
facto race-norming carried out by college ad-
missions offices, to have the same chance to be 
admitted to a selective private university, an 
Asian applicant has to score 140 points higher 
on the Scholastic Aptitude Test than an oth-
erwise similarly qualified white applicant (out 
of a possible total of 1,600), 270 points higher 
than a Hispanic applicant, and 450 points 
higher than a black applicant.

Ideally, the politics of social justice would 
unite all the groups defined by each one’s 
specific victimization. This grand coalition 
of the variously oppressed would form a co-
hesive, irresistible political force devoted to 
transforming society by enacting an agenda 
that synthesized each group’s needs. The goal 
is the realization of the bright new world that 
would exist if the wicked old one—defined 
by macro-aggressions like slavery and micro-
aggressions like affluent people in North 
America and Europe culturally appropriat-
ing yoga (“trendy fitness…ripped from the 
cultural traditions of actual living people”)—
had never been committed.

Forming and maintaining any such coali-
tion, however, appears daunting at best and 
impossible at worst. The contradictions of 
the formidable but disparate New Deal co-
alition—Southern segregationists making 
common cause with Northern labor activists 
and progressive intellectuals—are slight by 
comparison. Last year protesting students at 
Claremont McKenna College shouted down 
and took the microphone away from an Asian 
student who went so far off script as to say, 

“We should not distinguish people by their 
race or gender or anything. Black people can 
be racist.” A heckler demanded of her, “How 
is this relevant to the college failing to provide 
a space for people of color?”

How indeed? The various elements of the 
grand grievance coalition are hard to fit to-
gether because the ideas that fuel the whole 
contraption have never been sorted out. Dis-
tinguishing people by their race or gender or 
anything is deplorable—but also imperative. 
The black student union at Oberlin College, 
an institution whose conscience about so-
cial justice issues is among the nation’s most 
exquisitely sensitive, demands that rooms 
throughout the campus of this “unethical” 
school “be designated as safe spaces for Afri-
cana identifying students,” where they can at-
tend to “the promotion and acknowledgement 
of our community-specific needs.” The long 
list of demands does not make clear whether 
Oberlin must also provide safe drinking foun-
tains for Africana identifying students’ com-
munity-specific hydration needs.

Sorting Out This Mess

Fifty years ago, black power activ-
ists challenged integration as the civil 
rights movement’s animating cause. 

Ever since, it has been unclear whether the 
fulfillment of social justice will mean that be-
ing black becomes a trivial detail, like being 
bald or left-handed, or is to be the central ele-
ment of personal identity, offering a commu-
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nity and heritage that gives life meaning and 
purpose. The civil rights movement came to 
that fork in the road and took it. “Most blacks 
are integrationists and separationists and plu-
ralists—all at the same time,” Lerone Bennett, 
Jr., executive editor of Ebony magazine, wrote 
there in 1970. Blacks, he declared, were in an 

“impossible” situation, where “we can neither 
integrate nor separate.” Earnest white liberals 
didn’t dare pick a side in this dilemma, for fear 
of usurping blacks’ rights to determine their 
own destiny. Their response, then and since, 
has been to muddle through, endorsing inte-
gration when blacks demanded integration, 
endorsing separation when blacks demanded 
separation.

It can hardly be a shock that the result is 
a mess. Tanner Colby, a white liberal writer 
who frequently examines racial issues, argued 
in 2014 that no amount of sensitivity, ambiva-
lence, or good will can obviate the fact that “At 
a certain point, on a policy level, you have to 
pick a horse and ride it.” It is, for example, pos-
sible to believe that racial justice requires ag-
gressive affirmative action programs through-
out our academic institutions. It is also pos-
sible to believe that it requires strengthening 
the 105 “Historically Black Colleges and Uni-
versities” (HBCUs), the institutions of higher 
education created for blacks prior to the 1964 
Civil Rights Act. But it’s impossible not to see 
the contradiction between affirmative action 
and the HBCUs, given that those schools now 
award nearly one out of every five bachelor’s 
degrees earned by blacks. Affirmative action 
means enrolling the students, and hiring the 
teachers and administrators, without which 
the HBCUs cannot survive. Fortifying the 
HBCUs places affirmative action programs’ 
recruitment and hiring goals even farther out 
of reach.

Nor is it possible to believe, zero-sum di-
lemmas aside, that a fair or feasible solution is 
to create a mini-HBCU within every histori-
cally not-so-black college and university across 
America. Build enough safe spaces at Oberlin 
College, that is, and black high school students 
won’t have to choose between Howard Univer-
sity and Oberlin; the experience of attending 
the former will have been replicated in the lat-
ter. Elaborate this dubious project for every 
other identity group in the coalition of the 
oppressed, and you have what sociologist Eric 
Kaufmann calls “asymmetrical multicultural-
ism”: every grievance group is expected and 
encouraged to express pride, demand com-
pensatory treatment, and unilaterally decide 
how, where, and when to self-segregate. All 
others are expected to express shame and con-
trition for their unearned privileges, forswear 
demands for equal treatment, and eagerly ac-

cede to every grievance group’s demand for in-
tegration and self-segregation, no matter how 
incoherent or variable. As blogger Steve Sailer 
explains, the only idea that unites and explains 
the oppressed coalition’s sprawling, ramshack-
le agenda is that, whatever the grievance, white 
people in Peoria must be made to understand 
that they are responsible for it, and to feel guilt 
and shame about it. 

Democratic politics abhors a protracted 
asymmetry almost as much as nature abhors 
a vacuum. A significant part of the explanation 
for the utterly unforeseen, flabbergasting Don-
ald Trump phenomenon is that white people 
in Peoria, and their fellow travellers from all 
locations and demographic categories, are 
completely fed up. “Driving powerful senti-
ments underground is not the same as expung-
ing them,” the Brookings Institution’s William 
Galston told the Washington Post. “What we’re 
learning from Trump is that a lot of people 
have been biting their lips, but not changing 
their minds.” Tom Nichols, a faculty member 
at the U.S. Naval War College, agrees. Trump 
partisans are responding to “being told by 
coastal liberals that they’re awful people and 
that they should just obey and shut up” by issu-
ing “a certain Anglo-Saxon verb and pronoun 
combination with all the vigor they can muster.” 
They “are not fighting for any particular politi-
cal outcome, they are fighting back against a 
culture they think is trying to smother them 
into cowed silence.”

Fighting back is good, but so are particular 
political outcomes. Conservatives have been as-
sailing political correctness in higher education 
for decades, during which every problem they 
deplored has only gotten worse. All the books, 
articles, reports, and conferences amount to 
appeals to the honor, integrity, and courage of 
educrats devoid of all such qualities. 

Shut It Down

At some point, even the stupid 
party has to consider the possibility 
that it might be time to try a differ-

ent approach. It’s now clear that the thugs and 
frauds who wield so much power in higher 
education subordinate intellectual freedom to 
social justice mostly because they can. None 
of the conservative screeds about political cor-
rectness afflicts them with anything worse 
than an occasional episode of bad publicity. 
There are never tangible consequences that 
give the professoriate a compelling reason to 
behave one way rather than another.

Since they believe in markets and incentives, 
conservatives would do well to convey their 
displeasure with the credentials-industrial 
complex in a way it can understand. It would 

be fitting if the University of Missouri, where 
the 2015 campus protests began, elicited the 
first big response to those protests. Dr. Melissa 
Click called for some muscle to shut down free 
speech. The Missouri state legislature—where 
Republicans now hold 72% of the house seats 
and 74% of those in the senate—should deploy 
some muscle to defend it.

I urge those legislators to use their power 
over appropriating the taxpayers’ money to 
abolish the University of Missouri’s Depart-
ment of Communications. It’s where Click 
teaches, where she was, apparently, a col-
league in good standing until her YouTube 
notoriety caused the department to post her 
statement of apology on its website, along 
with one from the chairman that did not men-
tion Click but endorsed the First Amendment. 
But actions speak louder than words. The 
department’s actions include hiring Click on 
the basis of her doctoral dissertation—“It’s a 
‘Good Thing’: The Commodification of Femi-
ninity, Affluence and Whiteness in the Mar-
tha Stewart Phenomenon”—and supporting 
her subsequent scholarship, which includes 
a co-authored book manuscript, “‘Let’s Hug 
It Out, Bitch’: Audience Response to Hege-
monic Masculinity in ‘Entourage.’”

It would be difficult, under ordinary cir-
cumstances, for a Missouri legislator to con-
vince constituents that state support for the 
academic unit responsible for such additions 
to the sum of human understanding is the 
best and highest use of taxpayers’ dollars. But 
when the author of these pensées also turns 
out to be ready, at the drop of a bullhorn, to 
incite violence against journalists in the name 
of social justice, politicians should imagine 
how it feels to have a spine, and act accord-
ingly. The Missouri communications faculty 
members have a right to speak their minds, 
and pursue their hobbies/careers. They don’t, 
however, have a right to have anyone else sub-
sidize their activities. Shutting the depart-
ment down would be a salutary reminder that 
even in academia, bad decisions can have bad 
consequences. Absent such a signal, there will 
never be any reason to expect good decisions. 

Conservatives have been firing shots across 
the bow of higher education for years, but 
the Ship of Fools has never turned back, or 
changed course. It’s time either to surrender 
or to shoot a round into the engine room. 

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books, the William E. Simon 
Visiting Professor at Pepperdine University’s 
School of Public Policy, and the author, most 
recently, of The Pity Party: A Mean-Spirited 
Diatribe Against Liberal Compassion (Broad-
side Books).
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Book Review by Wilfred M. McClay

The Higher Shamelessness
Shame: How America’s Past Sins Have Polarized Our Country, by Shelby Steele.

Basic Books, 208 pages, $25.99

Shame has always been very high 
on the human agenda, at least since 
our expulsion from Eden. In fact, as 

Mark Twain observed, shame seems to be 
one of our peerless talents: “Man is the only 
animal that blushes. Or needs to.” Or to put 
it more neutrally, shame has always been an 
inescapable element in our social existence, 
one of the most powerful of the sanctions 
by which the moral life of a community is 
sustained. Shame stems from our need to 
be well regarded by others, and is usefully 
distinguished from guilt, which involves our 
own sense of wrongdoing. Shame is inher-
ently social, and is one of the chief means by 
which the community lets individuals know 
when they have transgressed acceptable 
boundaries. Shame disciplines the trans-
gressors, both externally and inwardly, and 
makes an example of them to others. The 
more cohesive the community, the more ef-
fective the sanction when it is applied. 

The problem with shame is that it often 
proves to be too crude an instrument, too 

brutal and indiscriminate for the task at 
hand. It can land on its targets like a giant 
sledgehammer, with such primal, anthro-
pological force as to be utterly crushing, es-
pecially in cultures and subcultures where 
generally held notions of honor are sturdy 
and authoritative, and where the prospect 
of being found “in disgrace with fortune 
and men’s eyes” is as dreadful as the coun-
tenance of a pitiless stone god. When Ad-
miral Jeremy Boorda—the first man in U.S. 
naval history to rise from the enlisted ranks 
to Chief of Naval Operations—shocked the 
nation by committing suicide in 1996, he did 
so in response to unconfirmed reports that 
the validity of two of his service medals was 
under investigation. In so doing, he showed 
graphically how great and unappeasable that 
stony countenance could be for a man whose 
very soul was enmeshed in the Navy’s intense 
honor culture. Nathaniel Hawthorne’s great 
1850 novel, The Scarlet Letter, was a memo-
rable cry against the folly of such stoniness 
of heart, particularly when it meant that of-

fenses against the law’s letter were punished 
with primitive cruelty, while those who tra-
duce the law’s spirit with discreet hypocrisy 
could hide in the darkness, undetected.

But that was then, and now…well, 
now it might seem that The Scarlet Letter 
is as useless to us as Beowulf for explain-

ing the moral environment we inhabit. Thanks 
to the blessings of the therapeutic revolution, 
which has replaced the imperatives of person-
al morality with those of personal health, we 
are beyond all that now. Shame is now to be 
understood less as an imperative moral force 
than as a superfluous psychological burden, 
the disabling and pleasure-squelching product 
of punitive childrearing and ignorant religious 
beliefs. We have liberated ourselves from these 
ancient curses, vanquished the lingering effects 
of original sin, taken control of our own nar-
ratives, and stepped out of the shadows, into 
the broad, sunlit uplands of a new level of con-
sciousness: a world beyond shame. Call it The 
Higher Shamelessness. 
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Such a development is bound both to re-
flect and to promote changes in the texture 
of our common life. When we all have per-
mission to “not give a damn” about what any-
one else thinks, the effects can be both pro-
foundly freeing and deeply isolating—both 
effects serving to weaken the social bond. 
And yet, as the lingeringly negative conno-
tations of the word “shamelessness” should 
suggest, we are not yet entirely comfortable 
with those changes. According to James 
Twitchell’s For Shame: The Loss of Common 
Decency in American Culture (1997), Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan devised the phrase “de-
fining deviancy down” to “describe how we 
legitimize behavior previously regarded as 
antisocial or criminal.” (Cole Porter made 
the same point more entertainingly in his 
song “Anything Goes.”) The admonition to 

“ judge not, that ye be not judged” has become 
translated from a high principle of moral re-
straint into a quid pro quo, a backscratching 
beatitude of the streets; I will agree not to 
hold your deeds to high moral standards so 
long as you agree to let me slide, too. 

Surely bill clinton’s persona and 
career represented some kind of mile-
stone in this moral transformation. 

For a sitting president of the United States 
to do the things he did while in office, and for 
him to have lied about those deeds brazenly 
and repeatedly, and authorized his minions 
to lie about the character of Monica Lewin-
sky and the other women whose lives he had 
damaged, would in the past have been perma-
nently disqualifying, and would have ensured 
that the sight of his name on public build-
ings and works would have been rarer than 
that of Benedict Arnold. But, following in 
the pattern that morally stained figures like 
Ted Kennedy and Richard Nixon had suc-
cessfully pioneered, Clinton has simply bra-
zened it out, thus demonstrating two things. 
First, that beyond a certain point, the force of 
shame can have no effect on a person who is 
immune to it, and refuses to yield to its pow-
er; and second, that the aura of celebrity and 
charm, if applied with sufficient persistence, 
will cause much of the amnesiac American 
public to release its moral reservations, and 
overlook things it would never have over-
looked in the past. 

Cheating on one’s spouse, lying about one’s 
past, consorting with underage interns, con-
ceiving children out of wedlock, embellishing 
one’s curriculum vitae, uttering patent false-
hoods—these are all now excusable offenses, 
if they are done with sufficient panache and 
entertainment value. Which is to say, with 
sufficient brazenness. And for those who lack 

the shamelessness gene, the very idea of en-
tering into public service, particularly when it 
involves electoral politics, may have simply be-
come unthinkable and unendurable. We may 
have come to the point where, when we speak 
of the thorough “vetting” of candidates, what 
we really mean is that they have become so 
thoroughly familiar to us, foibles and all, and 
so thoroughly compromised, that nothing is 
left that can surprise us about them. They 
have shown themselves energetically immune 
to any of the shaming mechanisms that might 
be thrown in their paths. They are sufficiently 
calloused to withstand the barrage that our 
public life throws at them.

It is plausible, then, to argue that 
over the course of the 20th century, our 
society was slowly shedding the idea of 

shame, as we have generally understood it, 
and that we are now arriving at that long-
sought destination. But there is another pos-
sibility. Perhaps what has happened is that 
shame has not disappeared at all, but has in-
stead been reshaped, redirected, repurposed. 
After all, cultures change, and often find 
themselves renegotiating what is considered 
shameful. Perhaps shame in our times has 
merely changed its colors rather than gone 
away. Perhaps the general weakening of mor-
al authority, accompanied by the declining 
importance of marriage, family, kinship net-
works, communities, places of worship, and 
other morally formative institutions, along 
with the rise of an anomic individualism, has 
left a moral vacuum that begs to be filled by 
alternative forces. 

It is in this context that one can under-
stand the growing sanctioning power of so-
cial media, a force for shaming that is unprec-
edented, and capable of being marshalled at 
will and wielded with sudden and remorse-
less power. Far from disappearing, shame 
and shaming appear to be everywhere, and 
lurking around every corner. There is an at-
mosphere of The Lord of the Flies about it all, 
a chaos of amoral moralism and reputation-
trashing in which there is no visible adult 
supervision. Jilted lovers upload revenge vid-
eos of their exes. People who make a casual, 
careless remark on Twitter late one night can 
wake up the next morning to find their repu-
tations and careers in ruins, as they become 
objects of swirling mob outrage that quickly 
grows to tornadic force, and, like some sav-
age god, demands a public sacrifice to satisfy 
its appetite for blood. Journalist Jon Ron-
son’s book So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed 
(2015) has detailed these and dozens of simi-
lar phenomena, concluding ruefully that we 
are “creating a world where the smartest way 

to survive is to be bland.” Monica Lewinsky 
herself reemerged into public view in 2014, 
through a Vanity Fair article and a compel-
ling TED talk, calling for a “cultural revo-
lution” that would prevent the kind of cruel 
and disproportionate public shaming on a 
worldwide scale that she and others have had 
to endure. 

However much Ms. Lewinsky deserves 
our sympathy in this regard, and I believe 
she does, such a cultural revolution will not 
be happening anytime soon. In the first place, 
the rough and tumble of genuinely free speech 
is always going to produce wounded feelings, 
as well as charges of shaming, “microaggres-
sion,” and the like, which may or may not be 
valid. We cannot decide in advance which ver-
bal offenses are intolerable. Besides, even fem-
inist sages like Planned Parenthood’s Leora 
Tanenbaum—who is the author of, among 
other deathless works, Slut! (1999) and I Am 
Not a Slut (2015)—cannot decide whether to 
make the word “slut” into a badge of honor (as 
is attempted for an even more offensive word 
in Eve Ensler’s ubiquitous shame-busting play, 
The Vagina Monologues) or to ban it from all 
discourse, as a word too devastatingly charged 
even to be uttered. Such are the conundrums 
one faces when the revisiting of traditional 
sexual morality is the one option that is ruled 
out from the start. 

The weaponizing of shame, though, 
is far too familiar and tempting a tool 
for political and cultural warriors—

particularly (but not exclusively) those on 
the Left—to resist using. Indeed, the poten-
tial “positive” uses of shaming as a weapon to 
advance political causes are spoken of more 
and more frequently and openly. We see it es-
pecially with regard to environmental issues, 
where the effort to paint all dissident voices 
as illegitimate and malevolent has served to 
justify the aggressive use of shaming as a tac-
tic. When asked by reporters about how last 
year’s Paris climate accords can have any ef-
fect, when they are nonbinding and have no 
enforcement mechanism, Secretary of State 
John Kerry responded with smug praise for 
the power of “public shaming,” which he 
called “the most powerful weapon in many 
ways.” Complementing Kerry’s position, Jen-
nifer Jacquet, an environmental studies pro-
fessor at New York University, has argued in 
her book Is Shame Necessary? (2015) for the 
systematic use of “public shaming” as a way of 
defeating environmentally incorrect behav-
iors by individuals, corporations, and govern-
ments, and installing “new norms” that are 
more environmentally acceptable. Jacquet’s 
book is earnest, sincere, humane—and com-
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pletely oblivious to its chilling undertones. 
We shall be seeing a lot of this sort of thing in 
the years to come. 

But at the moment, the most con-
spicuous arena for the use of con-
sciously weaponized shaming is the 

American college campus, where issues of in-
flamed racial sensitivity are front and center, 
accompanied by a few sexual minorities’ and 
indigenous peoples’ grievances. Gathering 
momentum from the Ferguson and Balti-
more police shootings, and subsequent riot-
ing, and from organizations like Black Lives 
Matter, a protest movement has been sweep-
ing the campuses of the country, notably at 
institutions such as Yale, Harvard, the Uni-
versity of Missouri, Claremont McKenna 
College, Dartmouth, Amherst, and others. 
The aim has been to promote various radi-
cal changes in the personnel, curricula, and 
spending priorities of these colleges, in re-
sponse to perceptions of systemic racism and 
other forms of structural inequality. This 
movement, which is clearly far from spon-
taneous, has produced an impressive web-
site, thedemands.org, listing the institutions 
faced with demands, many of which could 
not conceivably be met. 

The fact that this is occurring on college 
campuses, and not in the general population, 
is a sign that weaponized shaming is involved. 
Liberals on campus who are appalled by the 
protesters’ combative attitude shouldn’t be, for 
the students are merely carrying out the im-
plications of what their institutions have been 
teaching them about the nature of American 
society. It is on liberal college campuses that 
the moral claims of the past are taken most 
seriously, and are most likely to weigh on the 
consciences of those who are aware of them. 
And the student groups know it, which is why 
they press their demands so insistently, and 
why the response of presidents, deans, and 
other campus leaders so far has been much 
more likely to be one of timid capitulation 
than minimal assertiveness, let alone an-
ger. The discourse of political correctness in 
which campus life is now almost completely 
enmeshed is a discourse in which canons of 
rationality and civility, let alone the exercise 
of basic freedoms, can be pushed aside at a 
moment’s notice by the rapid deployment of 
organized shaming brigades. Say the wrong 
thing—or fail to express a sufficiently vehe-
ment intolerance for those who do—and even 
a university president can find himself in big 
trouble. 

A particularly illuminating case occurred 
at the University of Missouri, where a presi-
dent and chancellor were forced to resign over 

the charge that they had been insensitive in 
addressing alleged racial incidents on or near 
campus. The first demands of the student 
group leading the protest stated: 

We demand that the University of 
Missouri System President, Tim 
Wolfe, writes a handwritten apology 
to the Concerned Student 1950 dem-
onstrators and holds a press confer-
ence in the Mizzou Student Center 
reading the letter. In the letter and at 
the press conference, Tim Wolfe must 
acknowledge his white male privilege, 
recognize that systems of oppression 
exist, and provide a verbal commit-
ment to fulfilling Concerned Student 
1950 demands.

Wolfe did not do all of these things; but 
the demand was made, nevertheless, for what 
would have been a kind of Maoist shaming 
exercise or public humiliation, and I am not 
aware of any sustained criticism of the stu-
dents for making this demand. Whatever one 

which will, I think it is safe to say, only grow 
in number and intensity during the spring of 
2016). This is not to say that the book, which 
was written and published well before these 
protests erupted, was composed as a response 
to these specific events. It provides us with 
something even better than that: an explana-
tion for what lies in the deep background of 
the protests. Steele understands that what we 
are seeing unfold is a profound moral drama, 
not a garden-variety struggle for power, and 
moreover a drama that touches the soul and 
future of America, although in ways that even 
its morally energized participants do not see 
or understand. 

Readers of Steele’s previous books will 
know that he has an extraordinary talent 
for the revelatory anecdote, whose explica-
tion illuminates the entire landscape of a 
larger problem. His book begins with one. 
He was speaking as the token conservative 
at an Aspen Institute confab about race and 
politics, whose participants were asked to say 
a few words about what they most wanted 
for America. Steele said that “what I wanted 
most for America was an end to white guilt,” 
to “the terror of being seen as racist,” a terror 
which had led to “a benevolent paternalism” 
that had “injured the self-esteem, if not the 
souls, of minorities in ways that the malevo-
lent paternalism of white racism never had.” 
The policies enacted since the 1960s had led 
“minorities to make an identity and a poli-
tics out of grievance and inferiority,” and to 
believe that “their collective grievance was 
their entitlement and that protest politics 
was the best way to cash in on that entitle-
ment.” It was ironic, he concluded, that this 
should have taken hold at the very moment 
when America was at last beginning to free 
minorities to pursue their well-being as in-
dividual citizens. White guilt had become 
a “smothering and distracting kindness that 
enmeshed minorities more in the struggle for 
white redemption than in their own struggle 
to develop as individuals capable of compet-
ing with all others.” 

What happened next speaks volumes. An 
agitated young white man, not a member of 
the panel, huddled with the moderator and 
Steele, and asked if he could have a few min-
utes to speak to the audience in response 
to Steele’s remarks. Steele said, “Go right 
ahead,” and the nervous young man launched 
into a diatribe against him, pleading with the 
audience not to believe Steele, and insisting 
that the problem of white racism was worse 
than ever. He had felt compelled to inter-
vene, Steele sensed, because he had to bring 
the conference back into alignment, and en-
force the boundaries of the conventional wis-

thinks of the students’ substantive complaints, 
this way of expressing them is not only grossly 
disproportionate but ominous. Even more 
ominous is the strange passivity of those in 
authority, on whom we count to recognize de-
structive actions for what they are, and to de-
fend the integrity of their institutions accord-
ingly. One of the many advantages of shaming 
as a technique for gaining political advantage 
is that it does not need to trouble itself with 
the niceties of argument or debate. P.C. dis-
course, with its wooden abstractions and its 
servile obedience to ideological desiderata, is 
its natural home.

Which brings me to shelby 
Steele’s new book, Shame: How 
America’s Past Sins Have Polarized 

Our Country. A senior fellow at the Hoover In-
stitution and one of the sharpest and most el-
egant writers on the African-American expe-
rience, Steele may well have given us his most 
important book yet, as it offers the best expla-
nation for the otherwise baffling dramas we 
have seen unfolding on our campuses (dramas 

Without some larger 
moral consensus there is 
no way of distinguishing 

between shaming 
and sheer bullying.
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dom. “He wanted this friendly, upscale, and 
overwhelmingly white crowd to see me as a 
snake in the garden of their liberal identity,” 
threatening them with a kind of shameful 
moral disgrace, “since their agreement with 
any part of my argument would open them 
to charges of racism.” The sheer terror of 
being liable to such a charge was what mo-
tivated the young man’s own speech, which, 
having been uttered, could in turn then 
serve as proof to the world that his heart was 
properly aligned, and that he was adequately 
protected against such a charge. Thus the bi-
zarre spectacle of a callow but earnest white 
man shaming a mature and accomplished 
black man, in front of an affluent white au-
dience, all for the sake of racial justice. He 
thought he was “speaking truth to power,” 
when in fact, he was playing out a ritual that 
symbolized liberal white America’s tortured 
way of pursuing moral redemption. 

The story can be taken as a micro-
cosm. That America has been guilty of 
racial injustices in the past is certainly 

true; but it is equally true that blacks face few-
er external barriers to achievement than ever 
before, and that we long ago reached a point 
of diminishing returns in attributing all the 
problems of black America to racism. Why 
then do so many educated whites cling so 
fiercely to the notion that prejudice and big-
otry are rampant and that their persistence is 
utterly dispositive with regard to our under-
standing of these matters? Why then have so 
many talented and privileged younger blacks, 
such as the students at Yale and Dartmouth, 
chosen to fall back upon self-segregating iden-
tity politics, and the mechanisms of a griev-
ance industry, rather than seek to exercise 
their talents freely? 

As Steele sees it, the literal truth about 
a changing and steadily improving America 
has been ignored, in favor of a “poetic truth” 
in which the essential and enduring story of 
America is reducible to its oppression of mi-
norities. This “poetic truth” is deemed “more 
true” than the evidence of one’s senses and 
experience, or the larger factual record, and 
by embracing it, one is relieved of the bur-
den of being self-responsible, of being judged 
in life by the content of one’s own character 
or deeds. But that is not all. Whites who 
want to be seen as cleansed and innocent 
of America’s past ugliness will also embrace 
the poetic truth that racism is still a near-
insuperable barrier for blacks, an assertion 
that paradoxically serves to certify their in-
nocence of such sins. 

On the other hand, Steele continues, 
whites who treat racism as a less serious barri-

er run the risk of being stigmatized with that 
same ugliness. Which is precisely why the run 
of successes enjoyed by student protesters is 
likely to continue into the foreseeable future, 
with ultimate effects unknown. It is why, for 
example, the silly demand that the term “Mas-
ter” designating the head of an academic unit 
be abolished at Yale and Harvard and else-
where was heeded with such forlorn alacrity. 
It is not because the students are traumatized 
by the use of such a patently harmless word. It 
is because they know that their liberal precep-
tors are so anxious to be found innocent, and 
can so easily be made to feel ashamed of cer-
tain words, and have so little pride in their in-
stitutional traditions that they no longer have 
the heart to defend them. It is why Steele is 
right to say that this is less a problem of black 
anger than of white fear. 

What makes the situation so dis-
turbing is that it is so thoroughly 
saturated with shame in all its va-

rieties: historical shame felt, both by whites 
and by blacks, shame displaced upon others, 
shame feared, shame evaded, shame adminis-
tered, and shame being shamelessly manipu-
lated. The chaotic moral machinery of all this 
whirls and grinds so intensely and loudly that 
calm, honest, and dispassionate discourse be-
tween rational individuals is rendered nearly 
impossible, and only the language of moral ac-
cusation is heard. 

That this should have become the condi-
tion of our universities, of all places, is un-
conscionable. One is even tempted to call it 
shameful, but the devolution of that word 
has itself, alas, become part of the problem. 
Without some larger moral consensus there 
is no way of distinguishing between sham-
ing and sheer bullying. And when shame be-
comes a consciously wrought and wielded in-
strument of cultural warfare, fought by digi-
tal or pick-up armies in the name of abstract 
causes like social justice or sustainability, 
rather than being the uncoerced expression 
of an established community’s shared values 
and norms, it has become something sinister, 
even malevolent.

In any event, as Shelby Steele’s new book 
on the subject so ably demonstrates, it ap-
pears we are not living without shame after 
all. So much for those broad, sunlit uplands 
of unconditioned moral freedom. The Higher 
Shamelessness has proven to be neither.

Wilfred M. McClay holds the G.T. and Libby 
Blankenship Chair in the History of Liberty at 
the University of Oklahoma. He is currently 
writing a book on the changing role of guilt and 
shame in modern societies. 
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Essay by Hadley Arkes

The Self-Made Trap

Of that decision from the su-
preme Court on same-sex marriage, 
that decision we were long bracing 

for this past year in Obergefell v. Hodges, many 
things could be said, drawing on the depths of 
political and moral philosophy (to say noth-
ing of Shakespeare and Tin Pan Alley). But 
from the voices of “conservative jurisprudence” 
came the thinnest clichés, as though sprung 
from the same script, and supplying the only 
thing that conservatives in the law could offer 
up as serious commentary in the face of this 
deep crisis in our law. And so we would hear 
it said, again and again, that the decision writ-
ten by Justice Anthony Kennedy was a “law-
less decision,” for there is “nothing in the text 
of the Constitution that mentions marriage.” 
And we’ve been told at the same time that of 
course there were no precedents for changing 
an institution grounded in the natural order 
of things: in the inescapable fact that it takes 
a man and a woman to conceive a child; that 
marriage has its most evident rationale as a 
framework of commitment to envelop the only 
sexual relations that have a natural tendency 
to bring forth future members of society. 

As the argument has played out in this vein, 
the Constitution itself says nothing about mar-
riage, and therefore judges have no constitu-
tional ground on which to proclaim any “con-
stitutional right” bearing on marriage. There-
fore, the only rightful course for the judges 
is to return the matter to the political arena, 
where a self-governing people can decide the 
laws they impose on themselves. The inclina-
tion of judges to take this matter away from 
the voters and claim it exclusively for their own 

hands is taken as a flexing of “raw judicial pow-
er.” As the late Justice Antonin Scalia put in 
in his dissenting opinion in Obergefell, the de-
cree handed down on same-sex marriage “says 
that my Ruler, and the Ruler of 320 million 
Americans coast-to-coast, is a majority of the 
nine lawyers on the Supreme Court.”

After the Loving

And yet, the text of the consti-
tution contained no mention of mar-
riage when the Court decided Loving v. 

Virginia (1967) and struck down the laws that 
barred marriage across racial lines. Nor did 
the Constitution say anything about schools 
when the Court struck down racial segrega-
tion in the public schools in Brown v. Board of 
Education (1954). Marriage and schools have 
become the business of the federal courts over 
the years as they supplied instances in which 
personal freedoms were restricted by the 
states in ways that could be judged as wrong-
ful or unjustified. Those earlier decisions were 
reached through the Due Process and Equal 
Protection Clauses of the 14th Amendment. 
And it was that amendment, coming after the 
Civil War, that fleshed out the meaning of na-
tionhood as a source of rights that could be 
enforced against the policies of the separate 
states.

The hard fact is that there is no conser-
vative member of the Supreme Court today 
who is prepared to say that the Court got it 
wrong in Loving v. Virginia, or that the Court 
should never have taken the case because the 
text of the Constitution does not say anything 

about “marriage.” Yes, the “equal protection 
of the laws” did refer to race, but it was un-
derstood rather clearly, at the time the 14th 
Amendment was drafted and passed, that 
nothing in the amendment barred those laws 
that imposed racial segregation in schools or 
forbade marriage across racial lines. It should 
carry some weight, too, for those who defend 

“originalist” jurisprudence that Senator Ly-
man Trumbull of Illinois, who guided the 
passage of the 14th Amendment, assured his 
colleagues that nothing in that amendment 
would challenge those laws in Illinois, or 
any state, that barred marriage across racial 
lines. It was firmly understood at the time 
that if Trumbull could not offer those assur-
ances, the 14th Amendment had no ghost of a 
chance of passing. 

But the Court in Loving struck down the 
laws barring marriage across racial lines as 
just another one of those cases in which the 
law was drawing adverse inferences about 
people on the basis of race, and creating then 
disabilities based on race. Race was quite ir-
relevant to the capacity of any person to un-
derstand the kind of commitment entailed in 
a marriage, or to engage in the sexual act that 
was taken as one of the defining marks of a 
marriage “consummated.” But in the most 
unaccountable way, the passion seems to 
have swept through the leading law schools 
and law firms that the refusal to accept the 
marriage of two men or two women offers 
instances of the same wrong in principle that 
marked the laws that forbade interracial 
marriage. That is where the argument had to 
be met. 
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Heart of the Matter

But that is not where it has been 
met by the conservative Justices or 
most of the conservative commenta-

tors. During the oral argument over Obergefell, 
Chief Justice John Roberts pressed the ques-
tion of whether the advocates of same-sex 
marriage were arguing for a more just defini-
tion of “marriage,” opening the institution to 
gay and lesbian couples, or whether they were 
redefining the very nature of that institution, 
built around the notion of begetting. As Rob-
erts put it later in his dissent, “removing racial 
barriers to marriage therefore did not change 
what a marriage was any more than integrat-
ing schools changed what a school was.”

That question led to the heart of the issue, 
and Roberts caught it when he made the telling 
point that “[t]he real question in these cases is 
what constitutes ‘marriage.’” But then he mud-
died the waters in a manner all too familiar: it 
was either the matter of what constitutes mar-
riage “or—more precisely—who decides what 
constitutes ‘marriage’?” The substantive ques-
tion was quickly converted into the question 
of procedure, of judges taking things out of 
the hands of the voters and the legislators they 
elect. Sure enough, Roberts went on to inveigh 
against the notion of “substantive due process” 

with the familiar boilerplate. Conservatives of-
ten profess the haunting fear that judges may 
go beyond some procedural tests of fairness 
and challenge the ground of justification for 
the “substance” of any policy, whether abortion 
or compulsory sterilization. 

That fixation on “substantive due process” 
offers one of the venerable illusions that has 
distracted some of our best minds, and it 
marks a serious, emerging divide among law-
yers and judges who have counted themselves 
as conservatives. It may also explain, more 
than anything else, the tendency among con-
servative judges to veer from the moral sub-
stance of the cases before them. In his dis-
senting opinion in U.S. v. Windsor two years 
earlier, Justice Samuel Alito made his own 
protest against the argument made by Justice 
Kennedy since the mid-’90s, that the laws re-
flecting an aversion to homosexuality could 
be explained only by an irrational “animus.” 
That was not only a breathtaking character-
ization of the moral teaching of Kennedy’s 
own Church. It reflected the most unwar-
ranted refusal to notice a substantial body 
of arguments and evidence about marriage 
that depended not at all on religious convic-
tion. And so, as Alito pointed out, there were 
plausible arguments on both sides. In defense 
of marriage he could cite the fine book writ-

ten by Robert George and his two students 
Ryan Anderson and Sherif Girgis, What Is 
Marriage? Man and Woman: A Defense (2012; 
reviewed in the Summer 2013 CRB). On the 
other side he could cite Jonathan Rauch’s Gay 
Marriage: Why It Is Good for Gays, Good for 
Straights, and Good for America (2004).

A Theory?

But in composing his own argu-
ments Alito never drew on George, 
Anderson, and Girgis’s book to fill out 

the moral defense of marriage as the union of 
one man and one woman. Nor has any of his 
conservative colleagues drawn on that book, 
or on arguments of that kind offered else-
where. For again the reigning assumption has 
been that the Constitution says nothing about 
marriage, and therefore the only plausible re-
sponse of the judges is to return the issue to 
the political arena. But curiously, none of the 
judges has come closer to stating the rationale 
for marriage as we have known it—and do-
ing it in a more compressed way—than Chief 
Justice Roberts in these passages from his dis-
senting opinion in Obergefell:

The premises supporting this concept of 
marriage [as a commitment, firmed in 
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law, between a man and a woman] are 
so fundamental that they rarely require 
articulation. The human race must pro-
create to survive. Procreation occurs 
through sexual relations between a man 
and a woman. When sexual relations 
result in the conception of a child, that 
child’s prospects are generally better 
if the mother and father stay together 
rather than going their separate ways. 
Therefore, for the good of children and 
society, sexual relations that can lead to 
procreation should occur only between 
a man and a woman committed to a 
lasting bond….

[And, citing the late social scientist 
James Q. Wilson:] “Marriage is a social-
ly arranged solution for the problem of 
getting people to stay together and care 
for children that the mere desire for 
children, and the sex that makes chil-
dren possible, does not solve.”
  
And yet, Roberts went on to undercut the 

force of his own argument—and the argu-
ment made so compellingly by George, An-
derson, and Girgis—when he remarked that 

“our Constitution does not enact any one 
theory of marriage.” A theory? One among 
several plausible versions? Justice Scalia deep-
ened the sense of moral detachment when he 
remarked even more emphatically in his own 
opinion that “it is not of special importance 
to me what the law says about marriage. It is 
of overwhelming importance, however, who it 
is that rules me.” Personally, of course, Sca-
lia was hardly indifferent to what constitutes 
marriage. As a judge, though, as an officer of 
the law, he professed to be indifferent to the 
substance of what is enacted as long as it is en-
acted in a democratic way, through the votes 
of a majority. But Robert George and his co-
authors have not made the case for marriage 
as one among a number of plausible theories, 
each equally legitimate to enact. They have 
made the case for one form of marriage as 
the most morally defensible form; the form 
of marriage that is most in accord with the 
nature of a moral being, and with the natural 
telos or purpose of sex as directed to the end 
of begetting. 

In the case of Gonzales v. Oregon (2005), 
in which the Court upheld the use of drugs 
in assisted suicide, Justice Scalia had invoked, 
in dissent, the Hippocratic Oath: that the 
rightful end of medicine, and of drugs, is to 
restore or preserve the health of the patient, 
not to dispatch him more quickly to his death. 
Justice Kennedy acknowledged that this was 
a venerable and familiar view, but only “one 
reasonable understanding of medical practice.” 

One “theory” in an inventory of several plau-
sible theories? Scalia was outraged by the styl-
ish relativism. Not once, but three times, he 
insisted that the interpretation offered by U.S. 
Attorney General Alberto Gonzales, holding 
to the older view of the rightful ends of medi-
cine, was “the most natural interpretation.” 

One-Sided Argument

John baker, who has taught with jus-
tice Scalia, rails against people who refer 
to marriage merely as “traditional mar-

riage”—as though this form of marriage takes 
on its goodness from the fact that it has been 
around for a long while. He refers rather to 

“natural marriage.” But none of the conserva-
tive judges has drawn on the best arguments 
to make the case for natural marriage as the 
only defensible definition of marriage. And 
it’s a reasonable hunch that none ever will. For 
the tendency among conservatives has been 
to invoke “tradition” as a convenient way of 
avoiding a moral argument on the substance 
of any question. Some of the judges really 

argument on the commanding rightness of 
same-sex marriage and the wrongness of op-
posing it. It was a bad, specious argument, but 
it deserved to be met with a powerful rebut-
tal showing precisely what was specious and 
wrong in it. Instead, on the other side, we 
heard the familiar complaint about five law-
yers taking this matter out of the hands of 
the American people. And we were treated 
yet again to the evils of “substantive due pro-
cess,” when a Court goes beyond a test of the 
fairness of a procedure and actually judges the 
substance of the law itself. One side, in short, 
was making a moral argument, and the other 
side was simply retreating to mechanistic tests 
of what is contained in the text of the Consti-
tution, or complaining about lapses of proce-
dural correctness.

Those complaints on procedure dissolve 
into mere grumbling unless it could be shown 
that the other side was indeed wrong. For if 
the argument in favor of same-sex “marriage” 
were in fact valid and justified, the complaint 
about removing this issue from the political 
arena would be no more plausible than the 
complaint that the Court, in Loving, had re-
moved the issue of interracial marriage from 
the hands of the public in the same way. Chief 
Justice Roberts observed that “the fundamen-
tal right to marry does not include a right to 
make a State change its definition of mar-
riage.” Quite right, I’d say, except that Roberts 
doesn’t seem to see that the same line could 
have been offered in the defense of those laws 
in the past that barred interracial marriage. 

We may readily forget that in the middle of 
the 19th century, spilling into the 20th, those 
laws seemed as grounded in nature as the laws 
that barred humans from lying down with—
or marrying—their horses or dogs. Abraham 
Lincoln, with a proper wariness, didn’t think 
he could whisper a word of reservation against 
those laws. Roberts could surmount this chal-
lenge only by making the kind of argument 
made by George, Anderson, Girgis, and oth-
ers, that the marriage of one man and one 
woman is not merely one plausible theory, but 
the only defensible form of marriage for those 
creatures we call “moral agents.” (My own 
contribution making this case was “The Fam-
ily and the Laws,” in The Meaning of Marriage, 
edited by Robert George and Jean Bethke 
Elshtain [2006].)

Going on Record

My good friend and ally michael 
Paulsen seemed to fall into the 
same conceptual trap in his com-

mentary on “The Wreckage of Obergefell” in 
the journal First Things. He remarked, aptly 

doubt that there are truths that justify moral 
conclusions. They may also have a conserva-
tive’s skepticism that people are really moved 
and persuaded by reasons.

Those judges prefer to appeal to history, as 
a test more likely to elicit concurrence across 
the ideological lines. But then they find that 
their view of the historical record (as on the 
right to bear arms) simply elicits a conten-
tious, rival account from the other side. And 
finally they have nothing to say when they are 
challenged by colleagues invoking that old 
line of Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes: that 
something more needs to be said in defense 
of any law than that it’s been around since 
the days of Henry IV. Slavery was one of the 
oldest institutions in the world, meeting any 
test of the “traditional,” before the moral ar-
guments summoned the political force that 
would bring this traditional institution to an 
abrupt end.

What we’ve had, then, in Obergefell, is this: 
One side, for all of its faults, made a moral 

The tendency among 
conservatives has been
to invoke “tradition” as 

a convenient way of 
avoiding a moral argument.
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enough, that the argument for “equal treat-
ment” of gays and lesbians was off the mark, 
for they had as much freedom to enter a mar-
riage as anyone else. It was just that they were 
denied the freedom to change the meaning 
of marriage to allow them to marry people of 
the same sex. As Paulsen put it, the argument 
here was not for “equal protection,” but rath-
er that “we need to change the institution itself, 
in order to accommodate same-sex couples.” 
Precisely. 

That was the question, and that was the 
question that had to be met. It couldn’t be met 
by saying that this natural form of marriage, 
which Paulsen takes for granted, was the form 
taken for granted in the Constitution, for as 
the argument has gone, the Constitution says 
nothing about marriage. And if the very na-
ture of marriage becomes an open question, 
there is nothing in the text of the Constitution 
either that says an argument of constitutional 
significance about marriage can be addressed 
only in legislatures, that it can never become a 
plausible question before a court. The uncom-
fortable state of affairs is that the conservative 
judges would have to brace themselves and en-
gage their considerable arts in addressing the 
substantive rightness or wrongness of chang-
ing the meaning of “marriage.” 

Putting on record those substantive argu-
ments could compel Justice Kennedy and his 
colleagues to set their clerks to work trying 
to muster the most arresting arguments they 
could find in an effort to counter the case made 
for natural marriage. The conservative judges 
might tell us, pessimistically, that such an ex-
change would merely enlarge the number of 
pages in the record written by the judges and 
their clerks without affecting the outcome of 
the case. But the judges know that reasons, not 
just outcomes, matter in shaping the meaning 
of the law. That is why they set themselves 
and their clerks ferociously to work in craft-
ing those opinions in the first place. But the 

ultimate reason, I suspect, is something sim-
pler: conservative judges really are stuck in 
this box of positive law and mechanistic for-
mulas—they are caught in the trap of invok-
ing the text of the Constitution, sola scriptura, 
even when they find themselves persistently 
moving outside the text to explain what they 
purport to find implied in it. 

Speaking Prose

On that point there is surely no 
recent example more striking than 
Justice Scalia’s emphatic dissent last 

spring in Williams-Yulee v. Florida Bar, which 
upheld restraints on the speech of judicial 
candidates. As he set things in place, Scalia 
announced that “The first axiom of the First 
Amendment is this: As a general rule, the state 
has no power to ban speech on the basis of its 
content.” We can put aside for the moment 
the question whether we really have here the 
properties of an “axiom” or a necessary truth, 
for as I’ve sought to show over the years, there 
is a quite plausible case to be made for judging 
the content of speech. 

But putting that aside, where is this axiom 
found in the First Amendment or the text of the 
Constitution? Whatever else Justice Scalia is 
saying, I take it that he is not invoking here 

“textualism” (the disposition to be guided and 
governed solely by the words enacted in the 
text of the Constitution or a statute, and not 
by supporting commentaries that were never 
actually voted upon and enacted).

 And it’s hard to claim that this reading re-
flects the “original” understanding of the docu-
ment held by the American Founders. As John 
Marshall remarked, before he became a judge, 
anyone who published a libel in this coun-
try could be “sued or indicted.” The founders 
never imagined that the First Amendment 
would rule out the laws concerning libel or the 
speech that stirred tumults and riots in the lo-

cal community. That was the line attributed 
to Marshall as he defended the constitutional-
ity—though not the prudence—of the Alien 
and Sedition Acts. And it’s worth recalling in 
that vein that Thomas Jefferson opposed only 
a federal law on sedition, while he urged the ac-
tive use of the laws on sedition to prosecute his 
political adversaries in Pennsylvania. 

Marshall understood that “axioms” could 
be grasped per se nota, as true in themselves 
and true of necessity. When Justice Scalia 
invoked axioms, was he backing into that 
same understanding of certain axioms of 
reason, beginning with the law of contradic-
tion, that two contradictory propositions 
cannot both be true? Or: that we may not 
hold people blameworthy and punishable for 
acts they were powerless to affect. These axi-
oms of reason command our respect—and 
our judgment—even though they aren’t set 
down in the text of the Constitution. Of 
course that is exactly what some of us take to 
be the ground of the natural law. Was Scalia 
revealing, yet again, that he had been “speak-
ing prose” all his life—that he had been of-
fering us handsome examples of natural law 
reasoning for many years, while insisting to 
us that it couldn’t be done?

The simple, melancholy point is that the 
conservative jurists seem to be caught in a 
conceptual trap. They genuinely seem to fear 
that they would be doing something eminent-
ly wrong if they sought to contest the moral 
arguments of the Left by showing—as they 
are amply equipped to do—the emptiness of 
those arguments on the matters of substance 
in these cases.

To this we can only respond: how has all of 
that been working out for us?

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

Losing the Argument
Truth Overruled: The Future of Marriage and Religious Freedom, by Ryan T. Anderson. 

Regnery Publishing, 256 pages, $16.99

Ryan t. anderson, a senior research 
fellow at the Heritage Foundation, is 
ubiquitous in his courageous champi-

onship of traditional marriage. He seems to 
be everywhere in the media, making the case 
in a staggering number of lectures, articles, 
and books. From his perch as editor of the on-
line journal Public Discourse, sponsored by the 
Witherspoon Institute, he has also published 
some of the most powerful authors on this 
subject. This is all to the good, as is his new 
book—for the most part. First, I will applaud 
Truth Overruled: The Future of Marriage and 
Religious Freedom, for what it does so well, and 
then address the problem of what it fails to 
do altogether. If I dwell on the latter, it is not 
because I do not greatly appreciate the former, 
but because Anderson’s omission is not pecu-
liar to him. Rather it is typical of the pro-nat-
ural family movement and is, I will contend, 
partially responsible for its failure thus far. 

Anderson’s book is written in a popular 
style to appeal to a broad audience. Already 
a bestseller, it appears to have succeeded. He 
capably sets out the “conjugal” argument as 
to why marriage should be between a man 

and a woman, and what the calamitous con-
sequences are if it is held to be otherwise. 
He is particularly strong on the generative 
nature of conjugal relations and why they 
belong in marriage naturally and unique-
ly. Anderson effectively surveys the wasted 
landscape left in the wake of the disastrous 
Obergefell v. Hodges decision (2015) in which 
five members of the Supreme Court made 
same-sex “marriage” a new civil right. In the 
chapter on “Judicial Tyranny,” he explicates 
the Obergefell decision and calls attention 
to the scathing dissents by Justices Antonin 
Scalia, Clarence Thomas, John Roberts, and 
Samuel Alito. He then performs the valu-
able service of filling out those dissents with 
in-depth treatments of the issues they raise. 
If anyone did not find the dissents convinc-
ing, they will after reading this book. Ander-
son then takes us through the horror stories 
of those whose businesses have been threat-
ened or lost because of their conscientious 
objection to participating in the solemniza-
tion of same-sex “marriage.” As he points 
out in a separate chapter, this is an offense 
against religious freedom. 

One of the most powerful chap-
ters is on “The Victims,” by whom 
Anderson means the children trapped 

in, or bred for, same-sex “marriages.” He points 
to the evidence debunking the so-called social 
science purporting to prove that children in 
such “marriages” do as well as if not better than 
children in families with fathers and mothers. 
Not only does this contention violate com-
mon sense, but it turns out to violate the ba-
sic standards of social science. Anderson then 
provides the powerful personal witnesses of 
Robert Lopez, Doug Mainwaring, Katy Faust, 
and others who have lived through this. What 
they have to say is heartbreaking and hair-rais-
ing. Anderson is to be congratulated for having 
published at length the views of these men and 
women in Public Discourse articles, from which 
he draws the testimony in this book. On this 
basis alone, he is right to conclude that “It is 
not bigotry but compassion and common sense 
to insist on laws and public policies that maxi-
mize the likelihood that children will grow up 
with a mom and a dad.”

He closes with a chapter of reflections on 
where the pro-family cause should go from 
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their behavior is what this is about, and has 
always been about.

What’s more, “the radical con-
sent-based view of [homosexual] 
marriage” that Anderson deplores 

is actually based upon the view “that govern-
ment…should leave consenting adults free 
to live and love as they choose,” which he ap-
proves. However, the latter view produced the 
former one. Anderson does not seem to see the 
inconsistency in his position. He insists “that 
sexual liberty and religious liberty need not 
be in tension” and that most Americans don’t 
wish them to be. But on what basis could such 
an amicable arrangement be reached, so that 
one side can have traditional marriage and the 
other its sexual freedom? The only grounds 
are libertarian. On such grounds, Anderson’s 
natural law argument would then turn out to 
be nothing more than a personal preference—
one among many. This sinks his whole case. 
Also, to propose such an accommodation not 
only mistakes the homosexual movement’s ul-
timate objective, but leads others to mistake it, 
as well. There is no accommodation possible 
because of what is at risk for the other side 
if not everyone is forced into conformity with 
its views—that is what the ideological recon-
stitution of reality requires. 

Along these same libertarian lines, Ander-
son claims that “[Americans] should not use 
the force of government to impose their sex-
ual values on others.” Again, this sounds ap-
pealing. However, this is one of the most im-
portant things that government ineluctably 
does do—even if it does not, and prudentially 
should not, make everything that is immoral 
illegal. It is never a matter of if the govern-
ment will impose a set of sexual values, but 
rather a matter of which values are imposed. 
For Anderson to suggest otherwise is simply 
unrealistic as well as anti-Aristotelian in his 
otherwise pro-Aristotelian argument. Politi-
cal life cannot concomitantly aim at sexual 
freedom and traditional marriage because 
the two are inimical to each other. (The his-
tory of the sexual revolution during the past 
50 years stands as testimony.) 

That American political life was to be 
directed at the moral good of marriage was 
clear from American Founders like James 
Wilson and from Supreme Court decisions 
like Murphy v. Ramsey (1885) and Reynolds 
v. United States (1878), which made this goal 
explicit when ruling against polygamy. Mur-
phy stated,

For certainly no legislation can be sup-
posed more wholesome and necessary 
in the founding of a free, self-govern-

here in terms of building a movement that 
can ultimately prevail. Most importantly, he 
calls for “restoring a sound understanding of 
human nature and the laws of nature” and 
offers an analogy to the pro-life movement’s 
decades-long, and increasingly successful, ef-
fort to restore sound teachings.

Now for the troubling omission. 
In the introduction, Anderson de-
clares, “Nor will I be discussing the 

morality of same-sex sexual relationships.” 
When discussing anything this important, 
why exclude whether it is right or wrong? He 
never says—nor did he say in the book he 
co-authored with Robert George and Sherif 
Girgis, What Is Marriage? Man and Woman: 
A Defense (2012), in which the morality is-
sue was likewise “bracketed” as extraneous 
to the defense of conjugal marriage. How can 
one challenge the supposed right to love any-
one you choose, in whatever way you choose, 
without addressing whether this is right or 
wrong? In fact, Anderson never contests this 
right, and therein lies the problem.

This omission is troubling because one 
cannot say what marriage is without say-
ing what it is not by nature. The rightness 
of marriage cannot be understood without 
a concomitant understanding of why ho-
mosexual relations are wrong. To omit con-
sideration of the latter endangers the for-
mer—because it is precisely by excluding the 
wrong, the unnaturalness (and grave health 
risks) of sodomy from the marriage debate 
that proponents of homosexual “marriage” 
have managed to convince so many that it is 
harmless. Unless Anderson and the main-
stream marriage movement are willing to 
say what, precisely, is inherently disordered 
about homosexual acts, they’d better get 
used to losing the argument—because they 
won’t even be in it. If this question is not ad-
dressed, the case is forfeited. 

Although he argues consistently for the 
good of traditional marriage, and for it as 
a public good, Anderson also occasionally 
weakens his stance by seemingly offhand re-
marks that undermine his otherwise sound 
case. By seeming to be tolerant of sexual free-
dom, he might think that he can persuade 
those who would not otherwise listen to his 
arguments. Thus, he states, “People like me 
argued that government can recognize the 
truth about marriage and leave people free to 
live and love as they choose” (emphasis in the 
original). This sounds superficially appealing 
but is actually naïve. The aim of the homo-
sexual movement was never simply freedom 

“to live and love as they choose”; it was public 
approval of their choice. The legitimation of 
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ing commonwealth…than that which 
seeks to establish it on the basis of the 
idea of the family, as consisting in and 
springing from the union for life of one 
man and one woman in the holy estate 
of matrimony; the sure foundation of 
all that is stable and noble in our civi-
lization; the best guarantee of that 
reverent morality which is the source 
of all beneficent progress in social and 
political improvement.

This certainly represented an imposition of 
sexual values. And the Obergefell decision 
represents the imposition of the inversion of 
those values. You can have it one way or the 
other, but not both. 

The pro-family movement’s current 
fallback defense (discussed in chapter 
5 of Truth Overruled) of using religious 

freedom to thwart further incursions by the 
homosexual movement is easily seen for what 
it is—the desperate rearguard action of a re-
treating army. Hadley Arkes has shown its 
weakness:

Against that deep claim of moral wrong-
ness, RFRA’s [Religious Freedom Resto-
ration Act’s] backers would raise a claim 
to be exempted from the law, not by of-
fering reasons to show what is wrong 
with the law’s reasoning and substance, 
but by invoking “beliefs” that do not 
claim to be valid for anyone who doesn’t 
share them. Those beliefs must be re-
spected solely because they are “sincerely” 
held as “religious”—and the law may not 
inquire into what makes them “religious.”

The hollowness of this position was also ex-
posed by James Yates, who got a same-sex 
marriage license in Kentucky on September 4, 
2015, after having been denied five times pre-
viously by Rowan County Clerk Kim Davis. 
He said, “Civil rights are civil rights and they 
are not subject to belief.” What is Anderson’s 

answer to this? The new civil right to same-sex 
“marriage” will easily trump religious freedom 
unless it is shown that what it is a civil right to 
is wrong in itself. As Abraham Lincoln said, 
one “cannot logically say that anybody has a 
right to do wrong.” Since Anderson and the 
mainstream pro-marriage movement are still 
unwilling to echo Lincoln they will lose on 
the religious freedom issue, as well. One can 
see this coming as clearly as one could see the 
Obergefell decision coming. 

Perhaps the best way to understand the 
shortcomings of this approach is to transpose 
it to the slavery debate, which was not so much 
over the moral blessings of freedom, as over 
the wrongfulness—the immorality—of slavery. 
One can only imagine the contortions Lincoln 
would have had to go through if he had re-
stricted himself to the beauties of freedom and 
eschewed the evils of slavery. “If slavery is right,” 
said Lincoln correctly, “all words, acts, laws, 
and constitutions against it, are themselves 
wrong, and should be silenced, and swept away.” 
He did not say, I’m for freedom, but I won’t be 
discussing the morality of slavery. To the con-
trary, as Angelo Codevilla has written,

Lincoln, following John Quincy Adams, 
pointed again and again to the slave-
holders’ efforts to silence debate about 
slavery’s moral and political effects 
as evidence of the slaveholders’ threat 
to the freedom of whites as well as of 
blacks.… Lincoln brushed away the 
euphemisms and legal constructs in de-
scribing the slave trade’s merchandising 
of human beings.

Lincoln’s stress on the evils of slavery was 
meant not to denigrate the slaveholder but to 
denigrate slaveholding and to insist that all 
who countenance or participate in slavehold-
ing tend to be morally corrupted by it.

Unfortunately, the pro-natural family move-
ment largely forswore this sort of appeal to the 
conscience of the American people. Ironically, 
this complied with the strategy of the homo-

sexual movement, spelled out in the 1989 book 
by Marshall Kirk and Hunter Madsen, After 
the Ball: How America Will Conquer Its Fear 
and Hatred of Gays in the ’90s, of moving the 
focus off what active homosexuals actually do 
to the status of homosexuals as “victims.” It 
worked. The pro-natural family movement si-
lenced itself. If your opponents can control the 
way you are allowed to talk about them, you 
have already lost. This silence allowed homo-
sexual activists and their allies to move onto 
libertarian ground, pretending that all sexual 
acts are forms of love. By failing to confront 
this lie, the mainstream of the pro-natural fam-
ily movement discredited itself.

Now the current retreat to the 
position of defending religious free-
dom means that the issue of the re-

spectability of the homosexual “lifestyle” has 
most likely been abandoned for good. This is, 
and was, a terrible substantive and strategic er-
ror. If homosexual acts are not shameful, then 
disallowing them as the basis of marriage has 
to be bigotry. There is no getting around that. 
To contend otherwise one must show, as the 
late Harry V. Jaffa wrote, that “sodomy is to 
be condemned because the rational ground of 
all morality is nature, and sodomy is against 
nature.” If this is so, then it cannot be the ba-
sis of marriage. 

Ryan Anderson knows all this, or he 
wouldn’t have invoked natural law, but he 
hews to a rhetorical strategy that keeps him 
from saying it. At the very end of the book, 
he states that “we should seek to soften their 
[committed same-sex marriage advocates’] 
resolve to eliminate us from polite society.” 
What, proceeding from their premises, might 
lead them to do that is by no means clear. It is 
clear, however, that our civilization is slipping 
out from under us, and that to prevent its de-
mise we need to tell the whole truth.

Robert R. Reilly is the author of Making Gay 
Okay: How Rationalizing Homosexual Be-
havior Is Changing Everything (Ignatius Press).
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Book Review by Carol Iannone

What Women Want
Feminism Unfinished: A Short, Surprising History of American Women’s Movements, by Dorothy Sue Cobble, Linda Gordon, and Astrid Henry. 

W.W. Norton & Company, 265 pages, $25.95

According to the standard femi-
nist narrative, victimization by men 
has defined women’s lives throughout 

history. Before feminism emerged to fight 
this oppression, even privileged women in the 
modern West, the core feminist constituency, 
endured not just ordinary unhappiness but 
disadvantage and discrimination. The struc-
tures that supposedly diminished women had 
everything to do with deliberate, systemic in-
justice and exclusion, and were unrelated to 
men and women’s age-old efforts to find love, 
raise families, and build lives of purpose and 
dignity. Those women who took pride and 
satisfaction in making a home and caring for 
their children were benighted victims of pa-
triarchy and false consciousness. 

In this reading, America is exceptional 
only as a bastion of male supremacy, an abyss 
of deprivation and denial, where any advance 
was wrested from a power structure created to 
subjugate women. That women in the United 
States have enjoyed circumstances among the 
most favorable in human history counts for 
nothing. Neither does the fact that America’s 
political and cultural order formed the basis 
upon which political and civil rights for wom-

en could be realized. Advances in technology, 
increased prosperity, greater safety in child-
birth, and a vast reduction in infant mortality 
all benefited women enormously—and are all 
dismissed by feminists as epiphenomena. 

In demanding “fuller, more satisfying 
lives” for women, Feminism Unfinished: A 
Short, Surprising History of American Women’s 
Movements assumes the truth of this narrative. 
That is, the great adventure of civilization is 
largely separate from the history of women, 
whom feminism comprehends as a “minority” 
united by aggrievement. As promised by their 
subtitle, however, co-authors Dorothy Sue 
Cobble, Linda Gordon, and Astrid Henry 
also make some surprising revisions of their 
own, ones that challenge feminist “myths.” 

To begin with, they broaden femi-
nism’s scope, thereby reducing the fo-
cus on privileged career women. This 

change requires discarding the framework of 
feminism’s stages: the first culminating in the 
19th Amendment in 1920; the second bound 
up with the counterculture of the 1960s and 
’70s; and a possible third stage elaborated by 
Generation X and Millennial women. Instead, 

they place feminism in the context of modern 
leftist politics. “Feminism was integral to larg-
er progressive changes, with the result that it 
has sometimes blended so entirely into larger 
movements that historians have not noticed 
it.” These causes include the socialist-inspired 
labor and reform movements that began early 
in the 20th century, the New Deal and Great 
Society, the sexual revolution and the move-
ment opposing the Vietnam war, and such re-
cent preoccupations as environmentalism and 
income redistribution 

It follows, the book argues, that feminism’s 
concerns are more encompassing than usu-
ally thought. They include poor and minor-
ity women, children, and even men, especially 
those part of some demographic minority. 
When the authors dispute yet another “myth,” 
that “the achievements of individual women 
are advances for women in general,” they 
make clear that the real “feminist agenda” is 
collective and egalitarian. Feminism is “about 
changing the social conditions for all women,” 
not merely “individual women’s choices.”

As Harvard’s Harvey Mansfield has point-
ed out, progressives’ goals are open-ended. 
They never actually explain what sufficient 
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equality means in theory or requires in prac-
tice, short of outright socially engineered 
outcomes. Feminism Unfinished sounds trium-
phant—“The women’s movement we trace in 
this book has transformed the world we all 
live in, transformed it utterly”—and yet the 
work is “unfinished.” Its continuation requires 
addressing “America’s widening economic in-
equality” and the plight of women in poorer 
countries. 

In the book’s chapters not written 
collectively, Dorothy Sue Cobble, a labor 
historian, argues that women active in the 

labor movement were actually “social justice 
feminists,” who “sought women’s rights as 
part of a broad agenda concerned with eco-
nomic fairness and civil rights.” According to 
historian Linda Gordon, second-stage femi-
nism “emphasized sexual and reproductive 
freedom, economic opportunity and challeng-
ing gender altogether” in a “new gender order.” 
Finally, women’s studies scholar Astrid Henry 
examines the recent complications born of 
earlier progress, “the feminism developed by 
generations who grew up taking for granted 
the opportunities newly opened for women.” 

Cobble’s discussion of the conflict over 
competing understandings of women’s rights 
is especially interesting. To illuminate the di-
vision between “social justice feminists” and 

“equal rights feminists” she examines the Equal 
Rights Amendment (ERA), first proposed in 
1923 by the National Women’s Party (NWP). 
It stated: “Equality of rights under the law 
shall not be denied or abridged by the United 
States or by any State on account of sex.” 

The NWP sought a strictly “gender-blind” 
Constitution: men and women would have 
equal, identical legal and political rights, ex-
tending to laws governing workforce partici-
pation, marriage, divorce, and child custody. 
Social justice feminists, whose adherents 
eventually included Eleanor Roosevelt, op-
posed this approach, believing that women 
needed special legal protections, especially in 
the workplace and most urgently in low-wage 
service, industrial, and agricultural jobs. 

In 1948 NWP representatives and so-
cial justice feminists made their cases before 
House Judiciary Committee hearings. New 
York Republican congresswoman and ERA 
supporter Katharine St. George declared that 
women “want to be free to work as equals ask-
ing for no special privileges.” Frieda Miller, 
economist, labor activist, and former head of 
the United States Women’s Bureau (created 
in 1920), insisted to the contrary that “‘iden-
tity of treatment’ is not the same as equal-
ity.” In Cobble’s summary, “Sometimes it was 
necessary to treat men and women differently 

in order to advance women’s equality.” (It’s 
worth observing that many of these feminists, 
in both camps, were amazingly well educated 
in an era when university doors were, suppos-
edly, closed to the female sex.)

By the 1970s the era had been passed 
by the House and Senate and ratified 
by a majority of the states but short of 

the three fourths required for adoption. Most 
feminists had come to support it, but the two 
sides were still discernable. One social justice 
feminist declared, “Anyone who tries to re-
peal women’s protective legislation is doing 
the bosses’ work,” while feminist leader Betty 
Friedan joined the NWP in testifying for 
it. Ultimately, Phyllis Schlafly and a nation-
wide network of anti-feminists sunk the ERA. 
They opposed a constitutionally and legally 
enforced equality of the sexes as detrimental 
to women, but in a different, broader sense 
than the social justice feminists preoccupied 
with workplace and labor issues. Proclaiming 
a thoroughly traditional view of women’s role 
in society, Schlafly’s legions thwarted what 
had looked like the ERA’s inevitable ratifica-
tion and adoption into the Constitution. 

That defeat, however, came nearly two 
decades after a feminist victory. Follow-
ing a great deal of lobbying and maneuver-
ing, Congress passed the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act, outlawing discrimination on the basis 
of race, ethnicity, national origin, religion…
and sex. Policy consequences aside, the law’s 
political message was that the circumstances 
and history of women in America were more 
like than unlike those of blacks. The mission 
necessitated by the posited history of brutal 
oppression was to build a future beyond sex-
ism, one where the detail of being a man or a 
woman would affect the course of one’s life as 
trivially as would the detail of being left- or 
right-handed. It’s odd to have to say it, but the 
female sex is not just another interest group 
demanding redress, a truth continually ne-
gated by the country’s perpetual apologies for 
women’s “under-representation” in the ranks 
of firefighters, warriors, scientists, engineers, 
mathematical geniuses, heart surgeons, and 
CEOs.

Cobble’s argument has an interesting par-
allel, one she might not welcome. In Who 
Stole Feminism (1994), Christina Hoff Som-
mers distinguishes between “equity feminists,” 
who want status and rights equal to men’s, 
and “gender feminists,” who seek a broader 
remaking of society, emphasizing group iden-
tity, challenging “androcentric” institutions, 
and resisting the infringements of a patriar-
chal culture. In contrast to Feminism Unfin-
ished, Sommers connects equity feminism to 

classical liberalism, not the progressive Left. 
It is true, after all, that the equal rights femi-
nists enjoyed the support of business interests, 
and the GOP platform endorsed the ERA in 
1940, four years before the Democrats did. 
For Sommers, equity feminism was grounded 

“on Enlightenment principles of individual 
justice.” The newer cohort of gender feminists, 
on the other hand, “have little faith in the 
Enlightenment principles that influenced the 
founders of America’s political order and that 
inspired the great classical feminists to wage 
their fight for women’s rights.” Instead, they 
demand collective, egalitarian solutions.

But it may not be that simple. the 
two types of feminism agree more 
than disagree, cooperate more than 

compete. Both are premised to one degree 
or another on the feminist narrative: there 
was something vastly wrong in the culture’s 
treatment of women prior to feminist agita-
tion. No previous arrangement can be justi-
fied as appropriate or reasonable for the time 
and circumstances, capable of correction and 
adaptation to new situations and changes in 
society. Rather, all were unfair—either delib-
erately and systematically, or because of men’s 
complacent indifference to woman’s plight. In 
short, what once seemed acceptable to a ma-
jority of women was suddenly seen as uncon-
scionable deprivation.

The feminist denunciation of the American 
Founding for denying women political rights, 
for example, removes women from the context 
of civilization and culture, seeing them solely 
as rights-bearing neuters. There was a cultur-
al basis to the founding, however, and wom-
en’s historic connection to family, children, 
and home was one of its central components. 
The complementarity of men and women, un-
derstood in the 18th century much as it had 
been throughout history, formed the basis 
on which republicanism was established and 
equality was made more widely applicable. 
Representative self-government does not arise 
where women are truly subjugated.

This problem with the feminist framework 
becomes clearer in its treatment of more re-
cent events. Cobble deplores the “postwar 
conservative backlash” in which “certain ide-
als of womanhood kept women tethered to 
the home and created unachievable and un-
desirable expectations for them as mothers 
and wives,” but admits that most feminists 
of this era accepted gender differences. “Un-
like 1970s feminists, [social justice feminists] 
did not view gender as a social construct,” 
she writes. “For the postwar feminists, sex 
differences were real, in part biological and 
unchangeable, and perhaps even desirable.” 



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2015/16
Page 30

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

“Heterosexual family roles,” as Cobble calls 
them, “remained central to most women’s 
identity and were the source of some of wom-
en’s greatest pleasures.” 

Similarly, Gordon declares that some of 
the greatest obstacles to women’s advance 
were…women, those who were “unconscious 
of their own oppression and limited opportu-
nities,” not realizing the extent of their sub-
ordination. Thus the need for “consciousness 
raising,” in which feminists gathered in small 
groups to become more aware of “the hidden 
injuries of gender,” of their oppression, ne-
glect, and mistreatment at the hands of men. 

“Bitch sisters bitch” became the war cry as 
women unleashed decades, if not centuries, 
of repressed anger. (One of the main places 
feminists witnessed beastly male behavior, as 
Gordon notes, was from their male New Left 
comrades. One thinks of the anti-war orga-
nizer who slaps around Forrest Gump's be-
loved Jenny until Forrest clocks him.)

That a liberation movement’s first 
order of business was to convince its 
putative constituents that they were 

miserable without knowing it might have oc-
casioned a stern reexamination of its central 
thesis. Instead, feminist cultural theory held 
that “structural sexism” matched structural 
racism. “[D]iscrimination against women did 
not necessarily arise from sexist or misogy-
nist attitudes but from structures,” Gordon 
explains, from “the most basic organization 
and institutions of the economy, society, and 
culture.” Happily, all that had been marred by 
cruel, archaic structures could be redeemed 
by kinder, gentler, more open arrangements. 
Stipulating that there was no human nature, 
just culture all the way down, “gender theory” 
challenged “practices once believed to be nat-
ural.” Roles could be unlearned since cultur-
ally constructed.

This later iteration of feminism launched 
an attack on many of society’s basic institu-
tions, interpreting marriage, in particular, in 
terms of cold economic calculation that re-

vealed it to be an instrument of oppression. 
Wives were “servants and maids” who “pro-
vided sex and housekeeping services.” What 
had been thought to be a cooperative partner-
ship now stood revealed as an exploitative ar-
rangement where men derived benefits from 
women’s subordination. The personal became 
political. Marital sex was a form of rape, re-
sisting it a form of revolution. Gordon claims 
that “women’s liberation’s rejection of the al-
leged naturalness of heterosexual marriage 
and ‘missionary position’ sex…opened up the 
common imagination to accept nonstandard 
sexual acts and romantic relationships.”

With such ideas, feminists began to dis-
mantle those very cultural aspects of feminin-
ity that had made up the larger, pre-political 
fabric of a successful society and self-govern-
ing polity. “Young feminists concluded that 
women could function well and happily with-
out marriage,” Gordon remarks, since they 
came to believe “that women friends might be 
at least as important a source of support and 
contentment as a husband, that loving sexu-
al partnerships need not be legalized by the 
state or the church.”

Oddly enough, with all this at-
tack on marriage, the authors insist 
that “respect for women’s work in 

the home” has been one of the major goals 
of feminism. Whether this is meant to be 
one of the book’s “surprises” is not clear, but 
it certainly comes as one to those who recall 
Friedan lamenting housewives’ stunted, zom-
bie-like existence in postwar suburbia, or fem-
inism’s relentless mockery of the “dogwork” 
that goes into housekeeping. Gordon admits 
that the thrust of feminism at this point was 
to push women into the workplace, and to 
demand government-sponsored childcare to 
facilitate that shift. But she also notes how 

“many poor lone mothers wanted to be able to 
care for young children themselves as pros-
perous mothers could.” (Indeed, many poor 
women must have wondered what the pros-
perous zombie housewives were complaining 

about.) Some feminists joined the efforts of 
such organizations as the National Welfare 
Rights Organization and Mothers for Ad-
equate Welfare to help make this possible, “to 
make the point that domestic labor was an 
honorable vocation.”

Nowadays, Gordon asserts, most mothers 
have to work out of sheer economic neces-
sity. The authors deplore “praise for mothers 
who choose to leave employment, even as the 
vast majority of mothers cannot afford to do 
that.” The postwar model of the ’50s, ’60s, 
and early ’70s, however, where more women 
than ever before or since were full-time wives 
and mothers, produced widespread equal-
ity among women. A broad range of women, 
from working class to upper class, shared its 
benefits, since supporting women in a do-
mestic role was a social priority before femi-
nism helped destroy it. Day in and out, whole 
working-class neighborhoods were full of the 
wives of machinists, plumbers, cops, firemen, 
salesmen, clerks, accountants, storekeepers, 
and realtors. For many baby boomers, coming 
home from school to mom is among the hap-
piest memories of their lives.

It turns out that the women most enhanced 
by feminism are the privileged, educated career 
women that Feminism Unfinished sought to 
remove as the centerpiece of feminist success, 
women who knew enough not to dispense with 
marriage. Meanwhile the poorer and minority 
women, whom it wants to enlist in the feminist 
project, find forming a stable family life within 
marriage increasingly difficult. They make up 
the cohort of single mothers struggling to raise 
children alone through low-wage employment, 
government support, or some precarious com-
bination of the two. In liberating women from 
men, feminism has also liberated men from 
women, reducing their family role and respon-
sibilities, to the detriment of men, women, and 
especially children.

Carol Iannone is editor-at-large of Academic 
Questions and writes on literature, education, 
and culture.
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Book Review by Jeremy Carl

The Church of Environmentalism
The New Holy Wars: Economic Religion vs. Environmental Religion in Contemporary America, by Robert H. Nelson.

Pennsylvania State University Press, 416 pages, $25.95 (paper)

This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate, by Naomi Klein. 
Simon & Schuster, 576 pages, $30 (cloth), $16.99 (paper)

The Moral Case for Fossil Fuels, by Alex Epstein. 
Portfolio, 256 pages, $27.95

The Age of Global Warming: A History, by Rupert Darwall. 
Quartet Books, 448 pages, $45 (cloth), $35 (paper)

Julian simon, the economist who was 
legendarily skeptical about environmental 
doom, once posed a question at an envi-

ronmental forum: “How many people here 
believe that the earth is increasingly polluted 
and that our natural resources are being ex-
hausted?” Almost every hand shot up. He 
then said, “Is there any evidence that could 
dissuade you?” There was no response, so he 
asked again, “Is there any evidence I could 
give you—anything at all—that would lead 
you to reconsider these assumptions?” Again, 
no response. Simon concluded, “Well, excuse 
me. I’m not dressed for church.”

This story gets at the crux of today’s en-
vironmental disputes. Karl Popper argued 
that a scientific assertion’s defining feature is 
that it can be falsified empirically. Thus, the 

religious fervor animating the environmental 
movement—and especially its most sacred 
cause, to halt and reverse global warming—
must be considered apart from the research 
of environmental scientists, especially since 
many scientists also worship at the temple. 

Four recent books elucidate this phenom-
enon. The New Holy Wars: Economic Religion 
vs. Environmental Religion in Contemporary 
America, by Robert Nelson, frames the de-
bate in terms of environmentalism and “econ-
omism” as competing theologies. Two other 
offerings—Naomi Klein's This Changes Ev-
erything: Capitalism vs. the Climate and Alex 
Epstein's The Moral Case for Fossil Fuels—
consider the climate debate in moral terms, 
though from opposed ideological perspec-
tives. A rigorous yet more detached assess-

ment comes from Rupert Darwall in The Age 
of Global Warming.

In contrast to klein, whose book ex-
emplifies the environmentalist creed, the 
other authors critically examine environ-

mentalism’s first principles. Philosophers and 
policy scholars, in works like Alston Chase’s In 
a Dark Wood (1995) and Wallace Kaufman’s 
No Turning Back: Dismantling the Fantasies of 
Environmental Thinking (1995), have criticized 
environmental romanticism. Both Chase and 
Kaufman were environmentalists who ulti-
mately rejected that movement’s anti-human-
ism and romantic, unscientific view of nature. 

We can, with some justice, treat This 
Changes Everything as a fervent but represen-
tative profession of the faith. In this moral-
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istic book, Naomi Klein treats her political 
opponents as enemies of humanity. One vil-
lain is Francis Bacon, widely recognized as 
the founder of the scientific method. Klein 
presents Bacon as a repressed pervert whose 
scientific writings on exploring nature were 
merely sexually frustrated metaphors for rap-
ing it. She draws a straight line from Bacon 
to the Industrial Revolution, and then to the 
global environment’s destruction. 

Since bursting into public consciousness 
in 1992 with the Rio Earth Summit, the cli-
mate change movement has never been strictly 
about science as such, but morality. Radicals of 
all kinds, from Communists to Islamists, have 
disdained democratic capitalism for providing 
mere affluence not the transcendent meaning 
they demand. To compensate, radical move-
ments offer recruits the chance to vent their 
discontents by using words and deeds, includ-
ing violent ones. Klein’s work and surprising 
alliances show that environmentalism and the 
activist climate movement are powerful adver-
saries against democratic capitalism.

This changes everything received 
glowing reviews in all the Left places, 
and spent several weeks on the New 

York Times bestseller list. Yet Klein’s glib sure-
ties should be shocking to anyone seriously 
familiar with climate science or policy. That 
she has found such a broad and sympathetic 
audience in elite media shows how irrespon-
sible they have become in covering this com-
plex issue. Klein, the author of two previous 
bestselling critiques of capitalism, No Logo 
(2000) and The Shock Doctrine (2007), has a 
sizable following. She acknowledges that cli-
mate change is an attractive issue because it 
of its potential to be exploited for the sake of 
fundamental social reorganization.

“Clearly, what gets declared a crisis is an 
expression of power and priorities as much 
as hard facts,” Klein states early in the book; 
good advice, but also applicable to her own 
work. Even if one takes a sympathetic view 
of claims about the climate’s role in various 
natural disasters, it’s hard to support the as-
sertion that climate change is a major cause of 
recent catastrophes, especially in comparison 
to other afflictions (war, famine, terrorism, 
Kardashians, etc.) that we face today. So the 
fact that it has been declared a crisis does rep-
resent power and priorities. But whose?

In fact, climate change has been designated 
a crisis by the very elites whom Klein loathes. 
A poll of the attendees of this year’s World 
Economic Forum at Davos identified climate 
change as the greatest challenge facing the 
world, even as 1,700 arrived there on private 
jets. It also plays an outsized role in the agen-
das of President Obama and California Gov-

ernor Jerry Brown, despite climate change’s 
very low rank among voter concerns, even in 
crunchy California.

Klein repeatedly makes logically 
and empirically dubious claims with 
strident self-assurance. She dismisses 

those who suggest that getting wealthier is an 
important aspect of a climate mitigation strat-
egy, “as if having a few more dollars will make 
much difference when your city is underwater.” 
More than one fourth of Holland is below sea 
level; yet the nation thrives because economic 
development has allowed it to hold back the 
North Sea. Klein also features senior govern-
ment officials from developing countries who 
demand that developed countries pay “climate 
debts” to them, and who describe climate 
change as an “opportunity,” thereby confirm-
ing the fears of many that international cli-
mate negotiations are a shakedown racket.

In many cases, her tactics seem baldly 
dishonest. She peddles assertions that are at 
best contested and at worst debunked, load-
ing them up with several pages of overheated 
rhetoric, only to drop in a small footnote sug-
gesting some disagreement or doubt among 
the experts. For example, her attack on hy-
draulic fracturing—“fracking”—relies sub-
stantially on discredited research, and is so 
full of apologies and hedges that one almost 
could believe the argument embarrasses her. 
Almost. Similarly, This Changes Everything 
does not discuss the inconvenient truth that 
global temperatures have risen more slowly 
over the past 18 years than all but the most 
sanguine climate models had predicted. 

For Klein, “indigenous communities” are 
always heroic, corporations always rapacious. 
She seems blissfully unaware of the destruc-
tion of resources by many indigenous peoples, 
from prehistoric times to timber sales in 
modern Alaska, or even the mass extinction 
of most of the North American megafauna 
caused by ancestors of the indigenous com-
munities that she celebrates.

Likewise, she highlights so-called “sacrifice 
zones,” allegedly nefarious schemes of “extrac-
tivism” inflicted on places that “don’t count and 
therefore can be poisoned, drained, or other-
wise destroyed.” The reality is that there must 
be trade-offs for all resources we use: the cre-
ation of any physical object, from a house to 
an iPhone to Ms. Klein’s book, requires some 
alteration of the environment. Rather than 
insist on economic growth that leaves nothing 
disturbed, grown-ups ask how much alteration 
of our natural environment is desirable, at what 
prices, in which places, and for what purposes. 

Klein’s diagnosis is no more radical than 
her prescriptions, which include a guaranteed 
annual income for everyone and government-

mandated rationing of energy-intensive, long-
haul transport. When discussing complex 
issues such as public transit she claims, “we 
need to be lowering prices and expanding ser-
vices—regardless of the costs.” She appears 
unaware of the politicized decision-making, 
featherbedded union salaries, and other prob-
lems that make public transit so spectacu-
larly inefficient that it has made little dent in 
overall transport preferences globally, despite 
soaring public subsidies.

In a way, her candor is refreshing. She ad-
mits that “when climate change deniers claim 
that global warming is a plot to redistribute 
wealth it’s not (only) because they are para-
noid. It’s because they are paying attention.” 
She quotes Heartland Institute president Jo-
seph Bast saying, correctly, “For the left, ‘Cli-
mate change is the perfect thing…. It’s the 
reason why we should do everything [the left] 
wanted to do anyway.’”

In contrast to klein’s dogmatism, 
Robert Nelson’s The New Holy Wars takes 
a measured, philosophical approach to the 

environment and the economy. A professor 
of public policy at the University of Mary-
land, Nelson devotes a significant portion of 
his book to “religious” aspects of economic 
thought. Religious thought masquerading as 
empirical inquiry, he notes, is far from the ex-
clusive province of environmentalists. 

Yet his discussion of environmentalism 
offers the deepest insights. In Nelson’s view, 
today’s environmentalist religion is rooted 
in “Calvinism minus God.” He discusses the 
founding environmentalists, from John Muir 
to Rachel Carson, who were brought up in 
the Calvinist tradition, and skewers today’s 
climate fundamentalists for rejecting techni-
cal solutions in favor of Manichean moral ar-
guments. “In environmental religion, global 
warming is a sin against God, not an issue to 
be resolved by economic calculations of possi-
ble future benefits and costs to human beings.”

The New Holy Wars offers a broad, non-
polemical critique of the environmental move-
ment, uncovering the shaky intellectual foun-
dations of its ideology and science. Nelson 
explores fundamental weaknesses in key con-
cepts, e.g., what he calls “environmental cre-
ationism,” documenting the conflicts between 
unsentimental Darwinism and conservation 
biologists’ desire to save species at almost any 
cost. Such confusions are not simply tangen-
tial but have colored the entire history of pro-
tecting national parks, forests, and wilderness 
areas in the U.S.

In left-leaning communities and companies, 
Nelson argues, “environmental indulgences” to 
emit carbon resemble the papal indulgences 
that once absolved sinners. He calmly dissects 
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calls for action on climate change are little 
more than personal preferences on stilts. 
Nelson offers a devastating critique of envi-
ronmental colonialism, such as excluding Af-
ricans from portions of their continent that 
they once inhabited but that activists from 
Europe and America are now determined to 
keep “wild” and “natural.” 

Less evenhanded than the new holy 
Wars, The Age of Global Warming by Ru-
pert Darwall, a CRB contributor, is un-

doubtedly a work of advocacy, but it delivers its 
message with skill and restraint. It struggles at 
times with being two books in one: a decon-
struction of the religious ideology around cli-
mate change; and a highly detailed examina-
tion of global climate policy and policymaking. 
The Age of Global Warming begins with an eru-

dite account of environmental panic’s history, 
explaining how we got from Stanley Jevons—a 
great economist who nonetheless incorrectly 
predicted the collapse of British coal reserves 
in the 19th century—to Paul Ehrlich, the Club 
of Rome, and the first United Nations environ-
ment conference in Stockholm. Along the way, 
Darwall skewers the doomsayers’ many failed 
predictions of environmental catastrophe.

The second, more forbidding part of the 
book explains how the climate-industrial com-
plex has sacrificed truth at the altar of ortho-
doxy. At times The Age of Global Warming feels 
prosecutorial, often but not always persuasive-
ly. For example, Darwall stresses that wind 
turbines kill many birds, which is true but not 
dispositive, since the number of birds killed 
by modern wind farms is tiny relative to bird 
deaths from other causes and would be even if 
we relied far more heavily on wind energy. 

Unlike Klein, Darwall treats both Fran-
cis Bacon and Karl Popper as heroes, noting 
that Popper credited Bacon with being “the 
spiritual father of modern science and the 
creator of the industrial and scientific revolu-
tions.” He traces the science around carbon 
dioxide and climate to its antecedents in the 
19th century, while also tracing environmen-
talism to German romanticism of the same 
era. The Nazis, inspired by romantic German 
nationalism, were among the earliest modern 
environmentalists, pursuing laws and policies 
on organic farming, sustainable forestry, and 
air pollution that were far ahead of their time. 
The point is not that today’s environmentalists 
are neo-Nazis, but that today’s environmental 
movement is based in a romanticism firmly 
and sometimes fanatically opposed to reason. 

Darwall provides a welcome history les-
son, discussing, for example, economist E.F. 
Schumacher’s effect on President Jimmy Car-
ter’s famous “malaise speech,” a prototype for 
today’s prophecies of environmental decline. 
It was also, in almost all of its points, spectac-
ularly wrong, as future events would demon-
strate. By reprinting some of that speech, with 
its overwrought language and alarmist tone, 
Darwall reminds us that true believers have 
always preached that catastrophe is imminent. 

Alex epstein’s the moral case for 
Fossil Fuels is in many ways the ideo-
logical counterpart to Naomi Klein’s 

book, though told with far more analytical 
rigor and far more moral and intellectual em-
pathy for those not kindly disposed to its the-
sis. While Klein attacks fossil fuels as lethal 
to humanity, Epstein forthrightly embraces 
the morality of their use. The Moral Case for 
Fossil Fuels is a bold, paradigm-challenging 
work that would benefit many clueless college 

the views of mainstream environmental ac-
tivists who denounce farming as “original sin” 
against the land, refer to humanity as a “cancer” 
or “the AIDS of the Earth,” and demand mas-
sive deindustrialization. Most fundamentally, 
he points out the many problems with treat-
ing humans simultaneously as natural and as 
opposed to nature. “To suggest that humans 
should renounce their power over nature is vir-
tually a self-contradiction,” Nelson writes. “[I]
t would be merely a different way of exerting 
power.” It is human nature to act from rules 
and impulses different from those of other 
natural beings. It is, therefore, contradictory to 
talk about “restoring” nature while advocating 
less human manipulation of nature.

If terms like “nature,” “wild,” and “ecosys-
tem” are all too often subjective expressions 
of romanticism, then many of the anguished 

Phone 785-864-4155 • Fax 785-864-4586 • www.kansaspress.ku.edu

University Press of Kansas

Spying Through a Glass Darkly
American Espionage against the Soviet 
Union, 1945–1946
David Alvarez

“The last big piece of missing American intelligence 
history—how the United States confronted aggressive 
Soviet intelligence organizations throughout Europe 
during the critical years between 1945 and the 
founding of the CIA—has been filled in by David 
Alvarez and Eduard Mark. This is an important 
book that should be in every serious library.” 
—Tom Powers, author of Intelligence Wars: 
American Secret History from Hitler to Al-Qaeda

360 pages, Cloth $34.95, Ebook $34.95

New from KANSAS
The Jury in America
Triumph and Decline
Dennis Hale

“Dennis Hale brings the broad vision of a gifted 
political theorist to assess the significance of the 
jury in American life, both its past centrality and its 
more recent marginalization. This important book 
provides an acute, detailed, and balanced judgment 
on all the central issues.”—Robert P. Burns, author 
of A Theory of the Trial and The Death of the 
American Trial

448 pages, Cloth $39.95, Ebook $39.95

Right-Wing Critics of American 
Conservatism
George Hawley

“For anyone trying to understand how modern  
conservatives have worked to create an intellectually 
legitimate, politically successful movement, this 
book is essential reading.”—David Farber, author 
of The Rise and Fall of Modern American 
Conservatism: A Short History

376 pages, Cloth $34.95, Ebook $34.95

Explicit and Authentic Acts
Amending the U.S. Constitution,  
1776–2015
With a New Afterword 
David E. Kyvig

“Invaluable—not just for American constitutional 
historians but for the study of American history. 
And, if controversies over amending the Constitution 
continue to preoccupy the American people, 
Kyvig’s splendid book should be at the focus of 
such debates.”—Journal of American History
624 pages, Paper $35.00, Ebook $35.00



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2015/16
Page 35

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

sophomores and professors, even though Ep-
stein’s analysis succeeds only to a point, and 
reveals some of his own religious thinking. 

The book owes a great deal to Bjørn Lom-
borg’s The Skeptical Environmentalist (2001), 
though in many ways Epstein’s argument is 
stronger by virtue of being narrower. The Skep-
tical Environmentalist exposed the hypocrisy 
and failed predictions of environmental activ-
ists over many decades, and for the most part 
told a far more optimistic and far more accu-
rate story about the current state of the envi-
ronment. (The hatchet job against it in Scientific 
American was an early indication of the extent 
to which environmental radicalism had cap-
tured American science.) Lomborg did leave 
himself open to critics by ranging over a wide 
variety of fields, leaning heavily on secondary 
literature and, invariably, leaving lines of attack 
open to his critics. By narrowing his focus to 
fossil fuels, Epstein produces a book with fewer 
vulnerabilities than Lomborg’s. 

Some readers will be wary of Epstein’s 
roots in Objectivism, given the quasi-religious 
view of politics and philosophy taken by many 
followers of Ayn Rand. To his credit, Epstein 
states his assumptions up front—most im-
portantly, that human welfare and flourish-
ing should be the standard by which fuels are 
judged. Like Darwall, he mercilessly details 
the environmental catastrophists’ and climate 
modelers’ terrible predictive track record. 

Epstein discusses at length fos-
sil fuels’ enormous benefits for mod-
ern societies: longer human lifespans, 

higher incomes, more leisure time, to name 
a few. The Moral Case for Fossil Fuels stresses 
that humans actually can improve their en-
vironment by resisting the temptation to fet-
ishize nature. (In any case, almost all “natu-
ral” sites are simply gardens of one kind or 
another, reflecting vast human influence.) He 
documents the dramatic decrease of climate-
related deaths over the past century at a time 
of record carbon emissions, pointing out that 
our greater wealth and knowledge allow us 
to avoid disaster. He makes a persuasive case 
that fossil fuels have built a durable civiliza-

tion, highly resistant to extreme heat and cold, 
floods, storms, and other natural phenomena. 
These successes affirm Julian Simon’s maxim 
that the human mind is “the ultimate re-
source.” Abundant resources such as crude oil 
and aluminum, for example, were useless un-
til human ingenuity unlocked their potential. 

While Epstein is candid about according 
human flourishing highest priority, he fails 
to grasp the existence and legitimacy of other 
viewpoints. There are serious people, many of 
them politically conservative and religiously 
devout, who argue that nature and the crea-
tures within it have certain fundamental 
rights to existence, independent of any hu-
man utility they may have. Although he par-
enthetically acknowledges this, Epstein never 
engages this perspective seriously. For him, 
man is the measure of all things. 

Furthermore, while The Moral Case for Fos-
sil Fuels argues that technical and economic 
barriers work against heavy reliance on today’s 
renewable energy, it underestimates the ability 
of these sources to decline in cost and increase 
in utility over time. Having amply covered the 
tremendous innovation in fossil fuel extrac-
tion and utilization technologies over recent 
decades, Epstein should appreciate the possi-
bilities for higher production and lower costs 
from alternative energy. He provocatively calls 
wind and solar energy “parasites that require 
a host,” rather than acknowledging that these 
sources require fossil or other backup sources 
of power, which must be factored into their 
overall costs. Beginning with his book’s title, 
Epstein often conflates oil, coal, and natural 
gas when discussing the benefits of fossil fuels. 
But each of these fuels has distinct merits and 
demerits, which can be fully understood only 
when they’re considered individually. 

What epstein is really doing is 
making the moral case for afford-
able energy, not for fossil fuels. 

That is, countries should be able to lift their 
citizens out of poverty by using the most af-
fordable forms of energy. It does not auto-
matically follow, however, that middle-class 
Americans would suffer irreparable harm 

from modestly higher electricity bills that re-
sult from increased use of renewables, given 
that total energy costs are less than 10% of 
the average household’s budget. Any fair ac-
counting must also consider that renewables 
not only impose costs that exceed fossil fuels’, 
but generally provide distinct benefits: lower 
pollution and in many cases more predict-
able costs, as there is no variable cost for fuel. 
In this way, renewables in America’s energy 
portfolio function like bonds in an investment 
portfolio—lower long-run financial return in 
exchange for short-run price stability. Though 
such arguments are not necessarily correct—
currently we are almost certainly subsidizing 
too much renewable power at uncompetitive 
prices—they are at least plausible and need to 
be treated more seriously if Epstein wants to 
prove his case.

Overall, however, The Moral Case for Fossil 
Fuels performs a great service in challenging 
the unearned intellectual and moral superi-
ority claimed by the opponents of fossil fuels. 
These energy sources have provided enormous 
services to humanity—have indeed been fun-
damental building blocks of civilization—and 
Epstein puts the burden of proof on critics 
who want to abandon them wholesale in favor 
of far less versatile and more expensive sub-
stitutes. His persuasive book will make their 
work very difficult.

The conservative blogger Ace of Spades 
has written, “God, save us from those who 
have no god but who are bursting at the 
seams with religion.” It is long past time for 
conservatives to develop a serious, public 
critique of environmental theology, which 
perverts the science it claims to serve. If en-
vironmentalists wish to play a serious role in 
future policy debates, they will have to focus 
more on empirical findings and less on a holy 
war against real or imagined adversaries. As 
the continued popularity of Klein and her 
kindred shows, environmentalism’s crisis of 
faith is not yet at hand.

Jeremy Carl is a research fellow at the Hoover In-
stitution, where he directs the Shultz-Stephenson 
Task Force on Energy Policy.
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Book Review by James Grant

Helicopter Ben
The Courage to Act: A Memoir of a Crisis and Its Aftermath, by Ben S. Bernanke.

W.W. Norton & Company, 624 pages, $35

History forgets bankers, as a 
rule. “From Who’s Who to Who’s 
that?” quipped Walter Wriston 

concerning his vanishing reputation as the 
retired chairman of what is today Citigroup. 
In the case of Ben S. Bernanke, chairman of 
the Federal Reserve from 2006 to 2014, his-
tory may make an exception. If so, history will 
show her generosity of spirit, for the author 
of this narrative has little use for the past. 
Revolutionary action was rather the theme of 
the Bernanke stewardship—there being no 
other choice, as the former chairman insists 
here. The Courage to Act is his self-exculpating 
memoir. 

Act, he did. On his watch, the federal au-
thorities dropped short-term interest rates 
to zero, materialized trillions of dollars out 
of thin air, bailed out certain giant financial 
institutions (while letting others founder), 
boosted federal guarantees of bank deposits, 
issued a blanket federal guarantee of money-
market mutual fund balances, and became the 
hovering regulatory overseer of vast segments 
of American finance. It’s Bernanke’s conten-

tion—nothing new about it in these pages—
that he did only what he had to do to fend off 
some worse-than-Great Depression. He does 
not rest his case only on events, which were 
certainly scary enough. His case ultimately 
depends on what would have happened in the 
absence of radical action. Like his critics, he 
can only suppose. 

In a touch of becoming modesty, the 
author describes himself not as a scholar 
of the Great Depression (which he is not, 

popular perception to the contrary) but as a 
“buff.” He rather draws his conclusions about 
the events of 1929-33 from Milton Friedman 
and Anna Schwartz, co-authors of A Mon-
etary History of the United States: 1867–1960 
(1963), which contends that the Federal Re-
serve did too little and that too late. The pros 
and cons of Friedman and Schwartz’s inter-
pretation have been grist for many a book. I 
will only add here that Anna Schwartz, when 
asked about the Fed’s unprecedented response 
to the difficulties of 2007-09, dryly remarked 
that Bernanke seemed to know only two fig-

ures, trillion and zero. To this day, few have 
taken the full measure of these extraordinary 
actions. In place of what Adam Smith called 
the invisible hand (and Friedrich Hayek the 
price mechanism) Bernanke et al. imposed 
mandarin rule. It is with us today. 

History, for whom I now presume to speak, 
will see that these efforts, radical though they 
are, had long been in the works. Thus, in 1971, 
the Nixon Administration replaced the gold 
dollar (that is, a dollar that foreign govern-
ments might exchange, at their pleasure, for 
gold at the rate of $35 an ounce) with the pure 
paper dollar. Liberated from the discipline 
of gold convertibility, Congress was freed to 
spend and the Fed to improvise. Thirteen 
years after this monetary démarche, in 1984, 
the Continental Illinois Bank came near to 
failing. Riding to its rescue, the Reagan Ad-
ministration declared that some banks are 
too big to fail. In so doing the Republicans 
established a precedent that made the de 
facto socialization of credit during the Great 
Recession seem a little less shocking than it 
otherwise might have appeared. 
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There was a third formative episode in the 
federalization of American finance. In 1998—
to be exact, on October 15, 1998, shortly after 
3 p.m.—Alan Greenspan’s Fed implemented a 
surprise reduction in the key federal funds rate, 
to 5% from 5¼%. There was nothing wrong 
with the economy. The trouble that led the 
Fed to pull this rabbit out of a hat (as journalist 
Martin Mayer put it) was the crisis surround-
ing Russian debt and the wobbly Long Term 
Capital Management hedge fund. In response 
to the downward adjustment in the funds rate, 
the stock market leapt by 7% over the next 25 
hours. Greenspan’s intervention was a forma-
tive teaching moment. It taught that the gov-
ernment was on the side of the bulls. 

Many years before the coming 
either of the Fed or of federal de-
posit insurance, George Williams, 

the eminent head of Chemical Bank of New 
York, had credited his success to “the fear of 
God.” Under the dual regime of an unfet-
tered central bank and the quasi-socialization 
of risk, the new way forward is “trust in the 
government.” Bernanke’s strong suit is not 
self-awareness. The man who tried to save fi-
nance by socializing it professes to hold “the 
standard economist’s preference for relying on 
market forces where possible.” Whether pos-

terity approves or disapproves of his actions, it 
is unlikely to follow his reasoning. 

A personal prelude introduces Bernanke’s 
financial narrative-cum-apologia. The autobi-
ographical fragment begins with his boyhood 
in Dillon, South Carolina. His father runs a 
drugstore; his mother stays at home. Their 
precocious son wins the state spelling champi-
onship, achieves the state’s highest SAT scores, 
and gains admission to Harvard. He distin-
guishes himself there and in graduate studies 
at MIT. A freshly-minted Ph.D. in economics, 
he joins the faculty of the Stanford Graduate 
School of Business where he finds he is “good 
at explaining things.” 

He still is. His descriptions of monetary 
economics and corporate finance are clear and 
accessible, whether or not you agree with him. 
He gives you plenty of dates so you can track 
the course of these ghastly events. His work-
manlike prose is nothing like the writing that 
fills the academic economics journals (I mean 
this in a friendly way). 

Presently, the economist—by now a Prince-
ton professor—joins the Federal Reserve Board, 
which he uses as a bully pulpit. In speeches to 
public audiences, he asserts that too little infla-
tion is just as harmful as too much. He vows 
that the Federal Reserve will never again pre-
side over a general collapse in prices and busi-

ness activity but will rather create enough dol-
lar bills to beat back any deflationary tide. In 
arguing the latter proposition, Bernanke in-
vokes the imagery of a central bank dropping 
currency out of helicopter doors. His advisors 
warn him against this inflammatory metaphor, 
which Milton Friedman coined. Ignoring them, 
Bernanke earns the sobriquet “Helicopter Ben.” 

After a stint as head of the 
Council of Economic Advisors under 
George W. Bush (the president ribs 

him about his pairing of tan socks and a dark 
suit), Bernanke is installed as chairman of the 
Federal Reserve Board in early 2006. Up on 
his bookshelves goes Lombard Street, Walter 
Bagehot’s famous survey of London high fi-
nance in the mid-19th century. In it, Bagehot 
charges the Bank of England with respon-
sibility, in a panic, for lending freely at high 
interest rates to solvent banks against good 
collateral. Bernanke imbibes, especially, the 
part of the message having to do with lending 
freely. 

 The crisis of 2007-09 takes him unawares—
it surprises nearly everyone at the Federal Re-
serve. For all the software and brainpower on 
the premises, the central bankers have missed 
the greatest financial upheaval of their profes-
sional lives—Bernanke here vaingloriously 
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Facility), PDCF (Primary Dealer Credit Fa-
cility), TAF (Term Auction Facility), TALF 
(Term Asset-Backed Securities Loan Facil-
ity), TARP (Troubled Asset Relief Program), 
TLGP (Temporary Liquidity Guarantee Pro-
gram). Bernanke, in company with Secretary 
of the Treasury Hank Paulson, summons 
the chieftains of nine major financial institu-
tions to Washington to thrust federal capital 
at them. Only one, on Bernanke’s telling—

“Dick Kovacevich of Wells Fargo, feisty as 
always”—protests before acceding. 

Not even these mighty efforts turn the 
confidence trick. To push down long-term in-
terest rates, the Fed embarks on “quantitative 
easing,” or Q.E. It will buy more than $3 tril-
lion of bonds and mortgages with funds that 
didn’t exist until the central bank material-
ized them. The stock market, too, is harnessed 
in the cause of recovery. For the first time of 
which I am aware, a Fed chairman—the au-
thor himself—cheers on the Dow. “[H]igher 
stock prices will boost consumer wealth and 
help increase confidence, which can also spur 
spending,” he writes in the Washington Post. “A 
new era of monetary policy activism had ar-
rived,” he observes in this memoir in a chapter 
appropriately headed, “Quantitative Easing: 
The End of Orthodoxy.” 

Bernanke declines to engage in any 
substantive way with the opponents 
of heterodoxy. When the head of the 

FDIC (Federal Deposit Insurance Corpora-
tion), Sheila Bair, resists his plea to issue a 
wholesale guarantee of the debts of the entire 
banking system (not just its insured deposits), 
he complains that she “became pricklier as 
events pushed her into taking steps further out 
of her comfort zone.” He lumps his in-house 
critics together under the undifferentiated 
moniker, “hawks.” He writes as if opinions were 
settled science. For instance, in the absence of a 
2% rate of inflation, one risks “deflation.” Also: 
The gold standard is a “discredited” monetary 

system; the cause of the Great Depression was 
overly stringent Federal Reserve policy; laissez-
faire doesn’t work in a crisis. 

Many revere Bernanke as the hero who 
saved the American financial system by al-
most nationalizing it. Bernanke himself is 
one of this number. “[T]hese programs,” he 
writes of the acronymic collection of inter-
ventions cited above, “prevented the financial 
system from seizing up and helped to keep 
credit flowing. Walter Bagehot would have 
been pleased.” 

Bagehot, whom Bernanke cites more fre-
quently in these pages than nearly any living 
economist, accepted the gold standard as 
the enlightened monetary regime of his age; 
prices and wages could adjust as needed but 
the value of money, defined as a weight of gold, 
would remain the same. Though he urged the 
Bank of England to acknowledge its duty as 
a lender of last resort, Bagehot was no less 
adamant that investors must bear the losses 
for which they were responsible. What this 
meant during the first years of Bagehot’s ca-
reer is that the stockholders of a British bank 
were personally responsible for the debts of 
the firm in which they owned a fractional in-
terest. Their wealth was at risk down to “the 
last shilling and the last acre,” as the expres-
sion went. By the 1860s, sentiment had begun 
to swing toward some form of limited liability. 
Still, Bagehot supported the principle that the 
shareholders of every bank should be subject 
to a capital call if the institution in which they 
had invested became impaired or insolvent.

Would Bagehot have been pleased by the 
virtual nationalization of American finance in 
the wake of a crisis that was partly instigated 
by financiers who had been taught to expect 
that the state would help them whenever the 
going got rough? I expect that Bagehot would 
have been appalled. 

James Grant is the editor of Grant’s Interest 
Rate Observer.

asserts the greatest in the history of the world. 
A more introspective memoirist than the au-
thor might pause to speculate on the mean-
ing of this oversight. One measure of the ef-
ficacy of science is its power of prediction. The 
world would think less of the meteorologists 
if they failed to forecast the all-time biggest 
blizzard. Bernanke seems to think no less of 
economists because they botched the biggest 
financial storm. If he entertains doubts about 
the scientific pretensions of his lifelong field of 
study, he keeps them to himself. 

The author describes the premonitory 
rumbles of 2007: write-downs in the value of 
subprime mortgages, troubles in the market 
for auction-rate securities, difficulties in off-
balance-sheet investment vehicles, the mount-
ing losses at Bear Stearns. He seems uncurious 
about the clustering of these troubles. Clearly, 
he is not listening to Douglas Lucas, an execu-
tive director of the Swiss bank UBS, who as 
early as August 2007 refers to the gathering 
storm as “the greatest ratings and credit risk-
management failure ever.” 

Comes next the annus horribilis, 2008. The 
so-called government-sponsored enterprises 
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac are put into 
conservatorship. Citigroup becomes a ward of 
the state. Merrill Lynch is absorbed by Bank 
of America, Wachovia by Wells Fargo, be-
fore each can fail. Bernanke devotes 90 pages, 
15% of the narrative, to the seemingly endless 
month of September, during which Lehman 
Brothers goes broke and AIG is seized by the 
government (those blows fall in a single week). 
By the time bedraggled financiers can toast 
the arrival of 2009, the domino theory of the 
Vietnam years has played out in American 
finance. 

Washington spawns new agen-
cies to infuse funds and allay pan-
ic—interventions feed on each oth-

er just as failures do. Acronyms crowd these 
pages: CPFF (Commercial Paper Funding 



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2015/16
Page 39

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Essay by Christopher Caldwell

The Prince

By certain traditional measures, 
Russian president Vladimir Putin is 
the pre-eminent statesman of his time. 

When he took power in the winter of 1999–
2000, his defenseless and bankrupt country 
was being carved up by its new kleptocratic 
elites, in collusion with its old imperial rivals. 
Much as Kemal Atatürk had done in Turkey 
seven decades earlier, Putin rescued a nation-
state from the ruins of an empire and gave it 
coherence and purpose. He disciplined his 
country’s unaccountable plutocrats, restored 
its military strength, and refused, with ever 
blunter rhetoric, the subservient role in an 
American-run world system that foreign pol-
iticians and business leaders had drawn up 
for Russia. His voters credit him with having 

“saved his country.” So do many of his Rus-
sian detractors, although they worry he has 
stayed in power too long. He is among the 
more popular democratically elected lead-
ers in the civilized world and, incidentally, a 
hero to certain right-wing rebels against the 
international order, particularly in Europe. 
This is awkward for him and for them, since, 
unlike Atatürk, Putin has no programmatic 
ideology.

But traditional measures of statesman-
ship have, since the end of the Cold War, cut 
little ice with Western leaders and the pun-
dits who judge them. We have rebaptized as 

“human rights” the system of identity-group 
and interest-group politics by which Ameri-
ca is ordered, and by which America orders 
the world. Putin, who plays by an older set of 
rules, is cast as a brigand or a desperado. Or 
even as a madman. After Russia’s incursion 
into Crimea in early 2014 the New York Times 
reported: 

Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany 
told Mr. Obama by telephone on Sun-
day that after speaking with Mr. Putin 
she was not sure he was in touch with 
reality, people briefed on the call said. 

“In another world,” she said. 

This snippet has become part of Putin 
folklore, with the implication that those who 
know him best think him a psychopath. But 
the chances that things took place as described 
are slim. We have a conversation between the 
fluent Russian-speaker Merkel and the flu-
ent German-speaker Putin, conveyed (to our 

monoglot president) through a translation, 
thence (somehow) to a briefer, and thence to a 
leaker whose goal is to promote U.S. strategic 
interests, which grow ever harder to tell from 
domestic partisan ones. If the phrase “another 
world” was used, it was likely meant in the 
sense of “another context”—the context being, 
as Putin would have seen it, the armed over-
throw of the elected Ukrainian government 
on Russia’s border, with the diplomatic (and, 
eventually, military) support of the United 
States. 

There is a standing invitation to think of 
Putin in terms of caricature, an invitation 
that most biographers have accepted, though 
there are exceptions. Mr. Putin: Operative in 
the Kremlin, by the Brookings Institution 
scholars Fiona Hill and Clifford G. Gaddy 
(2012, updated in 2015), showed Putin as 
a multifaceted leader reacting to real prob-
lems. Now we have two more new works of 
genuine subtlety: The New Tsar, a biography 
by former New York Times Moscow corre-
spondent Steven Lee Myers, and Putinism, a 
study of contemporary Russian ideology by 
the polymath historian and reporter Walter 
Laqueur.
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Loyalty and Risk

Putin rose out of nowhere. born in 
Leningrad in 1952 to parents who had 
lost their other two children by the 

end of World War II, he grew up in a com-
munal apartment without hot water. He was 
bookish, with a taste for the Russian classics, 
and diminutive. He threw himself into sports, 
particularly karate, in which he acquired a 
black belt. Romantic ideas of the secret ser-
vice led him to join the KGB. This was not, as 
one might assume, a good career track for an 
authoritarian or an ideologue. The KGB was, 
in a sense, the most cosmopolitan wing of the 
Soviet state. The man who hired Putin in the 
1970s, Yuri Andropov, then the ruthless head 
of the KGB, was the only top Communist 
open-minded enough to question whether a 
Communist economy could ever work in the 
first place. It was his protégé, Mikhail Gor-
bachev, who finally grew convinced that it 
could not. As Myers notes, spying required 

“deeper and deeper training in local [West-
ern] customs that often betrayed foreign 
origins—basic aspects of capitalist life, like 
mortgages, could stump and betray a Soviet 
operative.” The enemies the KGB wound up 
monitoring during Putin’s time in Germany, 
which coincided with the era of Gorbachev’s 
reforms, were mostly those considered too 
zealously Communist. One thing about Putin 
stood out as bizarre: he told his fellow agents 
he believed in God. In the KGB of the time, 
this was, one of them noted, “an inconceivable 
thing.”

How accidental his ascent seems. He 
showed little outward ambition. When the 
Berlin Wall fell, he moved his family back 
into his parents’ St. Petersburg apartment. 
Someone sent him to the upstart city council-
man (later mayor) Anatoly Sobchak, who was 
looking for an advisor from the intelligence 
world. He wound up learning the ins and outs 
of a succession of jobs. In St. Petersburg, he 
worked as a state property controller, then as 
an economic liaison to Otis Elevator and other 
businesses, as well as to Ted Turner and Jane 
Fonda’s Goodwill Games. After Sobchak was 
chased from power in 1996, Putin considered 
working as a martial arts instructor. But when 
his Petersburg colleague Alexei Kudrin signed 
on with President Boris Yeltsin, Putin went to 
Moscow, slept on Kudrin’s sofa and looked for 
work. Kudrin found him a post as a manager 
of presidential properties. Putin moved on to 
become a financial investigator and then head 
of the KGB’s successor agency, the FSB.

You can get a better idea of why certain 
Russians not only tolerate but revere Putin 
if you remember that, within a few years of 

Communism’s fall, average life expectancy in 
Russia had fallen below that of Bangladesh. 
Putin did not found a kleptocracy; he inher-
ited one. The ignominy falls on Boris Yeltsin, 
whose opportunism made him an indispens-
able foe of Communism in the late 1980s, but 
made him an equally poisonous founding fa-
ther for any modern democratic state. “Most 
Russians have come to believe that democracy 
is what happened in their country between 
1990 and 2000,” Laqueur writes, “and they do 
not want any more of it.”

Yeltsin “made” Putin, even though the two 
were never close. Putin combined two traits 
that almost never appear together: iron loyalty 
and an appetite for any kind of risk. The zeal-
ous prosecutor Yuri Skuratov had leaked com-
promising details from an investigation into 
Sobchak’s city government, an irregularity that 
appalled Putin. In 1997, Skuratov was on the 
verge of arresting Sobchak, when Putin, then 
in his job as investigator, spirited his old boss 
out of the country on a plane. This act of loy-

zovsky, a media oligarch with whom he would 
later clash, recalled that when he, Berezovsky, 
tried to open a car dealership, “Putin had re-
fused even to consider a bribe.” As the num-
ber-two man in St. Petersburg’s government, 
Putin built a house in an exclusive lakefront 
cooperative—but it was only 1,600 square 
feet, the dimensions of a modest urban apart-
ment. When it caught fire in 1996, he rushed 
into the burning house to rescue a briefcase 
containing his savings: $5,000. At the FSB, 
Putin did not move into the palatial office 
that had been occupied by spymasters from 
Lavrenti Beria to Andropov. He made their 
office a museum, and chose humbler quarters 
elsewhere in the building. By the time he be-
came prime minister at the turn of the centu-
ry, Putin’s fortune amounted to $13,000. His 
wife was making $1,500 a month as a rep in 
a telephone company. Ordinary Russians saw 
him as one of them. And, despite abundant 
allegations that Putin has enriched himself in 
power (one sensational account credits him 
with a fortune of $70 billion), many ordinary 
Russians still do. 

Young men on the make are favored when 
revolution sweeps all the chips off the table. 
The natural-resource oligarchs who would 
turn Russia into an armed plutocracy within 
half a decade of its having defeated Commu-
nism in 1991 included men who had been 
groomed as the Communist nomenklatura of 
the next generation. With their understand-
ing of the scope of state assets, their control of 
privatization programs, their access to West-
ern financing, and their willingness to use 
violence and intimidation, they took power 
as planned—but as owners, not bureaucrats. 
Since the state had owned everything under 
Communism, this was quite a payout, one 
that leaders of Western financial institutions 
were eager to abet. It was at the World Eco-
nomic Forum in Davos that Boris Berezovsky, 
Vladimir Gusinsky, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, 
and other billionaires met in 1996 to arrange 
financing for Yeltsin’s re-election. This was a 
top priority. So many fortunes depended on 
Yeltsin that he had become a ruler who could 
be permitted any liberty except that of giving 
up power.

These “state-appointed billionaires,” as Pu-
tin came to call them, were a conduit for loot-
ing Russia, and they were too entrenched to 
root out. But Putin was able to avoid an out-
right oligarchic takeover of the state, of the sort 
that happened in neighboring Ukraine. It was 
for reasons good and bad that Yukos oil mag-
nate Mikhail Khodorkovsky, who served ten 
years in prison before being released on the eve 
of Russia’s 2014 Winter Olympics, became the 
center of Putin’s crackdown. Khodorkovsky’s 

alty—risking his career, his reputation, every-
thing, for a onetime mentor who had already 
fallen from power and could no longer help 
him—wowed Yeltsin, even though he disliked 
Sobchak. Other political operatives may have 
been demoralized. Putin understood that the 
Russian government still held a few trumps. 
When Moscow mayor Yuri Luzhkov tried to 
topple Yeltsin, Luzhkov’s wife’s business came 
under investigation. In March 1999, Russian 
media obtained videotapes showing the cru-
sading Skuratov at an orgy. Whether or not 
the tapes were genuine, the reassertion of polit-
ical power was. That is surely part of the reason 
why Yeltsin named the relative political novice 
prime minister that summer, and then shocked 
the country on New Year’s Eve by resigning as 
president and naming Putin to succeed him.

High Stakes

At a time when billionaires spent 
lavishly to buy politicians, Putin did 
not line his own pockets. Boris Bere-
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was among the most obscene of the privatiza-
tions: Myers calculates that Khodorkovsky 
and fellow investors paid $150 million in the 
1990s for the company’s main production unit, 
which was valued at about $20 billion by 2004. 

Khodorkovsky began leveling accusations of 
corruption at the very Russian state from which 
he had appropriated one of the world’s great 
fortunes. Putin saw his own task as restoring 
to the country what had been stolen from it. 
In his view, here was Khodorkovsky preening 
before his powerful American friends, hoping 
they might help him consolidate his theft. But 
no matter what Khodorkovsky did, he would 
have fallen afoul of Putin. The two wound up 
in arguments over, for instance, whether build-
ing a new pipeline to China was the prerogative 
of the state or of Khodorkovsky. As Putin saw 
it, the Russian government could not afford 
such arguments. It needed to reclaim control of 
its vast reserves of oil and gas, on which much 
of Europe depended, because that was the only 
geopolitical lever it had left.

No More Humiliations

Putin sealed his bond with the 
public by beating back, with the ut-
most brutality, the military advance of 

Islamist separatists in the Russian border re-
gions of Chechnya and Dagestan. Like Marga-
ret Thatcher in Britain in the 1982 Falklands 
War, he sensed his people’s fury at seeing their 
country counted among the has-beens of his-
tory. He sensed it because he shared it. “We 
will not tolerate any humiliation to the na-
tional pride of Russians,” he said on the eve 
of becoming president, “or any threat to the 
integrity of the country.” NATO had, months 
earlier, bombarded Serbia in order to back a 
nationalist-Muslim independence movement 
in Kosovo, and had used the opportunity to 
show Russia its lowly place in the internation-
al order, treating it as a nuisance and an after-
thought. This degradation—not any desire to 
return to Communism—is what Putin meant 
when he described the collapse of the Soviet 
Union as “the greatest geopolitical catastro-
phe of the century.”

Putin has a gift for making the best of a 
bad strategic hand. But he was not a natural 
defense-policy whiz. When the nuclear sub-
marine Kursk sank in Arctic waters in his first 
year in office, he dithered, and refused Western 
offers to help raise it. The refusal was under-
standable, given the primacy he placed on the 
country’s autonomy. The dithering may have 
cost dozens of sailors’ lives. Over time, though, 
Putin’s unorthodox foreign policy worked, par-
ticularly in the Caucasus. Part of his strategy 
was a decision not to negotiate with hostage-

takers, even in secret. In the autumn of 2002, 
armed Chechens occupied a musical theater 
in Moscow and took 912 spectators hostage. 
A Russian special operations team flooded the 
theater with a sleeping gas and killed all 41 ter-
rorists; 130 hostages died. Myers, like almost 
all journalists who covered the episode, is in-
clined to see this outcome as a “disaster”:

Officials refused to discuss how forty-one 
fighters with arms and explosives man-
aged to slip into the capital undetected. 
They refused to divulge the formula for 
the gas used to anesthetize those inside 
the theater. The Duma, under pressure 
from Putin, refused to authorize an in-
vestigation…. The doubts—even the 
questions—infuriated Putin.

The raid on the theater was not a disaster, 
certainly not as the Russian public saw it. It 
was a victory, won in battle, under high pres-
sure, against a particularly heinous foe. If the 
price was high, it was not Putin who willed 
it to be high. C’est la guerre. A siege just as 

overthrow of the corrupt Russophile Viktor 
Yanukovych began with a peaceful occupa-
tion of Kiev’s main square, it culminated in 
armed violence. He does not dismiss as the-
atrics Putin’s description of the revolutionary 
government as “fascist.” (The anti-Semitic 
Svoboda party held three cabinet posts in the 
first post-uprising government, and armed 
members of the right-wing Pravy Sektor 
patrolled polling stations outside Kiev dur-
ing that spring’s elections.) Nor does Myers 
dispute that Russian historical claims to the 
Crimean peninsula are strong. The historian 
Perry Anderson recently reminded readers 
of the New Left Review that Russian armies 
lost more men defending the Crimean city of 
Sebastopol in two sieges than the U.S. lost in 
both world wars. In the end, strategic consid-
erations were decisive. Putin seized Crimea 
because it is home to Russia’s Black Sea Fleet, 
and it was on the verge of becoming enemy 
territory. 

If Myers has certain liberal biases com-
mon to Western reporters, he never assumes 
that people hardened by 75 years of tyranny 
and two decades of robbery will share them. 
Still, as The New Tsar’s narrative advances 
towards the present, it gets very focused on 
movements of money. Myers suspects that 
Putin’s crowd, and Putin himself, have been 
motivated by self-dealing and greed. Corrup-
tion there surely is, but Putin’s decade and a 
half in power has been too successful for graft 
to have been its primary motivation. Hugo 
Chávez ruled the same sort of oil-dependent 
economy over the same years with a similarly 
strong hand. The result for the state-owned 
Petróleos de Venezuela (PdVSA) was bank-
ruptcy, not flourishing. The focus on money 
corruption may stem from a historiographic 
problem. Putin has made the Russian presi-
dency less transparent. Those who report on it 
tend to consult international authorities, who 
focus on such things as financial flows.

Myers strikes the right note between 
analytical neutrality and skepticism when 
he discusses the high-profile murders that 
have become a part of Russian political life 
in the past decade: Anna Politkovskaya, the 
crusading Chechnya correspondent shot in 
her apartment building in Moscow in 2006; 
Alexander Litvinenko, the spy poisoned with 
polonium-210 in London months later; Ser-
gei Magnitsky, an ailing lawyer for American 
investors who died in prison under murky 
circumstances in 2009; the anti-Putin activ-
ist Boris Nemtsov, shot on a bridge in Mos-
cow in early 2015. “No direct evidence has 
yet emerged that Putin had any involvement 
in Litvinenko’s death, or Politkovskaya’s, or 
any of the other mysterious and unsolved 

horrible followed two years later, in the North 
Ossetian town of Beslan, when Islamists took 
more than a thousand hostages, including el-
ementary school children. Almost 400 of the 
hostages were killed in the raid. In his address 
to the nation, Myers says, Putin “offered no 
apology and accepted no responsibility. He 
did not use the occasion to defend, justify, or 
explain his policies in Chechnya.” 

Again, Russian citizens saw it differently: 
where does one get the idea that terrorists 
willing to kill schoolchildren are entitled to 
any such explanation?

World Power

Now russia has reemerged as a 
geopolitical power, both through its 
intervention to protect the govern-

ment of Bashar al-Assad in Syria, and in its 
reincorporation of culturally Russian Crimea 
from Ukraine in the wake of the revolution 
there. Myers’s account of the Ukraine con-
flict is one of the more balanced to have ap-
peared from a mainstream Western reporter. 
He does not ignore that, while the 2013-14 

One thing about Putin
stood out as bizarre:

he told his fellow agents
he believed in God.
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crimes that bore the hallmarks of political 
assassination during his rule,” he notes. Ar-
guments for Putin’s involvement tend to be of 
a cui bono nature. They involve what a British 
report into Litvinenko’s death, released to 
fanfare in January, calls “strong circumstan-
tial evidence.” Myers never ignores that there 
is a lot of it. (The British report largely fol-
lows the arc of his own narrative.) He spends 
much time on a bizarre incident in the city of 
Ryazan that took place just days after a se-
ries of apartment bombings in Moscow. FSB 
agents were alleged to have hidden explosives 
in an apartment building’s basement. When 
they were discovered, it was passed off as a 
training exercise, although government of-
ficials denied having known of it. “Indepen-
dent lawmakers and journalists who pursued 
the question died with such disturbing regu-
larity,” Myers writes, “that it was difficult to 
consider their deaths mere coincidence.”

Any Alternative? 

Perhaps it is unreasonable to ex-
pect better of Russia. The country is 
less aggressive than when it led the 

Soviet Union, and calmer than it was during 
the violent and penurious Yeltsin years. De-
spite austerity dictated by low energy prices 
and Western sanctions, Russian GDP is still 
almost ten times what it was in the late 1990s, 
and life expectancy has risen over 70 for the 
first time in the country’s history. Its mass 
media are trammeled, even if there is a lot of 
independent journalism on the internet. Its 
party system is anemic. Opposition leaders 
are harassed and thwarted. Russian conser-
vatism in an age of mass media is necessarily 
populist, and this, Laqueur writes, “is bound 
to bring it fairly close to fascism.” But the ide-
ology that drives Putin, Laqueur argues, un-

savory and illiberal though he finds it, is not 
fascism. Its roots are elsewhere. Putin is an 
avid and a rather deep reader who has built a 
worldview from the work of pre-Communist 
and anti-Communist thinkers, chief among 
them Ivan Ilyin, Vladimir Solovyov, Nikolai 
Berdyaev, and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. He 
has made the reading of the Gulag Archipelago 
compulsory in secondary schools. Nor should 
we take Putin’s anti-Communism for granted. 
Laqueur has long argued that, had Russia 
been led by someone steelier than Mikhail 
Gorbachev when falling oil prices drove it 
into crisis in the 1980s, the collapse of Com-
munism “might have happened only two or 
three decades later in a world situation quite 
different from the one in 1991.” Putin’s Russia 
is a system of “sovereign democracy” moored 
between Orthodox Christianity and Machia-
vellian realism. 

Putin’s defensive stance towards U.S. he-
gemony can sound paranoid to Westerners. 
Russians find it commonsensical. They have 
come to believe the West is not content to 
live with a weakened and humbled Russia; 
it wants Russia broken and humiliated. Are 
they wrong? Executives at Yukos, the compa-
ny stripped from Khodorkovsky, got a judge 
in Texas to block Russia’s auction of it. They 
lacked standing to do so, but the delay threw 
Russia’s financing of the sale into question. 
The Obama Administration has harassed 
Putin’s government over laws that forbid the 
promotion of homosexuality to young school-
children, even though Russia’s laws on homo-
sexuality are, in general, more liberal than 
those that prevailed in the U.S. until the Su-
preme Court’s Lawrence v. Texas decision in 
2003. In 2012, new ambassador Michael Mc-
Faul met opposition leaders on his second day 
on the job. At the Normandy celebration of 
the 70th anniversary of the D-Day landings 

in 2014, in the wake of the Crimea incursion, 
Putin was “ostracized” by Western leaders, 
Myers recounts; the Soviet Union’s 24 million 
war dead apparently did not suffice as an anti-
fascist credential under Western eyes.

Myers describes a meeting of Russian soc-
cer-team owners discussing what they should 
do in the aftermath of Putin’s annexation of 
Crimea. One asked whether they should go 
out on a limb and welcome Crimean teams 
into the Russian soccer league. Might West-
ern authorities impose sanctions on them? Of 
course they will, another club owner said, but 
that was no reason to stop. “No matter what 
you do, even if you crawl before them on your 
stomach—they’ll do it! Understand? So ei-
ther bug out of this country or behave appro-
priately, like a citizen of this country.”

It is sovereignty that plays the role for 
today’s Russia that secularization did for 
Atatürk’s Turkey. The ability of U.S. and 
other Western authorities to intrude abroad 
into what once were thought strictly domes-
tic, and even local, arrangements has con-
founded and challenged those who still see 
a use for national autonomy. Putin is one of 
these. He views his job as every leader out-
side the Communist bloc did a generation 
ago, and as pretty much every head of state 
outside of the U.S. and the European Union 
does today: as defending the interests of his 
people, the first of which is its independence. 
At this task he has succeeded against long 
odds. Since the Ukrainian revolution, this 
success has come at a considerable price, in 
both diplomatic isolation and lost trade. We 
will understand nothing about Putin until 
we realize that, in the eyes of most of his 
countrymen, he has been right to pay it.

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor at the 
Weekly Standard.
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Book Review by Paul Kengor

We Win, They Lose
The End of the Cold War: 1985–1991, by Robert Service.

PublicAffairs, 688 pages, $35

No one more deserves the oppor-
tunity to write a book on the col-
lapse of Soviet Communism than 

Robert Service. The emeritus professor of 
Russian history at the University of Oxford, 
and senior fellow at the Hoover Institution, 
he has written books on some of the worst 
people and developments in human history: 
biographies of Lenin, Stalin, and Trotsky, 
plus chronicles of the Bolshevik Party, Rus-
sian Revolution, and world Communism. 
Now 68 years of age, Service finally gets to 
relate a happy ending.

The years 1985 to 1991, the period exam-
ined in his new book, match Mikhail Gor-
bachev’s tenure as General Secretary of the 
Soviet Union’s Communist Party. Nonethe-
less, Service begins with a succinct biography 
of Ronald Reagan, not Gorbachev. Reagan 

“wished to challenge the global power and pre-
tension of the USSR; but he also sought peace 
in the world,” writes Service. “He wanted his 
presidency to make a decisive impact.” It did so, 
through the efforts of a foreign policy team The 

End of the Cold War examines: Richard Pipes, 
the Harvard professor of Russian history on 
leave for two consequential years to serve in 
the National Security Council; Richard V. 
Allen, Reagan’s first national security advisor; 
Edwin Meese, who served in the White House 
after eight years as a close advisor to Governor 
Reagan in California; William J. Casey at the 
Central Intelligence Agency; and Cabinet offi-
cers including Caspar Weinberger at Defense, 
George Shultz at State, and Jeane Kirkpatrick 
as ambassador to the United Nations.

Service gives Gorbachev his due, high-
lighting the sense of determination he had in 
common with Reagan. Unlike his American 
counterpart, however, Gorbachev was never 
sure of the exact outcome he sought. Where 
Reagan knew the change he wanted—the 
USSR’s dissolution—Gorbachev “would find 
the right policies as he moved along.” In this, 
maintains Service, the new general secretary 
was “decisive and imaginative, though it also 
laid him open to trying things out without a 
proper idea about what to expect.”

As reagan himself would later 
say of his negotiating partner, Gor-
bachev started a process that became 

far more unmanageable than he ever expect-
ed, one that not even a totalitarian state could 
control. In the end, no matter what Gor-
bachev initially intended, his actions helped 
end the Cold War and the Soviet Union. The 
combined force of the internal pressures gen-
erated by Soviet Communism’s contradic-
tions, and the external pressures generated 
by Ronald Reagan’s implacable opposition, 
proved irresistible.

Service is authoritative and scholarly, with 
an academic’s command of primary and sec-
ondary sources but a good writer’s ability to 
present material in an engaging, distinctive 
way. The End of the Cold War relies heavily, 
and effectively, on literature from the Soviet 
side, while also making use of important ar-
chival material on international Communism. 
The chapter on “World Communism and the 
Peace Movement,” for example, examines how 
the Kremlin tapped various Communist par-
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ties around the world to pursue its goals in 
the 1980s. These parties had always answered 
to Moscow, specifically to the dictates of the 
Soviet Comintern, established in March 1919. 
The Comintern was quietly “disbanded” dur-
ing World War II, in part to reassure Russia’s 
American allies. In fact, the Soviets simply 
transformed the Comintern into a new entity, 
the International Department. Service notes 
that the powerful head of the International 
Department from 1955 all the way through 
the 1980s was Boris Ponomarev, one of the 
central figures in the Soviets’ clandestine 
Cold War tactics.

Moscow ensured the coopera-
tion of its global Communist par-
ties through subsidies, always 

approved by the Politburo. Ponomarev per-
sonally held the purse strings through the 
Assistance Fund for Communist Parties and 
Movements of the Left. Though most of the 
cash originated in Moscow, the USSR’s pov-
erty forced the Kremlin to squeeze some ex-
tra money from “our friends,” the comparably 
bankrupt satellite states of Eastern Europe. 

Service affirms what others have reported, 
namely that the “biggest grant” annually dis-
pensed by the Kremlin was its $2.5 million 
subsidy to Gus Hall’s Communist Party USA 
(CPUSA). American officials knew of this 
secret, illegal aid at the time, thanks to the 
incredible success of an agent named Morris 
Childs, the number-two man at CPUSA. Hall 
had no idea that Childs had long ago rejected 
Communism and begun working for the FBI. 
That story was reported in John Barron’s su-
perb Operation Solo (1996). Service does not 
mention Childs, but he notes that “the USSR 
needed an agency of continuous propaganda 
for its cause, and Hall was the person whom 
Moscow regarded as the best at performing 
this task.” Hall dutifully endorsed the Soviet 
invasions of Hungary in 1956 and Czecho-
slovakia in 1968. He sang the praises of glo-
rious life in the USSR and of the leadership 
of Comrade Brezhnev, all the while scorning 
each U.S. president. “He passed every test 

in the Kremlin’s book,” states Service, “even 
offering support of the Soviet Army’s war in 
Afghanistan.” 

Service says that the next-biggest recipi-
ent of Moscow’s largesse, after CPUSA, was 
the French Communists, who received $2 
million per year, followed by Finland’s Com-
munists at $1.35 million, and then Commu-
nist parties in Portugal ($800,000), Greece 
($700,000), and Chile ($500,000). Moscow 
looked to rally these parties to stop the Rea-
gan Administration’s campaign to deploy 
Pershing II missiles in Western Europe. The 
Communists would prompt, manipulate, 
and join the wider Left—socialists, liberals, 
peaceniks, dupes, dopes—in what came to 
be known as the “nuclear freeze” movement. 

“The Kremlin targeted the World Peace 
Council as an instrument of its purposes,” 
Service writes, “and American communists 
filled posts in the leadership.” Other orga-
nizations “that were used” included the Na-
tional Council of American-Soviet Friend-
ship, the U.S.-USSR Citizens Dialogue, and 
the British Campaign for Nuclear Disarma-
ment. Moscow even pursued certain far-left 
members of the British Labour Party.

In the end, Kremlin efforts to support the 
nuclear freeze failed to defeat Ronald Rea-
gan’s ambitions, though not before gigantic 
protests were organized in cities from Lon-
don to New York. One of those on the Rea-
gan team who experienced this intensely was 
NSC head William P. Clark, Allen’s succes-
sor, who told me often that the nuclear-freeze 
battle was a “dog fight.” The tougher dog 
won. Reagan successfully built and deployed 
the Pershing missiles, and he and Gorbachev 
would come together in Washington in De-
cember 1987 to sign the Intermediate-Range 
Nuclear Forces Treaty, in which both sides 
agreed to abandon all intermediate-range 
missiles. The INF Treaty enshrined and vin-
dicated Reagan’s strategy, first laid out in his 
November 1981 “zero-zero option” speech. It 
was the greatest nuclear-weapons treaty of the 
Cold War, and a milestone in bringing it to a 
successful conclusion.

The end of the cold war gives close, 
generous attention to the role of Rea-
gan’s successor, President George H.W. 

Bush. Reagan and Gorbachev had become 
friends, not just friendly, laying the ground-
work for Bush’s warm, amiable dealings with 
the general secretary. Many scholars neglect 
the personal dynamic in international rela-
tions, but Service emphasizes the importance 
of the relationships that connected Reagan, 
Bush, and Gorbachev. He dedicates over a 
hundred pages to Bush’s indispensable role 
in completing the geopolitical transformation 
that Reagan had started.

He also makes clear that the calamity in 
Afghanistan was crucial to the Soviet Union’s 
collapse. Eastern Europe was not a major topic 
in Reagan, Gorbachev, and Bush’s discussions, 

“[s]trange as it may seem,” while “Afghanistan 
by contrast attracted ceaseless attention.” Mos-
cow viewed the war there as a “bleeding sore,” 
but it was closer to a hemorrhaging wound. 
After the Afghan resistance acquired U.S.-pro-
vided Stinger missiles in 1986, the Red Army’s 
position became untenable. “The mujahidin 
were relentless,” according to Service.

By 1988, the war that Gorbachev had tried 
to win was a debacle. On February 15, 1989, 
the last Red Army soldier retreated from Af-
ghanistan into Soviet Tajikistan, ending the 
nightmare with no gains of any type offsetting 
the USSR’s profound losses. Service declares 
the whole mission a “lamentable failure.”

Though one can question whether its in-
terpretation gives sufficient credit to Boris 
Yeltsin, Vaclav Havel, and Pope John Paul II, 
The End of the Cold War gets all the big ques-
tions right. The world was fortunate to have 
leaders who brought a half-century night-
mare to a peaceful conclusion, and his read-
ers will be grateful for Robert Service’s clear 
explanation of how and why it happened.

Paul Kengor is professor of political science and 
executive director of the Center for Vision & 
Values at Grove City College. His latest book 
is Reagan’s Legacy in a World Transformed 
(Harvard University Press).
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Book Review by Paul O. Carrese

Foreign Policy, American-Style
Conservative Internationalism: Armed Diplomacy under Jefferson, Polk, Truman, and Reagan, by Henry R. Nau.

Princeton University Press, 352 pages, $29.95

Henry nau must have resisted 
the urge to write “I told you so” in 
the new preface (2015) to this paper-

back edition of his fine study of America’s for-
eign policy principles. His 2013 book argued 
that America has been most secure, prosper-
ous, and true to her ideals under presidents 
who blended realistic and idealistic views in a 
strategy of peace-through-strength. Nau calls 
this “armed diplomacy” serving a prudent in-
ternationalism. He had warned during Presi-
dent Obama’s first term against retrenchment 
from military efforts to shape our security 
environment, and global events already had 
vindicated Nau’s warnings by 2013; but a cas-
cade of subsequent problems overwhelmingly 
makes his case.

American ideals, interests, and long-term se-
curity have suffered during the second Obama 
term because of a doctrinaire adherence to the 
first-term strategy of restraint, distancing from 
allies, and defense cuts. We now see that Sena-
tor Obama campaigned, in effect, to meet the 
public’s lowest expectations of America’s role 
in world affairs, when public opinion was in a 
sour, insular mood. In seven years, President 
Obama has driven us lower than nearly anyone 
expected, perhaps even he. Precipitously with-
drawing from Iraq, half-withdrawing from Af-
ghanistan, passively observing or abetting the 
rise of extremist Iranian power (soon to be a 
nuclear power, thanks to the president’s dovish 

diplomacy), and permitting a Sunni Islamist 
caliphate in what used to be Iraq and Syria—
the president has achieved all that just in the 
greater Middle East. The Obama doctrine of 
retrenchment from American commitments, 
and diplomacy for diplomacy’s sake, also has 
been intransigently passive as Russia invaded 
and occupies Ukraine and now (with its part-
ner Iran) dominates Syria; as the European 
Union becomes nearly overwhelmed with cri-
ses; as Turkey (a NATO ally) slides toward 
Islamism; and as China builds a new kind of 
aircraft carrier—from artificial islands—in 
the South China Sea. It turns out that risk-
avoidance, and leading safely from behind, are 
risky and unsafe. 

America has undertaken, in the 
past two decades, a severe oscillation 
from international hyper-engagement 

under President George W. Bush to Presi-
dent Obama’s hyper-restraint. Nau knows 
that America occasionally has inflicted such 
pendulum swings on itself, so he seeks to re-
cover an underappreciated tradition that has 
held a successful middle ground. His book is 
both a scholarly contribution to theories of 
international relations and foreign policy, and 
a timely aid to policy debates as we consider 
how to recover from the Bush-Obama cycle. 

A professor of political science and inter-
national relations at George Washington 

University, Nau asks us to rediscover Amer-
ica’s founding principles about war and peace, 
and a tradition of American statesmanship 
up to the Reagan presidency that adapted 
those principles to new threats and oppor-
tunities. This approach is fairly rare among 
scholars and pundits, who mostly ask us to 
get over this whole American thing. The re-
alist school at one extreme tells us to forget 
our supposedly distinctive view that universal 
natural rights should govern political action, 
at home and abroad. The opposite extreme of 
liberal internationalism tells us to forget our 
national interests and distinctive power; we 
must join the only legitimate vision, under 
the new sovereignty of international law and 
institutions and gentle diplomacy. Realists 
thus reject internationalism and would have 
us consult only our interests, and the interests 
and power of other states (think of Richard 
Nixon in his darkest moments). Liberal inter-
nationalists admonish us to think only of jus-
tice, and the legitimacy of subordinating our 
power to global governance (think Woodrow 
Wilson, or Jimmy Carter before he recovered 
his senses). Nau knows there also is a nation-
alist strain in American foreign policy, which, 
unlike these schools, believes in American 
exceptionalism. We launch distinctive prin-
ciples of justice into the world, and while we 
don’t perfectly embody them, we try to fos-
ter the circumstances and power to best pre-
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serve them at home and internationally. For 
nationalists, this usually means siding with 
realists and minding our own business unless 
attacked. But when attacked, the U.S. tends 
to lash out fiercely, as in our reactions to Pearl 
Harbor and 9/11, or in General Andrew Jack-
son’s storming of Florida in 1818. 

Nau turns to the words and 
deeds of Presidents Thomas Jeffer-
son, James K. Polk, Harry Truman, 

and Reagan to discover an alternative tradi-
tion that blends elements of these approaches 
into a distinctively American foreign policy 
avoiding the extremes of over-extension and 
retreat. The Polk and Reagan case stud-
ies most persuasively capture “conservative 
internationalism.” Truman is a good but 
imperfect fit (occasionally succumbing to 
liberal-internationalist utopianism). The Jef-
ferson case is weakest, but if one focuses (as 
Nau does) on the Barbary Pirates war, and 
his bold diplomacy to double the republic’s 
size with the Louisiana Purchase, then Jef-
ferson could qualify. This Jefferson could join 
the other three presidents in confronting 
President Obama, and those who defend his 
record today, with Nau’s query: “Is it possible 
to be too modest and restrained in foreign af-
fairs, just as it is possible to be too ambitious 
and aggressive?” 

The book argues that America can recover 
a sober middle ground by being international-
ist in an American sense, assuring our secu-
rity by shaping global affairs toward our prin-
ciples of peace, commerce, individual rights, 
and free regimes. Given nuclear weapons, 
ballistic missiles, cyber attacks, and trans-na-
tional terrorists exploiting all means and tar-
gets, prudence requires greater international 
vigilance and presence. This internationalism 
would be conservative because grounded in the 
American traditions of natural rights, limited 
government, religious liberty, and awareness 
that government power is necessary to protect 
freedom in a dangerous world. Armed diplo-
macy thus comes to the fore, with a blend of 
statesmanship and public rhetoric. No sober 

American would accept the utopianism of 
liberal internationalist theories about global 
law and institutions providing collective secu-
rity, or believe that all peoples are ready for 
democracy as we might practice it, or think 
we can safely mind our own business, ceding 
initiative to freedom’s enemies, and moth-
balling our global military readiness until at-
tacked. America’s conservative international-
ism grasps that “diplomacy without the use 
of force does not reduce the role of arms in 
world affairs; it simply enables the use of arms 
by despots.” 

Nau combines historical study of 
these presidents with an outline of a 
post-Obama grand strategy to argue 

that conservative internationalism could again 
mitigate America’s gyrations from liberal in-
ternationalism’s hubris and over-extension to 
the retrenchment of realism and nationalism. 
Seen through this lens, Obama’s policy actu-
ally blends elements of realism and national-
ism with liberal-internationalist hopes for di-
plomacy, yielding a lowest-common-denom-
inator formula for reducing America’s global 
military commitments. 

From his model presidents Nau gleans 
that the American blend of interest and ide-
als must accept incrementalism: we can plau-
sibly expand the zone of freedom, peace, and 
commerce only near existing liberal democra-
cies (an “inkblot” strategy). For this distinc-
tive strategy, both force and ideals have limits. 
Thus force and diplomacy always must work 
in tandem, so that military intervention does 
not overestimate its capacity to achieve last-
ing change, and diplomacy does not overes-
timate its capacity to secure peace or other 
liberal aims without force in support. Ameri-
can strategy cannot expect to spread liberal 
democracy to every culture; we must settle for 
stability in some regimes and regions around 
the world. 

This conservative blend is a much-needed 
corrective to America’s predominant debates 
about grand strategy across recent decades. 
The other schools don’t explain America, this 

distinctive republic rising to be the world’s 
dominant power but not a traditional em-
pire. Nau’s argument would be strengthened, 
however, by seeking the deeper roots of this 
balance of sobriety and idealism, including in 
George Washington’s grand strategy. Nau fol-
lows the conventional identification of Wash-
ington as a nationalist or isolationist. But in 
fact, he urged that we balance our interests 
with principles of justice, employ temporary 
alliances until we had become “a great nation,” 
and avoid permanent alliances that would 
subordinate our young republic. There is a 
clearer line from Washington to Truman and 
Reagan than from Jefferson to them. Nau is 
right to look to our founding era, but Jeffer-
son’s blunders should be weighed against his 
strengths. As his presidency ended, America 
had little federal military force. This invited 
British bullying, and soon thereafter led to 
the War of 1812, including the 1814 British 
sacking of our capital. After the war, Jeffer-
son seemed to recognize the error of his ways, 
when he reversed himself on the constitution-
ality of a bank that was necessary to support 
national security. Still, the original Jefferso-
nian spirit of military minimalism is surg-
ing through the land today, so Nau’s thesis is 
helpful in provoking us to reconsider the en-
during relevance of old debates.

Nau’s classical-liberal theory of conserva-
tive internationalism, with its sober idealism, 
deserves a central place in our debates about 
how to restore our security, including the lib-
eral global order America had built to protect 
our interests and ideals. Conservative Interna-
tionalism should be required reading for the 
foreign policy and national security staffs of 
every serious presidential campaign, Demo-
cratic or Republican. 

Paul O. Carrese is professor of political science 
at the U.S. Air Force Academy, and the author 
of Democracy in Moderation: Montesquieu, 
Tocqueville, and Sustainable Liberalism, 
forthcoming from the Cambridge University 
Press. The views expressed are his own, and not 
any U.S. government entity’s.
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Book Review by Andrew Roberts

Guide to Greatness
Churchill’s Trial: Winston Churchill and the Salvation of Free Government, by Larry P. Arnn.

Thomas Nelson, 240 pages, $22.99

One of the most famous sentences 
in the Churchill canon derives from 
the moment on Friday, May 10, 1940, 

when King George VI had just appointed 
Winston Churchill as prime minister of Brit-
ain—the same day that Adolf Hitler had un-
leashed Blitzkrieg in the West. “I felt as if I 
were walking with destiny,” he recalled eight 
years later, “and that all my past life had been 
but a preparation for this hour and for this 
trial.” 

On discovering that Larry Arnn, president 
of Hillsdale College, had entitled his book 
Churchill’s Trial, I assumed he was referring to 
that sentence, and so he was, but only in part. 
Because on finishing it, readers will appreci-
ate that Churchill has been put on trial by re-
visionist historians of the Right and the Left, 
and this book is a passionate and profoundly 
articulate case for the defense, conducted by 
someone who is in precisely the right apostolic 
succession from Churchill to mount it. 

For Arnn was a research assistant to the 
late Sir Martin Gilbert (who died last Febru-

ary and to whom this book is dedicated), who 
himself carried on the writing of the official 
biography from Randolph Churchill (who 
died in 1968), who was the only son of Sir 
Winston Churchill himself. As the editor-in-
chief and publisher of Hillsdale’s monumen-
tal series The Churchill Documents, expected 
to run to 23 volumes and comprising pretty 
much every word that Churchill wrote, Arnn 
is also in a perfect position to write this hard-
hitting and intelligent investigation into what 
Churchill can still teach us about politics, 
warfare, and life.

But it is not Arnn’s apostolic position that 
most equips him to understand Churchill 
and to help this and later generations under-
stand him. It is the education that Arnn has 
had and what he has made of it. He was one 
of the founders of the Claremont Institute 
for the Study of Statesmanship and Political 
Philosophy, because he was and is a student 
of statesmanship and political philosophy. 
His approach to the study of politics and phi-
losophy is a self-conscious alternative, and 

remedy, to the way of studying these great 
subjects that has been established for a cen-
tury and more. The established way of study-
ing politics is to begin with the assumption 
that there is no justice or injustice and no ob-
jective distinction between tyranny and free-
dom or greatness and mediocrity; the estab-
lished way of pursuing philosophy is to begin 
with the assumption that there is no truth. It 
is because he questions both of these conven-
tional views that Arnn is able to understand 
Churchill as he understood himself and to 
understand what Churchill might have to 
teach us. The great gift for us is the power-
ful reminder that we, too, can and must make 
momentous choices, that there are better and 
worse choices to be made, that some of our 
trials will call for greatness, and that great-
ness, though rare, is possible. 

Arnn’s thesis in this book is sim-
ple. It is that Winston Churchill’s 
thoughts and actions are of practical 

use today and contain important insights for 
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us even half a century after his death, and 
moreover that we are in danger in the pres-
ent era of ignoring or forgetting them. Crit-
ics of Churchill contend—indeed they have 
even argued at recent meetings of the Inter-
national Churchill Center—that Churchill’s 
times were so very different from ours that 
there are no longer any lessons to be learned 
from his life and times. They contend that the 
dangers faced by Western societies are so far 
removed from those of the 1900-55 period 
when Churchill was in Parliament that his 
experiences are strictly for the history books 
rather than having any relevance to current 
affairs. Moreover, his chronological and class 
background as a Victorian imperialist aristo-
crat renders the story of his life so racially bi-
ased and atavistic that he is best swept under 
the carpet as an embarrassing throwback to a 
long-dead era.

Arnn is having none of it. On the fraught 
question of Churchill’s racism, he points out 
the gaping holes in the conspiracy theory 
that the wartime premier—fighting to keep 
the Japanese out of northeast India—some-
how welcomed and enabled the terrible Ben-
gal Famine of 1943 that killed millions of 
Indians. Likewise he points out in the end-
notes the occasion on which Churchill asked 
Mahatma Gandhi’s representative to his 
country house, Chartwell in Kent, in 1935 
and told him that “Mr. Gandhi has gone very 
high in my esteem since he stood up for the 
untouchables.” Arnn puts Churchill’s oppo-
sition to Indian self-government in its proper 
historical context, and points out that many 
of the things Churchill warned of—such as 
massacres in the Punjab—should India gain 
independence did indeed come to pass. “In 
no place did Churchill say that race or col-
or was a qualification for self-government,” 
Arnn observes, “and he asserted in many 
places that the Indians were surely capable 
of it in principle.”

This book has been long in the ges-
tation, and is the result of a lifetime of 
Arnn’s thinking about Churchill. One 

of his contentions—which is vigorously con-
tested by the Left and all those who believe in 
determinism—is that great men and women 
do matter in history. When one walks around 
the Hillsdale campus one encounters larger-
than-life-sized statues of people like George 
Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham 
Lincoln, Winston Churchill, Ronald Reagan, 
and Margaret Thatcher, which eloquently un-
derline in bronze the point the college presi-
dent is hoping to make in this book: great 
men and women matter easily as much as “the 
vast, impersonal forces” of history. 

No better example of the validity of the 
Great Man theory of history can be found 
in the modern era than in the British cabi-
net discussions over the question of opening 
peace negotiations in late May 1940, which is 
very well covered by Arnn. Several accounts 
of these vital series of debates within the War 
Cabinet misrepresent the stance taken by the 
then-foreign secretary, Lord Halifax, whose 
biography I wrote in 1991 and who is often 
wrongly depicted as advocating craven surren-
der to Hitler’s demands. In fact, the issues at 
stake and positions taken by the protagonists 
were much more subtle and complex than that, 
but ultimately no less perilous, because had 
peace negotiations begun at the time of Brit-
ain’s retreat from the European continent at 
Dunkirk, there is no telling where they might 
have ended. Arnn relates these debates with a 
sure touch, explaining how Churchill’s resolu-
tion and political judgment led to “the salva-
tion of free government.”

By total contrast, the Marxist interpreta-
tion has absolutely nothing to tell us about 
the crucial British decision to fight on in 
1940. The representatives of the proletariat 

is but the accumulation of the experiences 
of tens of millions of people making scores 
of conscious choices each day over millions 
of years, of course that cannot be trammeled 
along the set, class-oriented lines laid out by 
the determinists. 

Nor is Arnn having any truck with the 
modern fashionable theories for the outbreak 
of World War I that blame other forces than 
the leadership of Germany and Austria-
Hungary for the cataclysm that resulted. For 
all that historians have sought to blame im-
perialism, or the arms race, or capitalism, or 
Anglo-French “arrogance,” or even Churchill’s 
supposed warmongering for the tragedy of 
August 1914, this book correctly states that in 
that climactic month “Germany and Austria 
let loose their war machines upon Serbia to 
the south and upon Belgium and France and 
their allies to the north and west.” Their lead-
ers wanted to strike while they thought time 
was still on their side, in order to dominate 
the European continent and thus ultimately 
the world.

Whereas a large number of Churchill’s bi-
ographers tend to ignore or skate over his sole 
work of fiction, Savrola: A Tale of the Revolu-
tion in Laurania (1899), as a mere jeu d’esprit, 
Arnn rightly spots in it a hint as to Churchill’s 
charitable and fundamentally decent politi-
cal philosophy. Churchill, who published it 
at only age 25, later asked his friends not to 
read it as he was embarrassed by his youthful 
excursion into novel-writing, but Arnn sees 
what he rightly calls this “fiction near to auto-
biography” as a key to understanding the man 
who at the time of writing was only months 
away from entering the House of Commons 
for the first time. 

Arnn doesn’t shy away from draw-
ing morals and conclusions from 
Churchill’s writings and making gen-

eralizations about human nature that on re-
flection are both true and worthwhile. “Sci-
ence is necessary,” he writes in a commentary 
on one of Churchill’s essays, 

and also science is a master. As the hu-
man ability to make grows, the human 
ability to control the engines by which 
we make diminishes. The logical prob-
lem is relentless: we may stay as we are 
and lead shorter lives of pain and trou-
ble, or we may use our capacity to make 
our lives easier and safer. If we do that 
we will gain power, and we can use that 
power against ourselves.

Such conundrums are found throughout this  
book, and leave the reader thoughtful.

around the table of five War Cabinet mem-
bers—Clement Attlee and Arthur Green-
wood of the Labour Party—were virtually 
silent throughout, while the key discussions 
took place between the two aristocrats—
Halifax and Churchill—with the represen-
tative of the bourgeoisie, Neville Chamber-
lain, also staying pretty quiet. At this vital 
moment in the history of Western Civiliza-
tion, the Great Man theory of history ex-
plains everything and the Marxist interpre-
tation nothing.

Further undermining the marx-
ist analysis and its preoccupation 
with the idea of historical inevitabil-

ity, Arnn concentrates on the importance 
of chance and sheer luck in human events, 
something of which Churchill himself was 
deeply conscious. “We have but to let the 
mind’s eye skim back over the story of na-
tions,” Churchill wrote, “indeed to review 
the experience of our own small lives, to 
observe the decisive part which accident and 
chance play at every moment.” For if history 

Churchill’s accusers 
have shown a knowing 
and reckless disregard 

for the truth.
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Another example is to be found in Arnn’s 
extrapolation of a thought that Churchill 
expressed in Savrola about how science was 
replacing civilization and its virtues. “Right 
has never been simply sovereign over might,” 
Arnn writes, “but it has been a component of 
it, and previously a larger component.”

Now what matters is invention and 
the proper organization of invention 
into practical power. We see in our 
day that the application of this grow-
ing power becomes easier and requires 
less in the way of organization. None of 
the countries from which the 9/11 ter-
rorists hailed could produce a jetliner. 
But nineteen of their citizens, spend-
ing modest amounts and taking a few 
months of preparation, could destroy 
the two tallest buildings in the United 
States, damage the Pentagon, threaten 
the White House, and kill nearly three 
thousand people in a few hours’ work.

The book is separated into three 
distinct sections—War, Empire, and 
Peace—and the author therefore 

places Churchill’s imperialism at the center. 
“Churchill was an imperialist,” he states un-
ambiguously at the start of the second section. 
This emphasis might make some Americans—
whose country sprang from an anti-colonialist 
struggle, after all—slightly uncomfortable, at 
a time when the Left has managed to equate 
imperialism with racism and exploitation. Yet 
Churchill was indeed a child of the Empire, 
and it was to that entity, quite as much as to 
the British nation, that he dedicated his life. 

In perhaps the most famous of his wartime 
speeches, Churchill said in 1940: “Let us there-
fore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear 
ourselves, that if the British Empire and its 
Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men 
will still say ‘This was their finest hour.’” He 
chose to laud an institution that unbeknownst 
to him had only 15 years to last, rather than a 
thousand (though the Commonwealth is still 
going, and indeed expanding). Churchill could 
hardly conceive of a Britain without an empire, 
but was forced to live to see it.

When Churchill sent military aid to 
Greece in April 1941, a decision that was 
criticized by some of the chiefs of staff at the 
time and by military historians ever since, and 
which ended in disaster, he defended his ac-
tions in Parliament in what Arnn describes as 

“a beautiful statement.” On April 27, 1941, he 
said of the Greeks: 

By solemn guarantee given before the 
war, Great Britain had promised them 

THREATS TO AMERICA ARE
CLOSER THAN YOU THINK

STOP TERRORIST ATTACKS BEFORE THEY HAPPEN 

“Congressman Michael McCaul has become one of our 
nation’s leading experts on homeland security. This excellent 
book gives us a very useful analysis of dangers we face and the 

things we must do to prepare ourselves for the challenges 
presented to us.” — R U DY  G I U L I A N I ,  F O R M E R  M AYO R  O F  N E W  YO R K  C I T Y

AVAILABLE WHEREVER BOOKS ARE SOLD
FAILURESOFIMAGINATIONBOOK.COM
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her help. They declared they would 
fight for their native soil even if nei-
ther of their neighbours made common 
cause with them, and even if we left 
them to their fate. But we could not do 
that. There are rules against that kind 
of thing; and to break those rules would 
be fatal to the honour of the British 
Empire, without which we could neither 
hope nor deserve to win this hard war. 

Of course Britain had given similar guar-
antees to Poland before the war, which she 
signally failed to redeem because of immuta-
ble geographical facts—i.e., Germany being in 
between Britain and Poland—but Churchill 
felt the honor of the Empire he loved was at 
stake in 1941 when the Royal Navy could de-
liver a British army to Greece.

To admire Churchill the defender of de-
mocracy yet decry Churchill the imperialist —
as President Franklin D. Roosevelt often did—
is a false dichotomy, because they are one and 
the same man who held a certain idea of the 
British Empire, just as Charles de Gaulle had 

“a certain idea of France.” Churchill’s idea had 
nothing to do with one-man-one-vote, but ev-
erything to do with protecting the weak (e.g., 
the untouchables) from economic exploita-

tion and Mughal-level taxation, the subcon-
tinent from Russian, Pashtun, or Japanese 
incursions, the people from barbaric practices 
such as thuggee (the murder of travelers) and 
suttee (the practice of burning wives on their 
husband’s funeral pyre), and the minority 
Muslims from the majority Hindus, all the 
while using the then-incomparable power of 
the Royal Navy to keep global trading routes 
open. To reduce such a complex and noble 
duty, one that Churchill believed in utterly 
and to which he dedicated his life, to the soul-
less Marxist theory of imperialism as being 
all about capitalist dumping of excess produc-
tion, is completely to misunderstand Britain’s 
three-centuries-long role. 

A criticism of this book is that 
far too many of the most fascinating 
endnotes ought to have been incor-

porated into the text or appear as footnotes 
at the bottom of the page. Readers simply 
don’t refer to the back of the book all the time, 
especially when the majority of endnotes 
are page citations, so they will miss a huge 
number of charming, learned, and occasion-
ally important facts about Churchill and his 
times. We learn in the endnotes, for example, 
of Churchill’s Christmas 1929 broadcast ap-

peal for money to buy wireless radios for the 
blind, in which he said:

If you are rich you can easily afford it. If 
you are rich enough to send 25 guineas it 
can be arranged that a number of blind 
people in your particular district should 
be specially chosen to have the wireless 
sets purchased with your money: & if 
you like—but I expect you wouldn’t—
your name can be on every set. If you 
are not rich—to give something how-
ever little is the best way to feel rich.

Churchill believed that Alfred, Lord Ten-
nyson’s poem Locksley Hall predicted as early 
as 1835 such phenomena as air power, the 
League of Nations, and Bolshevism, though 
frankly that does require a construction be-
ing put on six couplets at which most might 
balk. Arnn is on much stronger ground when 
he credits Churchill himself with foreseeing 
developments and inventions far ahead into 
the future in two essay-length articles that 
Churchill wrote in 1931 and 1936, which are 
reproduced in extenso here as appendices. Of 
course, it was also Churchill who in 1924—
long before the Manhattan Project began at 
Los Alamos—wrote, after a conversation with 
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—Raphael Israeli, Hebrew University of Jerusalem
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his scientific advisor Professor Frederick Lin-
demann, “Might not a bomb no bigger than 
an orange be found to possess a secret power 
to destroy a whole block of buildings—nay to 
concentrate the force of a thousand tons of 
cordite and blast a township at a stroke?” 

Arnn sets great store by churchill’s 
powers of foresight, which he rightly 
sees as an important attribute in a 

statesman. In the first of the appendices, an 
article entitled “Fifty Years Hence,” which 
first appeared in the Strand magazine in De-
cember 1931, Churchill made the essentially 
Whiggish point that “We assume that prog-
ress will be constant…for if it stopped or 
were reversed, there would be catastrophe of 
unimaginable horror.” It was a sentence that 
could only have been written before Ausch-
witz. Later on in the article, Churchill avers 
that “The past no longer enables us even dimly 
to measure the future.” He went on to imag-
ine something that sounds similar to the in-
ternet and broadband when he wrote of how 

“Wireless telephones and television, following 
naturally upon their present path of develop-
ment, would enable their owner to connect up 
with any room similarly installed, and hear 
and take part in the conversation” and that 

“excessively rapid means of communication 
would be at hand.” 

Years before their invention, Churchill 
wrote about “solar energy,” “synthetic food,” 
robots, inter-planetary space travel, and 
nuclear bombs “which can annihilate whole 
nations.” Yet he predicted that, “Without an 
equal growth of Mercy, Pity, Peace and Love, 

Science herself may destroy all that makes hu-
man life majestic and tolerable.” It was a dole-
ful view, not least because he felt—even two 
years before Adolf Hitler came to power—that 

“Democratic governments drift along the line 
of least resistance, taking short views, paying 
their way with sops and doles and smoothing 
their path with pleasant-sounding platitudes.” 
If that isn’t a prediction of modern Western 
foreign policy towards the autocracies of Rus-
sia, China, Iran, and North Korea, it’s hard to 
state what is.

In august 1936, with hitler having 
re-militarized the Rhineland, Churchill 
wrote an article in Collier’s magazine en-

titled “What Good’s a Constitution?” which 
Arnn also reproduces in full. “Does a govern-
ment exist for the individual,” it asked, “or do 
individuals exist for the government?” Faced 
with the rise in the power of the totalitarian 
states of Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, Soviet 
Russia, and Imperial Japan, Churchill’s an-
swer was one that would gladden the heart 
of any Tea Party supporter today. “In the 
United States,” he wrote of New Deal Amer-
ica, “economic crisis has led to an extension 
of the activities of the Executive and to the 
pillorying, by irresponsible agitators, of cer-
tain groups and sections of the population as 
enemies of the rest.” Was Churchill perhaps 
thinking of FDR himself, who in his First 
Inaugural address in March 1933 had spo-
ken of “the rulers of the exchange of man-
kind’s goods [who] have failed through their 
own stubbornness and their own incompe-
tence” and “unscrupulous money-changers 

[who] stand indicted in the court of public 
opinion, rejected by the hearts and minds 
of men,” and generally attacked what he 
called “a generation of self-seekers”? By total 
contrast, Churchill offered an analysis that 
would appeal to any modern-day libertarian. 

“It is when passions and cupidities are thus 
unleashed,” he wrote, “that the handcuffs 
can be slipped upon the citizens and they 
can be brought into entire subjugation to the 
executive government.” Instead, Churchill 
believed, “The true right and power rest in 
the individual.” 

In one of the few areas where Larry Arnn 
takes serious issue with Churchill—over 
whether “The past no longer enables us even 
dimly to measure the future”—readers of 
this intelligent, thought-provoking, and well-
written book will conclude that the president 
of Hillsdale is right and the prime minister of 
Great Britain was wrong. The past is in fact 
the only sure way by which we can measure 
both the present and the future, and it is 
books like this that will help us do it. Readers 
might also conclude that, by the standards set 
by Winston Churchill as interpreted by Larry 
Arnn, we are doing woefully badly in The Age 
of Obama or Trump. Whatever we conclude 
about that, however, as jurors at Churchill’s 
trial, the evidence and testimony of this book 
will persuade readers that Churchill’s accus-
ers have shown a knowing and reckless disre-
gard for the truth.

Andrew Roberts is the author of several books, 
including, most recently, Napoleon: A Life 
(Viking).
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Book Review by Tiffany Jones Miller

The Roosevelt Revolution
Man of Destiny: FDR and the Making of the American Century, by Alonzo L. Hamby. 

Basic Books, 512 pages, $35

The 20th century is commonly de-
scribed as one of stark antinomies: 
East versus West, Communism ver-

sus capitalism, totalitarianism versus free-
dom. Certainly, this was how Vladimir Lenin 
and Joseph Stalin viewed the world. Alonzo 
Hamby writes that Stalin’s membership in 
World War II’s Grand Alliance did nothing 
to displace “[t]he revolutionary Marxist ideol-
ogy that determined [his] view of the world,” 
according to which “both [Franklin Roosevelt 
and Winston Churchill] and their liberal 
nations were inevitable antagonists” of the 
USSR. But Hamby also points out that this 
rivalry was asymmetrical: 

For many New Dealers…the Soviet 
Union was, for all its shortcomings, a 
progressive force with enormous po-
tential. Roosevelt chose his words care-
fully when…in public, but there is every 
indication that he shared in the liberal 
consensus.

Though Stalin regarded him as a future en-
emy, Roosevelt, like other leading American 

progressives—Jane Addams, John Dewey, and 
Robert M. La Follette, Sr., among them—be-
lieved the Soviets were forging reforms sub-
stantially similar to those they were trying to 
effect. Hamby’s comprehensive biography of 
FDR recognizes how central the earlier pro-
gressive movement is to explaining Roosevelt’s 
political career. Man of Destiny also helps us 
understand FDR’s and many New Dealers’ es-
teem for Soviet Communism. 

Hamby, a distinguished profes-
sor of history emeritus at Ohio 
University and the author of sev-

eral well-written, deeply researched volumes 
on 20th-century American politics, disputes 
the view put forth during and after FDR's 
lifetime that he was little more than a “fac-
ile opportunis[t].” True, he never pursued 
the intellectual credentials that his illustri-
ous cousin Theodore Roosevelt or Woodrow 
Wilson achieved. While an undergraduate 
at Harvard from 1900 to 1903, FDR was 
content merely to earn gentlemen’s C’s. He 
was unusually ambitious, however, and not 
merely in a narrow, personal way. Although 

Franklin, like his father, was a Democrat, 
Hamby credits T.R.—the former Republi-
can president who emerged around 1910 as 

“the leading figure in the multifaceted push 
for social and political reform that was be-
ginning to be called the progressive move-
ment”—for whetting FDR’s appetite not just 
for power but for sweeping reform.

Hamby argues that from the start of his 
political career in 1910, when he was elect-
ed to the New York State Senate, through 
service as assistant secretary of the Navy 
for nearly the entirety of Wilson’s presi-
dency, to running for vice president on the 
Democrats’ doomed 1920 ticket, and finally 
to being governor of New York from 1928 
to 1932, FDR’s commitment to progressiv-
ism strengthened and deepened. Historians 
frequently distance Roosevelt from Rexford 
G. Tugwell, the most radical member of the 

“brains trust” of academic advisors that FDR 
brought with him to Washington to fashion 
the New Deal. Tugwell, Hamby writes, was 

“[a] radical critic of capitalism in his younger 
days.” (Actually, Tugwell remained a radical 
critic all through his days. A few years be-
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tisan division coincide more closely with its 
ideological one. 

For Hamby, the New Deal was a delib-
erate innovation. In his last annual message 
as governor, after laying out an ambitious 
agenda of social reform, FDR exhorted New 
Yorkers: “Let us not seek merely to restore. 
Let us restore and at the same time remodel.” 
Later that year, following T.R.’s example at 
the 1912 Progressive Party convention, FDR 
became the first major party candidate to 
accept a presidential nomination in person. 
His acceptance speech declared, “Let it be 
from now on the task of our party to break 
foolish traditions.” When he assumed office 
in March 1933, President Roosevelt imme-
diately began to “remodel” the role of gov-
ernment in American life. Congress enacted 
a “stunning agenda” of “precedent-breaking 
legislation.” Both in style—strong, personal 
presidential leadership—and in substance, 
Hamby contends, Roosevelt “was leading a 
political revolution.”

But hamby vacillates on this cru-
cial point. The “emerging New Deal 
seemed to be building huge new bu-

reaucracies to run the economy,” especially 
through the agricultural and industrial 

cultural issues largely irrelevant, FDR saw an 
opportunity to remake his party as the ves-
sel of a durable political majority committed 
to activist government. He wanted indepen-
dent progressives, most of them nominal Re-
publicans, to support and eventually join the 
Democratic Party.

Parts of this quest, especially 
FDR’s high-handed 1938 attempt 
to “purge” conservative congressional 

Democrats in favor of primary election chal-
lengers who were committed New Dealers, 
are well known. Other stories, less famous, 
are equally revealing. Hamby relates how 
FDR secretly reached out to Wendell Willkie, 
the Republicans’ 1940 presidential nominee, 
just after the GOP nominated New York gov-
ernor Thomas E. Dewey for president in 1944. 
Roosevelt proposed “a party realignment in 
which the progressive wing of the Republi-
can Party would join with liberal Democrats.” 
Willkie, though apparently “enthusiastic” 
about the proposal, decided not to take any 
steps before the November election. Willkie’s 
sudden death at the age of 52, barely four 
weeks before the November elections, ended 
an intriguing episode in the long effort, which 
continues to this day, to make America’s par-

fore his death in 1979, he advocated a new 
constitution to give the central government 
sweeping powers to regulate and redistrib-
ute.) FDR not only immediately “admired 
[Tugwell’s] unorthodoxy,” Hamby contends, 
but was also “more than receptive” to the 
brains trust’s desire to organize the “chaotic” 
market. 

At the same time, however, Roosevelt had 
a growing appreciation for the constraints 
that conditioned reformers’ access to power, 
including the need “to avoid being typed as 
a flaming radical.” Greater ideological purity 
might satisfy a La Follette, the 1924 presiden-
tial nominee of the quixotic Progressive Party, 
but FDR wanted to win, not lose virtuously.

Victory also required retaining the party 
organization’s support. When, beginning 
in the 1920s, FDR set out to institutional-
ize the cause of reform to an unprecedented 
degree, the Democratic Party was an “uneasy 
alliance of seamy northern urban machines 
and reactionary southern ruralists,” observes 
Hamby. Like the Republican Party, it did 
have a progressive wing, which would become 
the foundation of Roosevelt’s bold, long-run-
ning project to transform the Democrats into 

“the nation’s progressive party.” Believing that 
the Depression rendered ethnic rivalries and 
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planning initiatives that formed the “center-
pieces” of what historians call the first New 
Deal. But he also takes seriously the New 
Dealers’ claim that they were honoring their 
party’s and country’s “Jeffersonian Demo-
cratic roots.” Hamby argues, for example, 
that the National Recovery Administration, 
the administrative agency created to imple-
ment industrial planning, was as “much an 
expression of Jeffersonian Democracy as of 
European fascism,” because it “embraced re-
gionalism and localism as primary virtues 
and even touted voluntarism.”

For all his sensitivity to FDR’s need to ap-
pear centrist, Hamby accepts such claims too 
credulously. It is difficult to see how Jefferson, 
eloquent exponent of natural rights, including 
property rights, inspires national industrial 
planning. In an article published around the 
time he joined FDR’s brains trust, Tugwell 
underscored just how profoundly the embrace 
of industrial planning would revolutionize 
American political life. Most of those who 
support planning, he wrote, 

do not…understand that fundamen-
tal changes of attitude, new disciplines, 
revised legal structures, unaccustomed 
limitations of activity, are all necessary 

if we are to plan. This amounts, in fact, 
to the abandonment, finally, of laissez 
faire. It amounts, practically, to the abo-
lition of “business.”

“This is not an overstatement for the 
sake of emphasis,” he stresses; “it is literally 
meant. The essence of business is its free ven-
ture for profits in an unregulated economy…. 
To take away from business its freedom of 
venture and of expansion, and to limit the 
profits it may acquire,” would be necessary 
for the ultimate goal: to destroy business as 
business “and to make of it something else.” 
That something else does not have a name, 
Tugwell claims, but it was already “becoming 
visible in Russia.”

Hamby likewise denies that in-
dustrial planning was a “foreign 
import.” What he means by this 

is that the New Deal embrace of planning 
was not particularly inspired by Italian fas-
cism, but, rather, “had deep roots in early-
twentieth century American progressivism.” 
Yes, New Deal industrial planning did have 
“deep roots” in the earlier progressive move-
ment, but American progressivism was hardly 
autochthonous. Many of the first progressive 

economists responsible for the development 
of planning—most prominently Richard T. 
Ely and Simon N. Patten, Tugwell’s beloved 
teacher—were products of what historian 
Daniel Rodgers calls “the German university 
connection.” Americans by birth, these men 
pursued graduate education in various Ger-
man universities where they studied with the 
professors of the German Historical School 
of economics, which promoted what some of 
its members called “state socialism.”

The goal of “state socialism,” Rodgers ex-
plains, was to lead the economy “more and 
more out of private into public organizational 
forms” but “without the ‘craziness’ and ‘crimi-
nality’ of revolutionary socialism.” Conser-
vative compared to the more Marxist social 
democrats, the Historical School nonethe-
less had an explicitly “collectivist” vision of 
the state. Albion Small, one of the German-
trained Americans, explained that the Ger-
man system “is based on the opposite pre-
sumption from ours.”

American civilization starts with the 
presumption that individual liberty 
is the fundamental and paramount 
factor in a rational human condition. 
German civilization starts with the 
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presumption that the welfare of the 
state must always have precedence over 
the liberty of individuals.

Even if New Deal industrial planning was 
not particularly inspired by Italian fascism, 
as Hamby acknowledges, this does not mean 
they didn’t share a common ancestry. As legal 
and intellectual historian James Q. Whitman 
has argued, “the German academic socialists 
of the late nineteenth century” were leading 

“expositors” of the corporatist theory that sub-
sequently inspired Mussolini’s corporatism.

Hamby’s reluctance to discuss 
Soviet influence within FDR’s ad-
ministration shows his ambivalence 

about the New Deal’s “revolutionary” charac-
ter. He does mention that there were “[a] few…
closet members of the Communist Party,” but 
he neglects or otherwise downplays this topic. 

Despite this, Roosevelt’s progressivism, 
and its affinity to Communism, plays an in-
creasingly important role in Hamby’s assess-
ment of FDR’s final years, the ones dominated 
by World War II. He repeatedly notes that 

“Roosevelt and many New Dealers shared the 
liberal fascination with the Soviet experi-
ment.” Hamby suggests that FDR’s strategy 
of marginalizing Churchill and cozying up to 

Stalin at Teheran and Yalta—where the Big 
Three met to hash out what the postwar world 
would look like—reflected not only FDR’s 
overconfidence in his powers of persuasion, 
but also his “conviction that Soviet commu-
nism, despite its totalitarian social engineer-
ing...was a progressive force in the world.” At 
the time, FDR was growing “increasingly un-
comfortable with the imperialist implications 
of his alliance with Churchill,” but not so with 
his alliance with the Soviets. The possibility 
of a “Soviet empire, stretching from the Ber-
ing Strait to the Baltic Sea and harboring 
open designs on eastern Europe, seems never 
to have come to mind.”

In this vein, Hamby reports a particu-
larly disturbing exchange FDR had with 
Archbishop Francis Spellman of New York 
in September 1943. According to the prel-
ate, FDR was not only willing to concede 
Soviet predominance in “Finland, the Baltic 
states, eastern Poland [the territory acquired 
through the Non-Aggression Pact with Hit-
ler], and the Romanian province of Bessara-
bia,” but also in “Austria, Hungary, Croatia, 
and possibly as far as France.” “Spellman,” 
Hamby notes, “paraphrased [the President] 
as saying, ‘The European people will simply 
have to endure the Russian domination.’” In 
his epilogue, Hamby revisits this exchange to 

suggest how very different the aftermath of 
the war might have been had FDR lived: 

At best, perhaps there was realism in his 
realization that the United States could 
not prevent Soviet domination of east-
ern Europe. It is unclear how he might 
have reacted to Soviet ambitions for 
control of the rest of the continent, but 
he would not likely have responded as 
quickly and decisively as his successor, 
Harry Truman. His private conversa-
tion with Archbishop Spellman leaves 
one with the impression that he was 
willing to accept Soviet hegemony over 
all of continental Europe.

Ultimately, even though Hamby is un-
clear whether the Roosevelt “revolution” re-
ally revolutionized the American regime, his 
exploration of the origins, character, and 
consequence of FDR’s precedent-shattering 
policies makes Man of Destiny highly instruc-
tive. Anyone seeking to understand how the 
United States descended into its present over-
regulated, debt-burdened, and eminently con-
fused condition should read it. 

Tiffany Jones Miller is associate professor of poli-
tics at the University of Dallas.
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Essay by Randy E. Barnett

Free at Last

One hundred fifty years ago, on 
December 6, 1865, the 13th Amend-
ment was ratified. It consists of two 

plain sentences. Section 1 reads: “Neither 
slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a 
punishment for crime whereof the party shall 
have been duly convicted, shall exist within 
the United States, or any place subject to their 
jurisdiction.” The other sentence, shorter and 
even less prepossessing, constitutes section 2. 
Although it seems so straightforward as to be 
almost boring, there is a lot to know about the 
13th Amendment, and its significance extends 
beyond its obvious meaning and touches us 
even today.

Forever Free

To begin with, many americans be-
lieve the amendment basically repeated 
President Abraham Lincoln’s Emanci-

pation Proclamation, which went into effect 
on January 1, 1863, some two years earlier. Yet 
Lincoln’s proclamation applied only to slaves 
in rebel states outside of Union control. It 
freed only those who could make it to Union 
lines and exempted slaves in loyal states or in 
Tennessee, which was nominally under Union 
control. 

It is true, as James Oakes has recently 
shown in his masterly account, Freedom Na-
tional: The Destruction of Slavery in the United 
States, 1861–1865 (reviewed in the Summer 
2013 CRB), that the Proclamation did more 
than is commonly acknowledged; it also en-
couraged the enlistment of black soldiers in 
the border states, which had the legal effect 
of freeing both them and their families. And 
contrary to the belief of many, Republicans 
had been freeing slaves almost from the mo-
ment they took control of Congress. 

Despite all this, there was good reason for 
the Republicans to struggle to add the 13th 
Amendment to the Constitution. The anti-
slavery activists who had formed the Liberty 
Party, then the Free Soil Party, and eventu-
ally the Republican Party, believed that slav-
ery was a corrupt and economically backward 
institution, which survived only because of 
its expansion into new territories with more 
fertile land, and because of the outside sup-
port it received from the federal government. 
Since the Republic’s early years, the national 
government had been restrained and often di-
rected by what Republicans called the “Slave 
Power”—a control that was helped by several 
features of the Constitution, including the 
clause that gave white Southern voters dispro-

portionate representation by counting three-
fifths of their slaves towards representation in 
Congress and the Electoral College. 

Unlike abolitionist constitutionalists like 
Lysander Spooner and Frederick Douglass, 
Republicans conceded that slavery was con-
stitutional within the original slave states, 
and pledged loudly and often that they would 
not touch it there, even going so far as to pro-
pose a constitutional amendment to assuage 
the South. But Republicans like antislavery 
lawyer—and future Chief Justice—Salmon 
P. Chase also believed to their core that all it 
would take to end slavery peacefully was to 
erect a “cordon of freedom” around the slave 
states. By preventing its spread into the ter-
ritories and abolishing it in the District of Co-
lumbia and other areas under federal control, 
the North would soon force the slave states 
to choke economically on their peculiar in-
stitution. The fact that the Southern states 
seceded from the Union before the Republi-
cans could even take office to implement their 
policies suggests that they shared the Repub-
lican’s assessment.

But this prediction proved wrong. Slavery 
was far more socially entrenched and econom-
ically stable than abolitionists believed. The 
South was able to sustain a lengthy military 
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campaign against the richer, more populous 
North; and until the very end of hostilities, 
Northern Democrats were calling for peace 
based on “the Union as it was,” which would 
have perpetuated slavery. Notwithstanding 
four years of almost unimaginable bloodshed, 
once the Southern Democrats were allowed 
to rejoin their Northern brethren in Congress, 
there was nothing to stop them from reim-
posing slavery. Perhaps those slaves who had 
been emancipated and declared “forever free” 
would remain free—or perhaps not. Given 
that Lincoln had justified the Proclamation 
as a war measure, Republicans could not as-
sume that the courts would find that the ef-
fect of military emancipation survived the end 

of hostilities for those slaves never actually 
freed. (Moreover, there were still many slaves 
in the border states who had been untouched 
by the Proclamation.) What was stopping 
the Southern states from continuing slavery 
once the troops had been withdrawn? Under 
the Republicans’ reading of the Constitution, 
nothing much that could be counted on.

In short, even widespread emancipation 
did not equal abolition. Despite the Emanci-
pation Proclamation, it was not until the 13th 
Amendment that the institution of slavery 
was actually abolished in the United States. 
While that alone makes its adoption historic, 
the 13th Amendment has an important role 
to play in understanding the Constitution 
even today.

Limited Power

Our republican constitution 
limits government power in two 
ways. The first, and most important, 

is the structural constraints it imposes on the 
powers of the national and state governments. 
The second is by its express prohibitions on 
government powers and its affirmative protec-
tions of individual rights. The 13th Amend-
ment has an important interpretive bearing 
on each.

Let’s start with the structural constraints. 
In addition to its internal checks and balances, 
our Constitution originally adopted a federal 
system that expressly limited the legislative 
power of the national government, leaving the 
people and their states with all other powers 
not delegated. The first sentence of Article I 
reads: “All legislative powers herein granted 
shall be vested in a Congress of the United 
States, which shall consist of a Senate and 
House of Representatives.” This is a clear 
statement that any power exercised by Con-
gress must be expressed in the text of the writ-
ten Constitution. The powers of the president 
and judiciary are not so qualified.

In the early 20th century, when progres-
sives were objecting to Supreme Court rul-
ings upholding limits on Congress’s com-
merce power, they took to claiming that “our 
fathers” had a much more capacious view of 
national power. For example, in their 1937 
tract, The Power to Govern: The Constitution—
Then and Now, economist Walton Hamilton 
and historian Douglass Adair smugly ac-
cused the Supreme Court of violating the 
original meaning of the Constitution: “Com-
merce was then more than we imply now 
by business or industry. It was a name for 
the economic order, the domain of political 
economy, the realm of a comprehensive pub-
lic policy.” Commerce, they claimed, “was the 

only word which could catch up into a single 
comprehensive term all activities directly af-
fecting the wealth of the nation.”

Their relatively short book was followed 
up in 1953 by University of Chicago law 
professor William Crosskey’s three-volume 
magnum opus, Politics and the Constitution in 
the History of the United States, in which he 
made the same claim. But by this time, hav-
ing succeeded in completely taking over the 
Court, progressives—now calling themselves 

“liberals”—had embraced the “living constitu-
tion” and were no longer interested in mak-
ing claims about original meaning. So poor 
Crosskey’s lifework fell into much-deserved 
obscurity.

The 13th Amendment is important evi-
dence that progressives’ originalist claims 
are false. If, at the founding, Congress really 
did have power over “all activities directly 
affecting the wealth of the nation,” it would 
certainly have had power over slavery within 
the several states. Yet, though some might 
have imagined this, it was certainly not the 
prevailing public meaning of Congress’s 
power over “commerce…among the several 
states.” Neither would it have been justi-
fied under the Necessary and Proper Clause, 
which grants Congress the power “to make 
all laws which shall be necessary for carrying 
into execution” its power to regulate inter-
state commerce.

Antebellum abolitionists were a veritable 
font of creative constitutional arguments 
against slavery. Yet as I have studied “consti-
tutional abolitionists,” including Theodore 
Dwight Weld, Alvan Stewart, Charles Dex-
ter Cleveland, William Goodell, Lysander 
Spooner, Salmon Chase, Benjamin Shaw, 
James Birney, Joel Tiffany, Horace Mann, 
Lewis Tappan, Gerrit Smith, Byron Paine, 
and Frederick Douglass, I found not a single 
one bold, creative, or desperate enough to as-
sert that the Commerce Clause gave Congress 
power over slavery within a state. 

Section 2 of the 13th Amendment is a tes-
timony to these limits on national power. It 
established that “Congress shall have power 
to enforce this article by appropriate legisla-
tion,” thereby adding to the legislative powers 

“herein granted” by the written Constitution. 
No such grant would have been necessary 
if progressives were right in their histori-
cal claims about the original meaning of the 
Commerce Clause. Nor, in the next century, 
would Section 2 of the 18th Amendment have 
needed to say that “Congress and the several 
states shall have concurrent power to enforce” 
the prohibition on the manufacture and sale 
(but not possession) of alcohol “by appropri-
ate legislation.” 



The Must-Read
for the Most Well-Read

“When I was asked, a few years ago, 
  to list my most important reading matter,   
  I put CRB at the top of my list. Every issue 
  validates my judgment.”

– George F. Will,  Pulitzer Prize-winning author, columnist, commentator.
Claremont Review of Books reader since 2004.

THE CLAREMONT INSTITUTE 

Recovering the American Idea

W
E

H

O
LD T H E S E TR

U
T

H
SW

E
H

O
LD T H E S E TR

U
T

H
S

C
L

A
R

EMONT INSTIT
U

T
E

Claremont.org/subscribe

Giving gifts to students,
family, or friends?
GIVE THEM A YEAR OF THE 
CLAREMONT REVIEW OF BOOKS.
Go to www.claremont.org/gifts
type promo code PA3
and check gift box



Claremont Review of Books w Winter 2015/16
Page 62

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Progressive law professors still teach that 
the pre-New Deal Supreme Court had it com-
pletely wrong in how it interpreted the scope 
of federal power. Yet the 13th Amendment 
stands as a rebuke to those such as Yale law 
professor Jack Balkin, who claims in his book 
Living Originalism (2011) that the original 
meaning of “commerce” included all “social 
interaction.” If so, then Congress always had 
the power to abolish slavery in the states—
which not even the most radical abolitionist 
thought resided in the Commerce Clause. In 
short, the need to enact the 13th Amendment 
is important evidence against the notion that 
the pre-New Deal Supreme Court was some-
how making up the limits on national power. 
But that’s not all. 

Economic Liberties

Let’s turn now to the second limit 
on government power: the explicit pro-
tection of individual liberties. Even ear-

lier, the progressives had sharply criticized the 
Court for invoking the 14th Amendment’s 
Due Process Clause to protect such individ-
ual liberties as freedom of contract. This pro-
gressive belief is still popular among many of 
today’s judicial conservatives. For example, in 
his dissenting opinion in last year’s gay mar-
riage case, Obergefell v. Hodges, Chief Justice 
John Roberts, quoting Judge Learned Hand, 
reiterated the progressive critique of the 1905 
case of Lochner v. New York: “By empowering 
judges to elevate their own policy judgments 
to the status of constitutionally protected 
‘liberty,’ the Lochner line of cases left ‘no alter-
native to regarding the court as a…legislative 
chamber.’” 

According to Roberts’s hoary narrative, 
Lochner was a wholly “unprincipled” opinion 
that elevated what he termed the justices’ “na-
ked policy preferences” above the legislature’s. 
In particular, he disparagingly quotes Jus-
tice Rufus Peckham, who wrote the major-
ity opinion in Lochner, affirming “the general 
right of an individual to be free in his person 
and in his power to contract in relation to 
his own labor” (emphasis added by Roberts). 
Were yesterday’s progressives—and some of 
today’s conservatives—correct that the Court 
in Lochner was making up the right of free-
dom of contract? The 13th Amendment again 
holds the key.

Even after a punishing war, the legal aboli-
tion of slavery did not end the subordination of 
freed blacks. Southern states responded with 

“black codes” reducing former slaves to second-
class citizens, and local authorities looked the 
other way as freedmen were brutalized and in-
timidated. In response to the continued legal 

and extralegal persecution of free blacks (and 
white Republicans) in the South, Republicans 
in Congress enacted the Civil Rights Act of 
1866. The act mandated that

such citizens, of every race and color, 
without regard to any previous con-
dition of slavery or involuntary servi-
tude…shall have the same right…to 
make and enforce contracts, to sue, be 
parties, and give evidence, to inherit, 
purchase, lease, sell, hold, and convey 
real and personal property, and to full 
and equal benefit of all laws and pro-
ceedings for the security of person 
and property, as is enjoyed by white 
citizens…any law, statute, ordinance, 
regulation, or custom, to the contrary 
notwithstanding. 

Notice how Congress defined the civil 
rights of all persons, whether white or black, 
as including the rights “to make and enforce 
contracts…to inherit, purchase, lease, sell, 

ing own himself, with the inherent right to 
enter into contracts by which he or she could 
acquire property, which no legislature could 
arbitrarily restrict?

That today we think of these rights as “eco-
nomic” should not be surprising. After all, 
slavery was, first and foremost, an economic 
system designed to deprive slaves of their eco-
nomic rights. The key to slavery was labor. Re-
strictions imposed on what we would consider 
personal “liberties”—such as the freedom of 
slaves to speak or to read—were often instru-
mental to enabling the Slave Power to keep 
blacks working in bondage, and perpetuate the 
notion that they were inferior beings whose 
labor could be exploited without their consent.

 The Slave Power considered these “eco-
nomic” arguments of abolitionists to be so in-
sidious that Southern states made it a crime 
for anyone—whether white or black, free or 
slave—to publish or speak them. The legal 
punishment for communicating the ideas 
of self-ownership and free labor was whip-
ping or even death. And mobs meted out 
their own punishments, including tarring 
and feathering. While today we consider the 
freedoms of speech, press, and assembly to be 
personal, back then these rights were denied 
specifically when it came to advocating that 
enslaved blacks had the right to their own 
labor, along with the right to own property 
and freely enter into contracts. By abolishing 
slavery, the 13th Amendment was thought 
by congressional Republicans, therefore, to 
have ipso facto empowered them to protect 
the economic liberties that slavery had for so 
long denied. The Civil Rights Act’s inherent 
constitutionality can be explained as follows: 
The 13th Amendment prohibited slavery, 
and the opposite of slavery is liberty. Any un-
warranted restrictions on liberty that were 
imposed on emancipated slaves were simply 
partial “incidents” of their previous condi-
tions of servitude. And Section 2 of the 13th 
Amendment empowered Congress to protect 
any citizen from such unjust restrictions on 
his liberty.

To the dismay of the Republicans in Con-
gress, President Andrew Johnson vetoed the 
Civil Rights Act. Johnson, a “War Democrat” 
from Tennessee, denied that the power to 
protect these rights was properly “incident” 
to Congress’s power to enforce the 13th 
Amendment. “Slavery has been abolished,” 
he wrote, “and at present nowhere exists 
within the jurisdiction of the United States; 
nor has there been, nor is it likely there will 
be, any attempt to revive it by the people or 
the States.” In response, supermajorities in 
both the House and the Senate overrode the 
president’s veto.

hold, and convey real and personal property.” 
In other words, at the very core of civil rights 
were the economic rights of contract and 
property, though characterizing these rights 
as “economic” is narrowing and anachronistic.

Today, the claim that the 13th Amend-
ment empowered Congress to protect the 
rights of contract and property from in-
fringement seems strained, but this is largely 
because we take the injustice of slavery for 
granted in ways the old critics of slavery 
didn’t. Though the case against slavery was 
multifaceted, at its core was the idea of natu-
ral rights, in particular the right of property 
that each person has in himself or herself—
self-ownership—as well as the liberty of each 
person to exchange his or her labor for wages 
and other mutually agreeable terms—“free 
labor.” The fundamental divide between the 
Slave Power and abolitionists concerned 
the rights of property and contract. Could 
a person be owned as property, and denied 
the right to refrain from laboring (except on 
terms contractually agreed upon) if a state 
legislature said so? Or did every human be-

The 13th Amendment shows 
that the pre-New Deal 
Supreme Court was not 

making up the limits 
on national power.
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Privileges and Immunities

Although it is often claimed that 
Congress then enacted the 14th 
Amendment to constitutionalize the 

Civil Rights Act, this is an oversimplification 
of what happened. As Garrett Epps explains 
in his book Democracy Reborn (2007), the 
initiative in Congress to protect the rights of 
free blacks and Republicans in the South by 
means of a constitutional amendment had be-
gun even before the introduction of the Civil 
Rights Act and was promoted by different 
members. But the goal of these parallel initia-
tives was the same.

While Senator Lyman Trumbull of Illinois 
devised and promoted the Civil Rights Act 
under the auspices of the 13th Amendment, 
Representative John Bingham of Ohio was the 
moving force behind the 14th Amendment. 
Because the Southern states were eventually 
going to resume their seats in Congress, Bing-
ham sought to place these guarantees beyond 
a future Congress’s power to repeal. To accom-
plish this, Bingham proposed the language that 
became part of Section 1 of the 14th Amend-
ment: “No state shall make or enforce any law 
which shall abridge the privileges or immuni-
ties of citizens of the United States.” But what 
were these “privileges or immunities”? 

Consider the explanation of Section 1 
offered by Jacob Howard of Michigan, the 
designated sponsor of the amendment in the 
Senate, in which he clearly identified two 
categories of “privileges or immunities.” The 
first was the rights to which the Constitu-
tion’s already-existing Privileges and Immu-
nities Clause (in Article IV) referred: “The 
citizens of each state shall be entitled to all 
privileges and immunities of citizens in the 
several states.” 

To identify these “privileges and immuni-
ties of citizens,” Senator Howard, like many 
others in the House and Senate, quoted a 
lengthy passage from a circuit court opinion 
in an 1823 case called Corfield v. Coryell. The 
opinion was authored by Supreme Court Jus-
tice Bushrod Washington—George Wash-
ington’s nephew—while he was “riding circuit,” 
hearing appeals of local cases, as Supreme 
Court justices did back then. In the middle of 
the lengthy quote, Justice Washington offers 
this summary of “privileges and immunities”:

What these fundamental principles are 
it would, perhaps, be more tedious than 

difficult to enumerate. They may, how-
ever, be all comprehended under the fol-
lowing general heads: protection by the 
Government, the enjoyment of life and 
liberty, with the right to acquire and pos-
sess property of every kind, and to pursue 
and obtain happiness and safety, subject 
nevertheless to such restraints as the 
Government may justly prescribe for 
the general good of the whole. [Empha-
sis added.] 

Justice Washington is here merely repeat-
ing verbatim the canonical formulation of 
natural rights that was penned by George 
Mason for the Virginia Declaration of Rights, 
and which was then replicated in four other 
state constitutions and in the Virginia ratifi-
cation convention’s proposed amendments to 
the U.S. Constitution: 

That all men are born equally free and 
independent, and have certain inher-
ent natural rights, of which they cannot, 
by any compact, deprive or divest their 
posterity; among which are, the enjoy-
ment of life and liberty, with the means 
of acquiring and possessing property, 
and pursuing and obtaining happiness 
and safety. 

It was upon this language in the Mas-
sachusetts constitution that the Massachu-
setts Supreme Judicial Court based its ruling 
in 1783 that slavery was unconstitutional in 
that state.

According to Senator Howard, and the 
many others in Congress who quoted Cor-
field, these very same rights were “privileges or 
immunities of citizens of the United States,” 
which Section 1 of the 14th Amendment said 
no state shall abridge (and which Section 5 
now empowered Congress to protect). But 
then to these “Corfield rights” Senator How-
ard immediately added another category of 
privileges or immunities: “To these privileges 
and immunities, whatever they may be—for 
they are not and cannot be fully defined in 
their entire extent and precise nature—to 
these should be added the personal rights 
guaranteed and secured by the first eight 
amendments of the Constitution,” which the 
Supreme Court in Barron v. Baltimore (1833) 
had previously held did not apply to the states. 

Thus the same Congress that proposed 
the 14th Amendment also enacted the Civil 

Rights Act of 1866 under the auspices of 
the 13th Amendment; this provides strong 
evidence that, in addition to the express 
guarantees of the Bill of Rights, such as the 

“enumerated” rights of freedom of speech and 
to keep and bear arms, “the privileges or im-
munities of citizens” was thought also to in-
clude the “unenumerated” economic liberties 

“to make and enforce contracts” and “to in-
herit, purchase, lease, sell, hold, and convey 
real and personal property” enumerated in 
that Act. Indeed, after the 14th Amendment, 
Congress repassed the Civil Rights Act just 
to be sure. 

Therefore, contrary to the progressives, and 
to modern judicial conservatives like Chief 
Justice Roberts, who learned the progressive 
catechism in law school, the Supreme Court in 
Lochner v. New York was hardly imposing its 
own “naked policy preferences.” It was instead 
protecting one of the privileges and immunities 
of Joseph Lochner, an American citizen, who, 
as part of the “due process of law,” was entitled 
to his day in court, to deny that a law restrict-
ing the working hours of his bakers was within 
the proper power of a state legislature to enact. 
Because the Court in Lochner found that this 
provision was not a genuine health and safety 
law, it was held to be beyond the police power 
of the state of New York. The Court in Lochner 
was not claiming a judicial power to impose its 
own policy preferences, but rather its judicial 
duty to ascertain whether the legislature was 
acting in good faith when it restricted the lib-
erties of the people.

That the 13th Amendment was vital to fi-
nally abolishing slavery in the United States 
is reason enough to celebrate its adoption. Yet 
the Republicans in the 38th and 39th Con-
gresses gave us more: they altered our system 
of federalism in order to empower the citizen 
to challenge state laws that irrationally or ar-
bitrarily restricted his or her liberty, whether 
economic or personal. On the 13th Amend-
ment’s 150th anniversary, it is high time to 
rediscover the republican (and Republican) 
Constitution that progressives have long 
sought to obscure and supplant.

Randy E. Barnett is the Carmack Waterhouse 
Professor of Legal Theory at Georgetown Law, 
where he directs the Georgetown Center for the 
Constitution. His new book, Our Republican 
Constitution: Securing the Liberty and Sov-
ereignty of the People, will be published in 
April by HarperCollins.
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Book Review by Jack Rakove

Who Lost the Colonies?
An Empire on the Edge: How Britain Came to Fight America, by Nick Bunker. 

Alfred A. Knopf, 448 pages, $30 (cloth), $17.95 (paper)

A month before the continental 
Congress voted in favor of indepen-
dence, Pennsylvania delegate Robert 

Morris complained bitterly about the stu-
pidity with which the government of Lord 
North was pushing the American colonists 
toward a total break with the British Empire. 
The Americans “have been driven into it 
step by step with a reluctance that has been 
manifested in all their proceedings,” Morris 
grumbled, “yet I dare say our enemies will as-
sert that it was planned from the first move-
ments.” The British did increasingly misread 
the situation after 1773. Rather than search 
for ways to open up potential divisions 
among the colonists, the British government 
assumed that using the Coercive Acts of 
1774 to make a punitive example of Massa-
chusetts in the aftermath of the Boston Tea 
Party would provide the object example that 
would lead the other colonies to fall into line. 

When, later that year, the First Continen-
tal Congress exposed the error of that cal-
culation, the British simply doubled down 
on their bet. Persuaded that the colonists 
were already arming for independence, King 
George III’s government decided that mili-
tary repression was the only path left. Al-
though colonial moderates like Morris, John 

Dickinson, and John Jay were desperately 
hoping that the British would make some 
serious conciliatory gestures, the govern-
ment’s response was so rigid and repressive 
that these patriots agreed that independence 
was necessary, even though that was hardly 
their first choice.

The history of the American movement 
toward independence has been the subject 
of countless books and articles. This is, after 
all, the story of the birth of our republic, and 
American scholars have long been deeply in-
vested in its explanation and interpretation. 
Yet within this massive corpus of literature, 
attention to the British side of the story has 
remained fairly limited. Of course, some as-
pects of that story are familiar. One has to 
know the basic sequence of parliamentary leg-
islation, from the Revenue and Stamp Acts 
of 1764-65 down through the punitive Coer-
cive Acts. It helps to know something about 
the problems King George faced in forming 
a stable ministry, until his relation with Lord 
North gave him a durable chief minister who 
proved an artful manager of the House of 
Commons. And of course one needs to under-
stand why the competing American and Brit-
ish views of the imperial constitution could 
prove so irreconcilable.

Yet for all this, few american schol-
ars of the Revolution have displayed 
great interest in parliamentary politics 

and factional maneuverings “at home,” as 
many colonists still described England. Nor 
have British scholars sought to correct the 
imbalance. The loss of America seems a mild 
diversion in the grand history of the British 
Empire or when set next to the heroic struggle 
against Revolutionary and Napoleonic France 
in the quarter century following the fall of the 
Bastille in 1789.

It is striking, then, that the last two awards 
of the lucrative George Washington Prize for 
the best book on the American Revolution 
have gone to British-born authors who view 
this event from an avowedly imperial perspec-
tive. The 2014 prize went to Andrew Jackson 
O’Shaughnessy, an Oxford-trained historian 
who now directs the Robert H. Smith Center 
for International Jefferson Studies at Monti-
cello, and whose The Men Who Lost America 
is a sparkling biographical analysis of the ca-
reers and strategies of the British military and 
political leaders who waged the War of Inde-
pendence. The 2015 prize went to Nick Bun-
ker, who took up writing history after a prior 
career as a journalist for the Financial Times 
and as an investment banker in the Far East. 
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An Empire on the Edge is tightly focused on the 
three years that separate the sacking in June 
1772 of the Royal Navy schooner Gaspee by a 
disciplined gang of vengeful Rhode Islanders 
from the fateful decision that sent the Red-
coats marching to Lexington and Concord in 
April 1775. But it is also a brooding medita-
tion on the political and military mediocrities 
whose imprudent decision-making carried 
the American colonists down their path to 
the political independence that Robert Mor-
ris first lamented and then celebrated.

For all of us who find downton 
Abbey a tiresome soap opera lacking 
any dramatic interest, An Empire on 

the Edge should offer a much more compel-
ling account of British aristocracy in the hey-
day of its political glory (etched so brilliantly 
in David Cecil’s The Young Melbourne [1939], 
which covers a slightly later period). Bunker’s 
sense of time, place, and manner is beautifully 
developed. He starts his book in a crumbling 
British fort along the Mississippi River, and 
then offers sketches of the latter-day New 
England Puritans, who were always such a 
pain in the imperial backside, and the com-
plicated affairs of the East India Company 
in its Bengali haunts. Drawing on his own 
background in global finance, he explains the 
marketing vicissitudes of the East India Com-
pany and its links to the London credit crisis 
of 1772. 

But perhaps his most revealing sketch ap-
pears in the Epilogue, where we visit Lord 
North’s tombstone at Wroxton in north Ox-
fordshire to be reminded of the reigning val-
ues and attitudes that enabled families like 
his to govern their own parochial corners of 
England. From that proprietary sense of local 
lordship, Bunker implies, came the political 
obstinacy that doomed any effort by British of-
ficials to come to grips with the stubborn, self-
righteous temperament (in the literal sense of 
preserving one’s own rights) that dominated 
colonial politics. To capture that worldview 
Bunker draws deeply on private and official 
correspondence, the records of parliamentary 
debates, and the popular British press to an-
swer the question that most agitates him: why 
did policymakers in London, as well as key 
officials in America, like Governor Thomas 
Hutchinson of Massachusetts, prove so inept 
in imagining the likely consequences of impe-

rial decisions that rarely received the scrutiny 
they deserved?

Bunker does not present an attractive 
group portrait. The least capable member 
seems to be General Thomas Gage, the 
military commander in North America and 
Hutchinson’s replacement in 1774. Gage had 
long experience in North America, and he 
married into a prominent New Jersey fam-
ily (his bride, Margaret Kemble, glamorously 
dressed à la Turque in a noteworthy portrait 
by John Singleton Copley). Gage should have 
possessed a much more sophisticated grasp of 
the challenges he faced and the other tactics 
he might have pursued. Instead he commit-
ted his force to being besieged in peninsular 
Boston and then allowing his troops to make 
a disastrous expedition to Concord.

The other members of this gang 
of imperial overlords fare little bet-
ter. Though Lord North proved a great 

manager of Parliament, even when pressed by 
opposition members to imagine how the Tea 
Act might disrupt American politics, he will-
fully clung to the settled path of maintaining 
parliamentary sovereignty. His deeply reli-
gious stepbrother, Lord Dartmouth, was an 
earnest public servant who became the second 
secretary of state for America in 1772. Like 
North, he worked hard at maintaining his aris-
tocratic status—“nobility was a career at which 
men and women had to work,” Bunker wryly 
observes—but here, again, his “unworldliness” 
and his innate tendency to confuse “the New 
Testament’s teachings with those of his own 
social class or party” stripped him of the capac-
ity to do the hard political thinking required to 
solve the American problem. Then there was 
the solicitor general Alexander Wedderburn, a 
Scotsman with a “vindictive nature.” In January 
1774 Wedderburn subjected Benjamin Frank-
lin to a savage examination before the Privy 
Council, accusing Franklin of having con-
spired against Governor Hutchinson through 
the release of his private correspondence. Every 
colonist who learned of Franklin’s humiliation 
in “the Cockpit” was profoundly offended, and 
Franklin himself drew the appropriate conclu-
sions about the government’s intentions. 

Bunker’s account of the workings of the 
British Empire in the mid-1770s makes for 
great reading. It fills a gap in the existing 
American understanding of the final crisis 

of the Revolution, and on terms that reveal 
Bunker’s own exasperation with the limita-
tions of the British ruling class’s imperial mind. 
Indeed at many points in this book the author 
echoes a theme that dominates Bernard Bai-
lyn’s influential explanation of the Revolution: 
that the glacial, closed, aristocratic world of 
Georgian politics could never have responded 
adequately to the upstart challenges that the 
Americans presented.

Yet there is one sense in which nick 
Bunker’s portrayal of the looming crisis 
of independence seems, if not flawed, 

then at least skewed. He adds two appendi-
ces to his book. The second, on the value of 
money, need not concern us here. But the first, 
on “The Meaning of Treason,” should. Were 
the Americans acting treasonously, in ways 
that would compel British decision-makers to 
act as they did? Bunker concludes that they 
were. “Try as he might, it would be very hard 
for any lawyer in London, whatever his po-
litical persuasion, to deny that this was so,” he 
concludes. And his depiction of colonial resis-
tance only confirms that point.

Yet this conclusion presupposes that the 
views of London officials were legally correct. 
However flawed their political judgments, 
Bunker concludes, there was a legal validity to 
the imperial position. This judgment in turn 
requires ignoring the corresponding validity 
of the American position—the ideas worked 
out not only by John Adams and Thomas Jef-
ferson, whom Bunker does notice, but also 
by a phalanx of colonial polemicists over-
looked in An Empire on the Edge. Americans 
had developed their own positions a decade 
earlier, in the constitutional quarrel of the 
mid-1760s, and those arguments were just as 
self-confirming as the analyses of the imperial 
lawyers. In critical respects, notwithstanding 
their common origins, American and British 
understandings of law and constitutionalism 
had already diverged. And this, perhaps, is 
why the empire was already on edge well be-
fore the vengeful Rhode Islanders stormed 
the Gaspee.

Jack Rakove is the William R. Coe Professor of 
History and American Studies at Stanford Uni-
versity, and the author, most recently, of Revolu-
tionaries: A New History of the Invention of 
America (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt).
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Book Review by Joseph Bottum

People of the Book
In the Beginning Was the Word: The Bible in American Public Life, 1492–1783, by Mark A. Noll.

Oxford University Press, 448 pages, $29.95

Back in 1969, the mexican novelist 
Carlos Fuentes suggested that much 
of the history of Latin America—its 

nervous politics, its fantastical literature, its 
baroque culture—could be derived from the 
fact that the conquistadors arrived in the New 
World with swords at their waists and a trio 
of 16th-century books in their backpacks: 
Erasmus’s In Praise of Folly, Thomas More’s 
Utopia, and Machiavelli’s The Prince. Fuentes 
was enormously influential, but the claim that 
Latin America was formed by this curious 
trio remains more suggestive than rigorous, 
more true-ish than true.

We have an interestingly similar legend 
about books in the early moments of the Unit-
ed States, fueled by the academic discipline 
known as “American Studies” that flourished 
in the nation’s universities after World War 
II. Every pioneer home, the American version 
insists, had two books on its mantelpiece: a 
King James Bible and William Blackstone’s 
Commentaries on the Laws of England. Every 
man his own priest, and every man his own 
lawyer—it was like the national character in 
a thumbnail, a thought-provoking synecdo-

che for the whole of the American experiment, 
even if the notion was more suggestive than 
rigorous. True-ish than true.

If anyone could sort out the ac-
tual facts about the literary foundation 
of American culture, it would be Notre 

Dame’s Mark Noll—our great historian of 
Protestant Christianity in the United States 
and author of more than 20 books, including 
his widely discussed The Scandal of the Evan-
gelical Mind (1994). His latest work, In the Be-
ginning Was the Word, is a study of the Bible 
in American public life from 1492 to 1783, 
the first in a planned multi-volume series that 
will trace the Bible’s influence up to the pres-
ent day. 

For all that, there’s something a little odd 
about Noll’s account. Not in the research it-
self; this is the work of a master scholar, as-
sembling the definitive study after a lifetime 
of investigation in the field. It’s just that any 
student of American cultural history would 
probably assume that this material had al-
ready been gathered. How could we require 
a study of the Bible in American public life, 

when the Bible so clearly helped define the na-
tion? It’s sobering to realize that we might still 
need this kind of systematic work—it’s like 
discovering that our scholars have produced 
thousands of studies of things floating in air, 
without ever bothering to mention the air that 
surrounds them.

At the same time, there’s something re-
vealing—something indicative of the changes 
in America over the past 50 years—that we 
should get a book like this now. When the Bi-
ble was simply the air we breathed, we hardly 
needed to mention it—but that air has grown 
thin. The Mainline Protestant churches no 
longer set the tone of the nation, and Bibli-
cal knowledge is no longer a required part 
of educated culture. A 1997 Barna survey 
claimed that 12% of American adults imag-
ine that Joan of Arc was Noah’s wife; Barna’s 
2000 follow-up concluded that 75% of Ameri-
cans believe the Bible teaches that “God helps 
those who help themselves.” These days, in 
a way that we never needed before, we must 
force ourselves to remember the role of the 
Bible in American public life, if we have any 
hope of making the past intelligible.
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In the beginning was the word opens 
with an observation that it was not Prot-
estants, with their post-Martin Luther 

cult of Bible reading, but Christopher Co-
lumbus who first brought the Bible to the 
New World. The Catholic explorer’s haunt-
ed, almost feverish journals are filled with 
Scripture-tinged descriptions of what he felt 
he was accomplishing. 

In this, Noll indulges a little too irenic an 
ecumenism, I think. Columbus was far more 
Marian, far more apocalyptic, and far more 
invested in what Protestants would denounce 
as an un-Biblical works-righteousness than 
Noll allows. One gets the sense, from those 
journals, that Columbus thought he was per-
sonally bringing about the Second Coming by 
introducing the gospel to one of the last popu-
lations of the world that had not yet had the 
chance to accept or reject Christianity.

Once Noll’s account moves to North 
America, however, we begin to see the way 
Protestant Bibles spread concurrently with 
the establishment of Protestant polities. A 
turning point in all this is the enthronement 
of William and Mary in 1689—for it’s after 
the Glorious Revolution that the Puritans be-
gan to think of themselves as generally part 
of the worldwide movement of Protestantism, 
rather than as a pilgrim people set entirely 
apart from all other believers. From there, it 
was only a short step to the kind of Biblical 
proof-texting of public events that Noll cata-
logues. He looks, for example, to the minister 
Elisha Williams’s 1744 pamphlet, The Essen-
tial Rights and Liberties of Protestants, which 
gathered texts from the Bible to help estab-
lish the “Whig-biblical confluence” that, Noll 
shows, blended the Biblicism of Protestant 
sermonizing with the political justification of 
revolution against the British king.

By the 19th century, English-language 
knowledge of the Bible would be dominated 
by the 1611 King James Version—the trans-
lation that, in America, would most lend 
phrases to our daily speech, images to our 
literature, and the generally falling metrical 
patterns that characterized public rhetoric. 
Noll notes, however, that in the earlier days 
of American colonization there were helpers 
for that role, especially the 1560 Geneva Bible 
and the 1646 Reformed account of Christian 
faith known as the Westminster Confession. 
The Geneva Bible was the first translation to 
add verse numbering, which, Noll points out, 

“tilted instincts about Scripture away from the 
human and toward the divine,” for “it made 
it much easier to assemble proof-texts from 

throughout the sacred volume.” Meanwhile, 
the Westminster Confession became the 
model for all subsequent writing that refer-
enced Biblical passages as proof-texts: each 
claim in a document followed by reference to 
chapter and verse of the Biblical passages that 
support it.

Even while he relates this history, 
Noll records his uneasiness. Catholic 
scholars these days tend to use as a 

term of denunciation the word “Constantini-
anism”—named for the 4th-century emperor 
who sought to reconcile the Church with the 
Roman Empire, and meaning, generally, the 
mutual support and consequent entangle-
ment of Church and State. In much the same 
way, Noll calls his work a “cautionary tale,” 
for he shares the modern discomfort with 
anything suggesting that the Bible trumpets 
national faith or allows us to identify a spe-
cial providence in the role of the United States, 
above or apart from the general providence 
belonging to other nations. The strong influ-
ence of the Bible in American public life had 
the unintended and ironic effect, he suggests, 
of weakening—“thinning,” Noll calls it—the 
Bible’s power to transform individual souls. 
The wholesale absorption of the Bible “short-
circuited the capacity for self-criticism that 
Scripture everywhere demands of God’s elect 
people.”

He’s thinking of writers who, for example, 
used stray Biblical citations to justify slavery. 
Their abolitionist opponents, however, were 
hardly less forward in proof-texting their op-
position to slavery. It was, Noll observes, the 
American way: stray Biblical passages, isolated 
from their context, were routinely deployed to 
provide tropes and metaphors, justifications 
and validations, for just about every topic that 
came up in public life. And the author is dis-
turbed whenever he sees the Bible being used 
for these public purposes. It’s the shudder of 
the Christian believer (which Noll very much 
is) as he watches the Bible wrenched away 
from its private and ecclesial uses.

As I noted, something significant about our 
recent history is revealed by the very existence 
of In the Beginning Was the Word. Something 
important about our current cultural situ-
ation is exposed by our need for a book this 
good in order to understand how Americans 
before us spoke and thought. At the same 
time, there’s something that feels dated about 
Noll’s suspicions of the Bible’s political use. 

In one sense, he’s fighting a battle won 
long ago, like a general refusing to take vic-

tory for an answer. Where in mainstream 
public life might one go today to hear Bibli-
cal proof-texting of “sanctioned murderous 
assaults on the sort of marginal people for 
which Scripture requires special consider-
ation”? Who now carries Constantine’s ban-
ner in America and praises public religion 
above private reformation of the heart? Noll 
was kinder to public Biblicism when discuss-
ing Abraham Lincoln’s rhetoric in America’s 
God (2002).

Perhaps more to the point, we 
make a mistake when we see the his-
tory of America’s Bible-reading Prot-

estant culture as a struggle between public 
and private religion—as though the fights 
of the 1970s were the model for all theologi-
cal and ecclesial battles the nation has ever 
fought. Mark Noll is too sophisticated and 
complete a scholar to make this mistake, but 
he has a slight tendency toward it. And we 
need, I think, a stronger stomach for the ex-
istence of real tension through the long his-
tory of the nation. “Biblical America” is the 
oxymoron that defined us, the contradiction 
that maintained us. American exceptional-
ism was not born from a lifeboat theology of 
small, isolated communities of the saved, nor 
from Biblical justifications of grand national 
purpose, but from the enduring tension be-
tween the two—a tension that is, I think, 
very Biblical.

Still, In the Beginning Was the Word simply 
defines its field for everyone who comes after. 
Mark Noll uncovers a stunning number of il-
lustrative examples of Biblical uses in public 
life, which bring the past alive for the reader. 
Throughout the book, we are drawn into a 
world so thick with Biblical reference that its 
thesis is absorbed through our skin: the Bible 
as the defining text of American culture. 

In claiming Erasmus, Thomas More, and 
Machiavelli as the foundation of Latin Amer-
ican culture, Carlos Fuentes was indulging 
suggestiveness above precision. In claiming 
the Bible as the foundation of the United 
States, Noll indulges nothing beyond what he 
can demonstrate. This may be the most sug-
gestive book about the history of the Ameri-
can experiment published in the last decade, 
but its suggestiveness rests on the ground of 
its precise scholarship.

Joseph Bottum is a contributing editor to the 
Weekly Standard and the author of An Anxious 
Age: The Post-Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 
of America (Image Books).
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Baseball and the Law
Cases and Materials

Louis H. Schiff, County Court Judge, 17th Judicial Circuit of Florida
Robert M. Jarvis, Nova Southeastern University College of Law

Casebook, 2016, 1,040 pp, ISBN 978-1-61163-502-7, $120.00

This casebook explores the jurisprudence of baseball through 110 principal readings, 619
notes, and 26 photographs. After an introductory chapter that acquaints students with the
sport and the role lawyers have played in its development, the authors examine a multitude
of legal issues, from player salaries, franchise relocations, and steroids to fan safety, broadcast
rights, and gambling. Special attention is paid to racial and sexual discrimination; tax 
planning, asset protection, and bankruptcy; and the use of technology. A concluding chapter
focuses on amateur and youth baseball. This work will strengthen students’ understanding of
such core subjects as civil procedure, constitutional law, property, and torts while improving
their ability to read contracts and parse statutes.

Sunrise at the American Market
Andrew F. Popper, American University College of Law

2016, 272 pp, ISBN 978-1-61163-818-9, paper, $19.95

Brought together by Henry, a political refugee and proprietor of the
American Market convenience store, this story’s six characters turn his
otherwise plain establishment into a place where any topic is on the table. 

“Once in a great while a book bewitches me so thoroughly that its
later recollection comes to me as though I had been IN the book. . . . Ann
Tyler’s work sometimes does, and Richard Ford’s — and so does this 
remarkable novel of time, friendship, and place by Andy Popper.” 
— Marianne Wesson, Professor, University of Colorado School of Law; 
author of Chilling Effect

Involuntary Heroes
Hurricane Katrina’s Impact on Civil Liberties

Mitchell F. Crusto, Loyola University New Orleans College of Law

2015, 206 pp, ISBN 978-1-61163-181-4, paper, $17.95, ebook available

Involuntary Heroes explores Hurricane Katrina’s impact on the 
current state of civil liberties, such as the right to bear arms, the right
to travel freely, and the right to protection against sexual assault,
among others. It tells the stories of “involuntary heroes” — those whose
rights were violated by the government during Katrina. 

“This book is a great historical lesson about the lives disrupted 
and civil liberties lost when government confiscates firearms from 
law-abiding citizens, rendering natural disasters all the worse.” 
— Stephen Halbrook, author of The Founders’ Second Amendment

Human Trafficking
Cheryl Taylor Page, Lincoln Memorial University School of Law
Robert William Piatt, Jr., St. Mary’s University Law School

Forthcoming March 2016, ISBN 978-1-61163-719-9

Human Trafficking explores the legal, moral, and political attempts to contain sex and
labor trafficking. The authors bring unique perspectives to these topics. Professor Page, an
African-American woman all too familiar with the vestiges of slavery, has written and lectured
internationally on trafficking. Professor Piatt, a Hispanic law professor and former law school
dean, brings his international experience as an educator, author and advocate regarding 
immigration and human rights matters to bear. The book considers efforts at containment,
including controversial topics such as whether prostitution should be legalized. It concludes
with specific approaches to eliminate trafficking.

Carolina Academic Press • 700 Kent Street, Durham, NC, 27701 • 800.489.7486

Save 20% when you use the discount code CROB16 through April 30, 2016. 
For more information and to order these titles, please visit www.cap-press.com.

1-800-537-5487 / press.jhu.edu

Johns Hopkins Studies in American Public Policy 
and Management: 

Manuel P. Teodoro and David M. Konisky

Rethinking the Administrative Presidency
Trust, Intellectual Capital, and Appointee-Careerist Relations 
in the George W. Bush Administration

William G. Resh

“A fresh new and important take from a scholar with rare expertise 

and judgment.”—David E. Lewis, author of The Politics of 

Presidential Appoinments: Political Control and Bureaucratic 

Performance $44.95 paperback/ebook

Governors, Grants, and Elections
Fiscal Federalism in the American States

Sean Nicholson-Crotty

“In this sophisticated book, Nicholson-Crotty combines two robust 

literatures—one on state politics, the other on fiscal federalism—

in new, interesting, and important ways.”—Craig Volden, coauthor 

of Legislative Effectiveness in the United States Congress: The 

Lawmakers $44.95 paperback/ebook

American Crossings
Border Politics in the Western Hemisphere

edited by Maiah Jaskoski, Arturo C. Sotomayor, 
and Harold A. Trinkunas

“An original, straightforward analysis of the various 

functions that borders play, this book is a theoretically 

fascinating treatment of a significant subject.”

—John J. Bailey, author of The Politics of Crime in 

Mexico: Democratic Governance in a Security Trap 
$39.95 paperback/ebook
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Book Review by Bruce S. Thornton

Scottish Philosophy, American Morality
Common Sense Nation: Unlocking the Forgotten Power of the American Idea, by Robert Curry. 

Encounter Books, 152 pages, $23.99

For a century progressives have 
argued that History and a more scien-
tific understanding of human behavior 

have required a new, “living” Constitution 
interpreted “according to the Darwinian 
principle,” as Woodrow Wilson put it. The 
technocrats, whom Wilson called “the hun-
dreds who are wise,” were gradually empow-
ered by an expanded federal government to 
guide the millions he dubbed “selfish, igno-
rant, timid, stubborn, or foolish.” This con-
centration of power in the federal Leviathan 
has subjected both individuals and the states 
to its ever-expanding, intrusive reach.

In other words, we now have a kind of gov-
ernment that the Constitution was designed 
to prevent. To quote George Orwell, “We 
have now sunk to a depth at which the restate-
ment of the obvious is the first duty of intelli-
gent men.” Robert Curry’s Common Sense Na-
tion, however, is much more that an intelligent 
restatement of the Constitution’s protections. 
A member of the board of directors of the 
Claremont Institute, and a contributor to the 
American Thinker and the Federalist websites, 
Curry corrects various misconceptions and 
recovers influences on the founders that are 
too often forgotten. 

He pays special attention to the influence of 
the 18th-century Scottish Enlightenment on 
men like John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and 
James Madison. Curry clearly and briskly sets 
out the key insights of philosophers Francis 
Hutcheson, Adam Smith, and Thomas Reid, 
as well as of Protestant clergyman John With-
erspoon, who immigrated to America, signed 
the Declaration of Independence, and served 
as president of what would become Princeton 
University, where his students included three 
future Supreme Court Justices and 28 senators. 

The distinctively Scottish belief in innate 
human faculties of “moral sense” and “common 
sense,” Curry argues, left their mark on the 
American Enlightenment that produced the 

Declaration and the Constitution. The moral 
sense, as Hutcheson explained, is the instinc-
tive faculty for recognizing right and wrong. It 
is as much a part of human nature as is hearing 
or seeing, providing access to elementary mor-
als through feelings of pleasure and pain innate 
to a social animal; and a political community 
is impossible without it. Reid expanded this 
notion to include common sense, which Curry 
defines as “an endowment of human nature 
that makes possible both moral knowledge and 
human knowledge in general.” Common sense 
unifies the reports of the other senses, both 
physical and moral, into a full picture of the 
real world. With it we are able to make rational 
judgments on everything from technical knowl-
edge to moral questions, in order to determine 
what is both useful and morally right. Rather 
than being John Locke’s tabula rasa, a “blank 
slate” upon which experience writes ideas and 
concepts, people are born with both common 
sense and the moral sense upon which popular 
sovereignty must be founded.

Curry tracks the influence of 
these first principles on the Declara-
tion of Independence, the Constitu-

tion, and The Federalist. However much the 
language of the Declaration owes to John 
Locke, for example, to understand as self-evi-
dent the proposition that “all men are created 
equal” requires the common sense that tells 
us that no man is distinguished by nature in 
such a way that his right to rule another hu-
man being is akin to his right to rule, say, his 
horse. This reliance on common sense con-
trasts with Locke, who like Voltaire, accord-
ing to Curry, “drew the conclusion that un-
assisted human reason [alone] could provide 
humanity with the answers to every question.” 
On the contrary, the Declaration’s equality is 
one of the “self-evident truths common sense 
grasps…that are implicit in our conduct,” 
Curry observes. Such truths are the basis of 

the republican government created by the 
Constitution. “[B]ecause a person who is ca-
pable of acting with common prudence in the 
conduct of life is capable of discovering what 
is true and what is false in matters that are 
self-evident, self-government is possible.” 

The value of curry’s book lies not 
just in recovering the influence of the 
Scottish Enlightenment on the Ameri-

can Founders; it points out, too, how the 
American principle of common sense repudi-
ates the progressive scheme for a technocratic 
administrative state. As Jefferson wrote, “gen-
eralizing and concentrating all cares and pow-
ers into one body” is the greatest enemy of 

“liberty and the rights of man.” 
Yet, for the past century, we have been con-

centrating power in the federal government on 
the assumption that the new political elite has 
access to a new kind of knowledge superior to, 
and different from, that conveyed via the com-
mon sense and the moral sense, which has ren-
dered this elite immune to the temptations of 
power. What’s more, the demonization of free-
market capitalism further erodes our political 
liberty. As Adam Smith saw, in a free market 
the self-interested desire to please customers 
creates mutual benefits, as long as both the 
market and the political order are free from 
what Smith called “a hundred impertinent ob-
structions with which the folly of human laws 
too often incumbers [their] operations.”

Robert Curry’s Common Sense Nation is 
an urgent warning against the threat of pro-
gressivism, and an able guide for returning to 
the genius of our constitutional order and the 
timeless ideas that created it. Written in an 
easy and graceful style, it is a handbook for 
citizens, by a citizen who loves his country 
dearly. 

Bruce S. Thornton is a research fellow of the 
Hoover Institution.
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

The Philistine on Parnassus

High-brow scuttlebutt is rich 
with famous last words. “Enough”: 
Kant. “More light”: Goethe. “Thom-

as Jefferson still lives”: John Adams. “I think I 
am becoming a god”: the Emperor Vespasian. 
The roll of famous first words is scanty by 
comparison; the infant’s first gurgling “Mama” 
does not leave a lasting mark in the annals of 
culture. But then there is Thomas Babington 
Macaulay (1800–1859), who observed watch-
ful silence until the age of four, and then re-
plied to a lady who clucked and fussed over 
him when he was scalded by spilled coffee, 

“Thank you, madam, the agony has abated 
somewhat.” 

Without lapsing into tomfoolery, one can 
see here in embryo the sterling parliamen-
tary orator, the formidable imperial admin-
istrator, the magniloquent essayist and poet 
and historian. The style already runs to the 
solemn, the officious, the florid: the startling 
elevated diction that is a hoot coming from 
a small boy develops into the stock-in-trade 
of the celebrated speaker and composer of 
mandarin prose. At four Macaulay was talk-
ing like a book, and at seven he was writing 
the first book of his own, the Compendium of 
Universal History from the Creation to Mod-

ern Times. Preparation was underway for the 
essays on Machiavelli, Frederick the Great, 
Lord Clive, Warren Hastings, Lord Byron, 
and numerous others; the ballads celebrat-
ing the great republican warriors, Lays of An-
cient Rome; and The History of England from 
the Accession of James II, published in five vol-
umes from 1848 to 1861, which would be the 
best-selling non-fiction English book of the 
century, and would rival the best of Dickens 
in popularity.

In our own day, however, of the several 
panoptic English intellectuals known as the 
Victorian sages, Macaulay is the least known. 
The other sages themselves tended to find 
his sagacity dubious, his creamy rhetoric 
slathered over unpalatable ideas. Matthew 
Arnold made famous the term “philistine” 
for the triumphalist middle class nullity he 
found insufferable, who turned his back on 
the sweetness and light of moral, intellectual, 
and physical beauty, plighted his devotion to 
a dim-witted catechism of human perfection, 
and bet his meager soul on “freedom, on 
muscular Christianity, on population, on 
coal, on wealth—mere belief in machinery, 
and unfruitful.” Arnold called Macaulay 

“the great Apostle of the Philistines,” with 

particular scorn for his monumental essay 
in praise of Francis Bacon. Upon reading 
Macaulay’s collected essays in 1855, John 
Stuart Mill derided him as “an intellectual 
dwarf—rounded off and stunted, full grown 
broad and short, without a germ or principle 
of further growth in his whole being.” In 
Praeterita, John Ruskin, while praising 
Samuel Johnson, seized the occasion to damn 
the pseudo-intellectual rabble, who “are just 
as ready with their applause for a sentence of 
Macaulay’s, which may have no more sense in 
it than a blot pinched between doubled paper, 
as to reject one of Johnson’s, telling against 
their own prejudice.” 

Nearer to our own time, Lytton Strachey, 
Bloomsbury’s lord high executioner of over-
inflated Victorian Unworthies, and perhaps 
the most influential stylist of 20th-century 
English prose, whose languid sneering wit 
snakes along and delivers an injection of le-
thal venom in every other paragraph, con-
demns Macaulay as the most influential styl-
ist of 19th-century English prose, and thus 
the representative of a civilization rightly 
finished in every respect. In one of his Por-
traits in Miniature (1931), Strachey writes, 

“The repetitions, the antitheses, resemble 
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revolving cogwheels; and indeed the total 
result produces an effect which suggests the 
operations of a machine more than anything 
else—a comparison which, no doubt, would 
have delighted Macaulay.” What really galled 
Strachey, though, was that for all his “middle-
class, Victorian complacency,” Macaulay was 
nevertheless an unsurpassed master of nar-
rative prose: “Philistine is, in fact, the only 
word to fit the case; and yet, by dint of sheer 
power of writing, the Philistine has reached 
Parnassus.” 

Defender of Civilization

What place, then, does macaulay 
occupy, or command, in the intel-
lectual life of his time and of ours? 

Is he useful to us? Is he necessary? Should one 
even bother?

Politics fervent and noble enriched the 
household atmosphere of Macaulay’s boy-
hood. His father, Zachary Macaulay, promi-
nent member of the Clapham Sect, the most 
influential association of religious social 
reformers in early 19th-century England, 
turned his imposing Evangelical mind and 
will to the movement to abolish slavery in 
the British Empire. Young Thomas grew 
precociously aware of the evils great and 
small to be eradicated from the body politic, 
and his would always be a politically charged 
and morally driven intelligence. 

After a sterling undergraduate career at 
Trinity College, Cambridge, he was awarded 
a Trinity fellowship at 23, but the inadequate 
income, at a time when his father had lost 
most of his fortune, drove him out of the aca-
demic cloister, looking for a second job, and 
even a third. Moonlighting, he tried his hand 
at the law, but failed decisively. 

Then, however, Macaulay discovered his 
métier, when the editor of the Edinburgh Re-
view, the leading British intellectual journal 
of the time, discovered him, in a lesser pub-
lication’s collection of work by recent Cam-
bridge graduates. A long Edinburgh essay on 
John Milton—those were the days of routine 
novella-length literary journalism—caught 
everyone’s attention. As Sir Arthur Bryant 
wrote in his 1932 biography, “Like Byron after 
Childe Harold, Macaulay awoke one morning 
to find himself famous.”

His essays gained him entry to the Whig 
salons where ambitious young writers veri-
fied their brilliance with copious elegant 
talk. Macaulay was out to impress as the 
supreme conversational virtuoso; and while 
some goggled in wonderment as he delivered 
show-stopping monologues without coming 
up for air, others found it all a bit much. To 

refined gentlemen accustomed to decorous 
convivial chat, Macaulay, for all his genius, 
could come across as a pushy bore, hopeless-
ly middle class, a climber who didn’t under-
stand protocol.

But the unrelenting flow of gorgeous 
eloquence served Macaulay well and soon: 
anyone could see he was a natural for Parlia-
ment. In 1830 he was elected to the House 
of Commons—one might say appointed—as 
Whig member for the pocket borough of 
Calne. He entered Parliament just as Tory 
supremacy was dissolving and the Whigs 
were the new majority party. In March 1831 
he made a lasting mark with a momentous 
speech in support of the Reform Bill, the 
epic (though initially tiny) expansion of the 
British franchise. 

Turn where we may, within, around, the 
voice of great events is proclaiming to us, 
Reform, that you may preserve…. Renew 
the youth of the state. Save property, di-
vided against itself. Save the multitude, 
endangered by its own ungovernable 
passions. Save the aristocracy, endan-
gered by its own unpopular power. Save 
the greatest and fairest and most highly 
civilized community that ever existed 
from calamities which may in a few days 
sweep away all the rich heritage of so 
many ages of wisdom and glory. 

Even the Tory leader, Sir Robert Peel, 
called some passages of Macaulay’s speech 

“as beautiful as anything I ever heard or read.” 
At the age of 30 Macaulay was assuming the 
mantle of defender of civilization. He knew 
what he wished to preserve of English tradi-
tion, and he spoke not so much of the justice 
of the reformers’ cause as of the peril that fail-
ure to reform would visit upon the land: he 
thought of peaceful orderly days and agree-
able evenings in good company, and he feared 
the mob.

The Reform Bill would pass by a whisker, 
on a second go-round in 1832. The work of 
national salvation thrilled Macaulay; the 
adulation impelled him to work harder and 
harder. The Whig aristocracy set a perma-
nent place at its table for this audacious young 
buck from the middle class and for the middle 
class. Yet all the while the financial needs of 
Macaulay’s family—his father and unwed sis-
ters, for he never married himself—nagged 
at him. He needed nothing less than to make 
his fortune and ensure their comfort—and of 
course his own.

Audacious young bucks on the make 
looked to India as their land of hope and 
glory. Friends pulled strings, and in 1833 a 

place was arranged for Macaulay in the new 
Supreme Council of India. With a yearly sal-
ary of £10,000—he had been earning some 
£900 in England—he could be assured that a 
five-year tour of duty would make him a man 
of independent means when he returned to 
England. 

Macaulay would always keep in mind the 
dual aims of British imperialism: bringing 
the light of progress to places of darkness, 
while giving the benefactors the opportu-
nity to make themselves rich as lords. The 
former aim ought not to be obliterated in 
today’s post-colonial disenchantment with 
fishy higher motives. Macaulay successfully 
directed Indian education reform, very de-
cidedly for the best, and he also framed the 
new penal code, which in a land where wid-
ows were burned alive and the original Thugs 
garroted unlucky travelers does not exactly 
seem morally presumptuous.

And he did make his Indian pile, so he 
could live the life he chose upon returning 
home in 1838. But what should he choose? 
From India, Macaulay wrote to friends that 
on his return home he would shun political 
life and devote himself to writing. When 
called to action, however, he could not but 
answer. In March 1839 he began work on his 
History of England, but in June his writing 
was brought up short when he was elected 
M.P. for Edinburgh, and in September his 
troubles increased as he was appointed Sec-
retary at War in Lord Melbourne’s cabinet. 
He would bounce between politics and lit-
erature until 1847, when he lost his seat in 
Parliament; taking immediate advantage of 
his new situation, he focused on writing the 
history, but in 1852 he was elected to Com-
mons once again and promptly suffered his 
first heart attack. Somehow he soldiered 
on, sticking it out in Parliament until 1856, 
fending off his enervating chronic illness as 
best he could, laboring religiously on his vast 
book. Heart failure ended his life in 1859, 
and cut his work short. The fifth and final 
volume of his masterpiece would be pub-
lished unfinished in 1861.

Clear Thinking

But macaulay’s work does live, 
having shaped the thought of our 
own time in ways so telling that his 

influence is too readily forgotten. He was the 
most accomplished of the Whig intellectu-
als, the champions of middle-class liberalism 
as 19th-century England understood that 
word, of commercial values shot through 
with Protestant reasonableness, a species 
of godliness conducive to, not to say at the 
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service of, worldly success and satisfaction. 
Whig history as commonly practiced can 
be too much of a good thing, an unceasing 
tribute to unceasing Progress, with the em-
phasis on material improvement, with scant 
room for the condition of men’s souls, or al-
ternatively with vapid moralizing about the 
failure of the past to live up to the standards 
of the present. Although Macaulay relies on 
the common template, he composes with an 
uncommon sense of historical complexity 
and contingency that raises him above the 
customary faults of his kind. 

His 1830 review of Robert Southey’s Col-
loquies on Society offers rousing proof that 
modern life is far superior to that of pre-
industrial England, and Macaulay makes 
the case for liberal political economy, which 
is to say, unadulterated laissez-faire, as the 
necessary condition of workingmen’s un-
precedented decent livelihood. In Macaulay’s 
view, the poet laureate and retrograde intel-
lectual Southey upholds an ideal of agrarian 
bounty and comeliness that never in fact ex-
isted, and that even if it had existed would 
not have been half as conducive to the gener-
al well-being as “the manufacturing system.” 

“There is nothing which he hates so bitterly. 
It is, according to him, a system more tyran-
nical than that of the feudal ages,—a system 
of actual servitude,—a system which de-
stroys the bodies and degrades the minds of 
those who are engaged in it.” Where Southey 
paints a rural idyll of winsome cottages with 
Wordsworthian daffodils all about, Macau-
lay scoffs, countering with such dry matters 
of fact as the reduction of mortality rates un-
der the new dispensation. “We might with 
some plausibility maintain, that the people 
live longer because they are better fed, better 
lodged, better clothed, and better attended 
in sickness; and that these improvements 
are owing to that increase of national wealth 
which the manufacturing system has pro-
duced.” Supremely confident in the justice 
of his cause, Macaulay cannot resist swag-
gering some as he unloads on this incapable 
and unfortunate enemy. “His principle is, if 
we understand it rightly, that no man can do 
anything so well for himself, as his rulers, be 
they who they may, can do it for him; that 
a government approaches nearer and nearer 
to perfection, in proportion as it interferes 
more and more with the habits and notions 
of individuals.” And Macaulay’s peroration 
leaves not a wisp remaining of the opposi-
tion’s castle in the air:

It is not by the intermeddling of Mr. 
Southey’s idol—the omniscient and 
omnipotent State—but by the pru-

dence and energy of the people, that 
England has hitherto been carried 
forward in civilization; and it is to the 
same prudence and the same energy 
that we now look with comfort and 
good hope.

So long as government limits the reach of 
its authority, “by leaving capital to find its 
most lucrative course, commodities their fair 
price, industry and intelligence their natu-
ral reward, idleness and folly their natural 
punishment,” the people will take care of 
themselves, as honorable free men gladly do, 
whatever the difficulties. 

The righteously compassionate among us 
will consider an author who admits to such 
sentiments a hotheaded and coldhearted 
ideologue, devoted to his simplistic guiding 
precept at the expense of simple humanity, 
indifferent to the suffering of those crushed 
under the wheels as the capitalist juggernaut 
roars into an ever more cruel future. And yet 
in 1846 Macaulay delivered a powerful speech 
in support of legislation to reduce the permis-

sowing widespread prosperity, reducing class 
hatred, strengthening the imperial grip, all for 
generations to come. 

Your overworked boys will become a 
feeble and ignoble race of men, the par-
ents of a more feeble and more ignoble 
progeny; nor will it be long before the 
deterioration of the labourer will in-
juriously affect those very interests to 
which his physical and moral energies 
have been sacrificed. On the other hand, 
a day of rest recurring in every week, 
two or three hours of leisure, exercise, 
innocent amusement or useful study, 
recurring every day, must improve the 
whole man, physically, morally, intellec-
tually; and the improvement of the man 
will improve all that the man produces. 

There must be more to a working-class life 
than debilitating work, and here Macaulay re-
sponds to the danger that Adam Smith him-
self warned of, in the very division of labor 
whose efficiency he extolled. Smith’s concern, 
and Macaulay’s, echoes in John Ruskin’s la-
ment in The Stones of Venice (1851-53): “It is 
not, truly speaking, the labor that is divided; 
but the men:—Divided into mere segments 
of men—broken into small fragments and 
crumbs of life; so that all the little piece of in-
telligence that is left in a man is not enough 
to make a pin, or a nail, but exhausts itself 
in making the point of a pin, or the head of a 
nail.” The well-heeled advocates of liberal po-
litical economy join forces on this matter with 
the godly socialist firebrand. Such agreement 
is a rarity.

At the same time, it is useful to remember 
that Macaulay dismissed Charles Dickens’s 
most angry novel, Hard Times, with a caustic 
one-liner: “One excessively touching, heart-
breaking passage, and the rest sullen social-
ism.” Macaulay saw Dickens as stoking the 
indignation that raged even against irrepa-
rable evils, while Macaulay himself thought, 
wrote, and argued as a moderate political 
man, who recognized which reforms were 
not only called for but might even be work-
able. He honored the distinction between 
government solicitude in the name of decen-
cy and government intervention in pursuit 
of phantoms—of impossible equality and 
supposed justice. It is a sad reminder of what 
even the temperate Macaulay was up against 
that his stirring speech cited above failed to 
win passage of the Ten Hours Bill—even 
though he ended by proposing a trial period 
of 11-hour workdays, in case ten sounded too 
extravagant. Only a year later did the merci-
fully reduced hours become law. Whig histo-

sible hours of youth labor from 12 to 10 daily, 
and for six days a week. 

I hardly know which is the greater pest 
to society, a paternal government, that 
is to say a prying, meddlesome govern-
ment, which intrudes itself into every 
part of human life, and which thinks 
that it can do everything for everybody 
better than anybody can do anything 
for himself; or a careless, lounging gov-
ernment, which suffers grievances, such 
as it could at once remove, to grow and 
multiply, and which to all complaint 
and remonstrance has only one answer: 

“We must let things alone: we must let 
things take their course: we must let 
things find their level.” 

Macaulay’s compassion is that of the pas-
sionate champion of freedom, personal initia-
tive, responsibility for one’s own success or 
failure, and the profuse benefits that well-run 
business provides to the entire nation. 

The reform that Macaulay proposes is not 
only righteous but beneficial to commerce, 

What is the truest 
measure of a civilization? 

Who are its 
indispensable men?
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rians and statesmen are frequently travestied, 
and sometimes legitimately described, as the 
henchmen of Progress that never quits and 
knows no bounds. Macaulay saw history dif-
ferently from that, and more clearly: not as 
an unstoppable torrent of human improve-
ment, but rather as an unsteady, intermit-
tent flow, proceeding and receding by turns, 
as hard-won benefits produced new difficul-
ties that had to be overcome, by hearts and 
minds often scuffed and worn by evidently 
endless struggle. 

Heroes Worth Having

Here one sees macaulay’s lifelong 
theme emerge: what is the truest 
measure of a civilization, and who 

are its indispensable men? And he answered 
his questions simply and clearly: the civiliza-
tion that lives by the Whig values of freedom 
and an end to unreason, as promoted by the 
most convincing Whig intellects. Already 
in his inaugural essay, “Milton” (1825), Ma-
caulay esteems the greatest poet and ablest 
political controversialist of an age riven be-
tween “liberty and despotism, reason and 
prejudice.” Yet he admits that the two most 
respected and most popular British histori-
ans, the earl of Clarendon and David Hume, 
were appalled at the Puritan Revolution and 
took the side of royalty in this protracted 
conflict. The immensely influential Hume 

“hated religion so much that he hated liber-
ty for having been allied with religion, and 
has pleaded the cause of tyranny with the 
dexterity of an advocate, while affecting the 
impartiality of a judge.” Macaulay is certain 
that Milton got the essentials right where 
Clarendon and Hume got them wrong—
notwithstanding the freshly instituted evils 
Macaulay inveighed against. 

There is only one cure for the evils which 
newly acquired freedom produces—
and that cure is freedom!… The blaze of 
truth and liberty may at first dazzle and 
bewilder nations which have become 
half blind in the house of bondage. But 
let them gaze on, and they will soon be 
able to bear it…. And at length a system 
of justice and order is educed out of the 
chaos.

Whereas Milton was Macaulay’s 17th-
century hero, Samuel Johnson carried the 
torch of liberty and wisdom for the 18th, 
though he was in several respects not to Ma-
caulay’s taste: a vehement Tory, an affected 
and ungainly prose stylist, and a tremulous 
religious obsessive tormented by his own 
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spiritual unworthiness and the vision of per-
dition that drew nearer with every passing 
moment. Macaulay wrote two substantial 
pieces on Johnson, the first an Edinburgh es-
say in 1831, the second an Encyclopaedia Bri-
tannica entry in 1856. The glowing encyclo-
pedia entry ends with summary praise for “a 
great and a good man.”

Yet even Johnson had a superior: the par-
liamentarian and man of letters Joseph Ad-
dison, best known today as an essayist: “the 
just harmony of qualities, the exact temper 
between the stern and the humane virtues, 
the habitual observance of every law, not only 
of moral rectitude, but of moral grace and dig-
nity, distinguish him from all men who have 
been tried by equally strong temptations, and 
about whose conduct we possess equally full 
information.” 

Addison’s ennobling tribute to the most 
virtuous Roman, Cato—which Macaulay 
ranked in the company of Racine and Cor-
neille, if not with their very best, and well 
above the other English tragedies of the pe-
riod—is virtually unknown even as a closet 
drama, done in by a sententiousness no long-
er appreciated. Macaulay provides a valu-
able corrective to our own rather louche and 

limited artistic taste, by bringing a play such 
as Addison’s to our attention: its “moral and 
intellectual qualities,” like those of Samuel 
Johnson (who was a warm admirer of Ad-
dison), might prove worthy of remembrance 
and revival three centuries along. It is right 
and just that Addison’s Cato should inspire 
such reverence in Macaulay, whose Lays of 
Ancient Rome honor Roman political virtue 
at its noblest peak, as in the poem eulogiz-
ing Horatius and his comrades at the bridge 
holding off the enemy onslaught: “Then none 
was for a party; / Then all were for the state; 
/ Then the great man helped the poor, / And 
the poor man loved the great.”

Francis Bacon and Modernity

It is the sworn duty of the great 
man, in Macaulay’s eyes, to help the poor, 
by which he encompasses the generality 

of mankind. Macaulay reveres the men such 
as Cato, Horatius, Milton, Johnson, and Ad-
dison, who represent the best of their civi-
lization, and he reserves his greatest praise 
for those of supreme learning and wisdom 
who define an epoch and set humanity on 
an unprecedented beneficial course. His 
1837 essay “Francis Bacon” is the work most 
expressive of Macaulay’s Whiggism: a 100-
page assessment of a venal political man who 
all the same was the most heroic philosopher, 
the founding father, of modernity. And mod-
ern life, based on innovative thought, is an 
improvement in almost every detail over the 
richest accomplishments of its predecessors, 
whether Athenian or Roman or medieval 
Christian, whether founded upon Platonic, 
Aristotelian, Socratic, Stoic, or Scholastic 
teaching. 

Two words form the key of the Baconi-
an doctrine, Utility and Progress. The 
ancient philosophy disdained to be use-
ful, and was content to be stationary. It 
dealt largely in theories of moral perfec-
tion, which were so sublime that they 
could never be more than theories; in 
attempts to solve insoluble enigmas; in 
exhortations to the attainment of unat-
tainable frames of mind.

This obsolete philosophy reigned for millen-
nia, “meanly proud of its own unprofitableness.” 
The not-so-wise men long gone got nowhere fast 
and saw to it that mankind would stay there, 
without hope of improving the general lot. The 
ancient thinkers did not trouble themselves 
with the happiness of the multitude; their con-
cern was to make the world safe for philosophy, 
to make sure that the multitude did not trou-

ble them. Against this gross egotism, as Macau-
lay sees it, he sets Bacon’s “philanthropia”: “this 
majestic humility, this persuasion that nothing 
can be too insignificant for the attention of the 
wisest, which is not too insignificant to give 
pleasure or pain to the meanest, is the great 
characteristic distinction, the essential spirit 
of the Baconian philosophy.” To think for the 
pleasure of thinking squanders the incalculable 
gift of intellect. To think for the good of hu-
manity ennobles the philosopher who comes 
down to the common level; bending his genius 
to the needs of ordinary men, as those ordinary 
men understand their needs, Bacon elevates 
the vocation of mind to universal service and 
thus gives it an unprecedented dignity, in Ma-
caulay’s eyes. 

Macaulay’s essay on Bacon is a period 
piece, which establishes the intellectual pedi-
gree for the consuming ambitions of Victori-
an enterprise: industry, technology, business, 
empire. If a man as extraordinary as Bacon 
breaks with the immemorial teachings of 
philosophy, then the middle-class English-
man has every reason to think very well in-
deed of himself, as the rightful inheritor of 
this prodigious mental energy expended for 
his sake. 

Today one need not be a devotee of classical 
philosophy to look upon Bacon more warily 
than Macaulay did, as the relief of man’s es-
tate threatens to bring about the brave new 
world of scientism run amok, with all its al-
luring monstrosities. For Macaulay, no such 
prospects clouded his enthusiasm for every 
discovery that made everyday life less painful, 
less exhausting, and thus more comfortable, 
more convenient, more content. 

Masterpiece of Whig History

Macaulay’s history of england 
is the acknowledged masterpiece 
of Whig history, celebrating the 

Philistine values that more fashionable intel-
lectuals grind under their heels, retailing the 
past that prepared the way for the comfort-
able, convenient, and contented present and 
for the future bound to be more agreeable 
still. The work is remarkable for its sense 
of high political adventure at the gallop and 
its endless procession of beautiful sentences, 
but its signal accomplishment is as a moral 
document, subtle in its character studies of 
leading men, innovative in its attention to the 
daily lives of the common people.

Macaulay had a penetrating eye for the 
nearly limitless variety of moral turpitude in 
men who craved power and distinction, and 
he registers the degrees by which one descends 
into iniquity, much as William Hogarth re-
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cords A Rake’s Progress in his famous engrav-
ings. Among the Restoration politicians of the 

“most malignant type,” known as the Cabal, 
Buckingham is perhaps the most contemptible, 

“a sated man of pleasure,” for whom his politi-
cal career is an amusement he takes to when all 
other diversions have been exhausted. Ashley 
is shrewder than Buckingham, “tim[ing] all his 
treacheries,” so that he invariably places him-
self with the faction in power at the moment. 
And Lauderdale, “under the outward show of 
boisterous frankness, [was] the most dishonest 
man in the whole Cabal.” 

With such a host of miscreants wielding 
authority, every sort of corruption became 
standard procedure: 

From the time of the Restoration to 
the time of the Revolution, neglect and 
fraud had been almost constantly im-
pairing the efficiency of every depart-
ment of the government. Honours and 
public trusts, peerages, baronetcies, 
regiments, frigates, embassies, govern-
ments, commissionerships, leases of 
Crown lands, contracts for clothing, for 
provisions, for ammunition, pardons 
for murder, for robbery, for arson, were 
sold at Whitehall scarcely less openly 
than asparagus at Covent Garden or 
herrings at Billingsgate. 

That ordinary Englishmen should suffer 
the misrule of these aristocratic reprobates 
incenses Macaulay. His very long chapter 
on “The State of England in 1685” tells of 
a time when the Hobbesian state of nature 
was found in the heart of civilization. “Saint 
James’s Square was a receptacle for all the of-
fal and cinders, for all the dead cats and dead 
dogs of Westminster.” The litany of abomi-
nations goes on and on, as most Englishmen 

“suffered what would now be considered as 
insupportable grievances.” Macaulay notes 

“the vehement and bitter cry of labour against 
capital” in a broadside popular at a time of 
starvation wages. “If the poor complained 
that they could not live on such a pittance, 
they were told that they were free to take 
it or leave it.” This ugly travesty of English 
freedom must not be taken as boiling subver-
sion on Macaulay’s part. The disgraceful con-
dition of the working poor in 1685 is a foil 
for the comparative prosperity of Victorian 
England. Whatever “social evils” might still 

be found in this modern land of the bounti-
ful forge and smokestack “are, with scarcely 
an exception, old. That which is new is the 
intelligence which discerns and the human-
ity which remedies them.” 

The original remedy for England’s innu-
merable pains was the Revolution of 1688, 
which placed the Dutch Stadtholder William 
of Orange on the English throne, as the fun-
damentals of Whig freedom and justice and 
prosperity supplanted the tyranny of insuffer-
able popish militancy that was the last gasp of 
medieval divine royalty: 

The Whig theory of government is that 
Kings exist for the people, and not the 
people for Kings; that the right of a 
King is divine in no other sense than 
that in which the right of a member of 
Parliament, of a judge, of a juryman, of 
a mayor, of a headborough, is divine; 
that, while the chief magistrate governs 
according to law, he ought to be obeyed 
and reverenced; that, when he violates 
the law, he ought to be withstood; and 
that, when he violates the law grossly, 
systematically, and pertinaciously, he 
ought to be deposed.
 
William’s rule marks the end of unrelent-

ing constitutional broils and the English en-
try into the European theater as a military 
power, rival to the magnificent and unendur-
able tyranny of Louis XIV. But the transition 
from ancient ways to modern ones is trying, 
and does not always represent a clear advance. 
A temporary suspension of habeas corpus is 
“made necessary by the unsettled state of the 
kingdom,” and adherents to the old order 
were not the only ones to protest. “It was the 
fashion to call James a tyrant, and William a 
deliverer. Yet, before the deliverer had been a 
month on the throne, he had deprived Eng-
lishmen of a precious right which the tyrant 
had respected.” The cause of liberty neces-
sarily has recourse to methods—temporary 
methods, if all goes well—associated with 
tyrants. Macaulay’s world is that of Machia-
vellian necessity, and with this awareness Ma-
caulay tells his tale as a Whig historian more 
subtle and complex than most of that stripe. 
He relates the gradual, pulsing advance of 
civilization over the course of centuries that 
has issued in an age of unexampled liberty 
and decency, but ever mindful how tenuous 

and fragile the supreme political virtues can 
be, and with what violence their hold must be 
enforced, and how things might have come 
out differently. 

A Necessary Man

Yet upon macaulay’s death, matthew 
Arnold prophesied that the vision of this 
once golden rival will have no future: 

“what a fate, if he could foresee it: to be an 
oracle for one generation, and then of little or 
no account forever.” Only a corroded civiliza-
tion could exalt a figure so unworthy to such 
eminence as Macaulay enjoyed. “He lived in 
the Philistine’s day, in a place and time when 
almost every idea current in literature had the 
mark of Dagon upon it, and not the mark of 
the children of light.”

But no less impressive a figure than Lord 
Acton, the great Whig historian of English 
liberty, in his review of a Macaulay biography 
in 1863 sees him as an indispensable political 
thinker, his literary vocation and his public 
career nourishing each other, and both nour-
ishing the general culture of his time, and of 
the time to come. Lord Acton predicts that 
Macaulay’s legacy will be perpetuated “not as 
that of a statesman who achieved great things, 
or pursued a great policy, but as the brilliant 
expression of the political ideas of one of the 
clearest, most consistent, and most accom-
plished thinkers of modern times. The inter-
est resides not in action but in ideas.” 

Samuel Johnson declared that it is not so 
important to acquire new knowledge as it is 
to remember the essentials that one learned 
long ago and that will always remain true. 
There is truth enough in Macaulay of which 
a 21st-century conservative ought regularly to 
remind himself, and against which a modern 
progressive would do well to measure his own 
furiously compassionate super-egalitarian 
multicultural dogma. Macaulay was a neces-
sary man, absolutely, and his mind lives on in 
many who have no idea how much they owe to 
his intellectual imprint. Philistinism too has 
its poetry, just as it has its philosophy; and 
never have the two been more happily joined 
than in the life and work of Thomas Babing-
ton Macaulay. 

Algis Valiunas is a fellow at the Ethics and Pub-
lic Policy Center and a contributing editor to the 
New Atlantis.
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Book Review by Tim Spiekerman

Bellow’s Gift
The Life of Saul Bellow: To Fame and Fortune, 1915–1964, by Zachary Leader. 

Random House, 832 pages, $40

Saul bellow was a temperamental, 
ambitious, prolific workaholic—whom 
everyone, including his new biographer, 

seemed to like. Zachary Leader’s exhaustive 
and meticulously researched study of Bellow’s 
life and work through 1964—a second vol-
ume will follow—is the first to be published 
after the novelist’s death. Although Leader, 
an English professor at the University of Roe-
hampton, leans heavily on an earlier account 
of Bellow by James Atlas, we learn that his 
subject wasn’t entirely comfortable with that 

“self-appointed biographer,” whose “presence…
on the margins” cramped his style. While 
writing what turned out to be his last novel, 
Ravelstein (2000), which describes the death 
of his friend Allan Bloom from AIDS, Bellow 
worried that Atlas “would have liked nothing 
better than to break the story of Allan’s ill-
ness to a public of scandal-consumers.”

Bellow could be prickly, defensive, and 
fiercely competitive, but he was also loyal to 
his many close friends. With an eagle eye for 
slights and injustices, it’s hard to imagine he 
wouldn’t have complained about this biog-

rapher, too, but Leader is clearly a fan and 
had the full cooperation of Bellow’s relatives, 
wives, children, and many friends. One senses 
they all knew this would be the definitive bi-
ography, so they’d better help set the histori-
cal record straight.

Leader’s book begins in czarist rus-
sia, where Bellow’s parents and siblings 
lived, often handsomely, until the dete-

riorating political situation and the arrest and 
imprisonment of Bellow’s father, Abraham 
(who somehow escaped), forced them to flee 
to Montreal, where Saul was born. A boot-
legging scheme gone bad caused Abraham 
to move the family to Chicago, where they 
settled in a neighborhood of Russian Jewish 
immigrants. Leader’s account of Bellow’s early 
life is wonderful, even for those who have read 
The Adventures of Augie March (1953), which 
covers a lot of the same ground. His portrait 
of Chicago—always Bellow’s favorite city—is 
especially evocative, which isn’t always the 
case when Leader discusses other times and 
places. Saul’s brother Maury, the bag-man 

for one of Al Capone’s politicians, “collected 
money [for his boss] in a little Gladstone bag, 
skimming off a portion for himself, half of 
which he gave to his mother.” Maury, a central 
character in Augie March, later owned hotels, 
hobnobbed with mobsters, and became a mil-
lionaire, as did his brother Sam, who appears 
in Herzog (1964). Saul was the rebel—an ob-
stinate, struggling writer who seemed to his 
father and brothers to be rejecting the Ameri-
can dream.

Leader’s chapters are organized chrono-
logically around people, places, and novels. 
Bellow lived all over the place—Chicago, 
New York City, Mexico, Minneapolis, Paris, 
Italy, New Haven, the Hudson River Val-
ley, San Juan—had numerous close relations 
and friends, most for life, and wrote six nov-
els, many short stories, and a play during the 
period covered by Leader’s book. And yet as 
we follow Bellow from place to place, learn of 
his struggles writing this or that novel, meet 
his impressive array of friends and three of 
his five wives, the day-by-day progression can 
sometimes become overwhelming, prompt-
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ing a desire on the reader’s part to come up 
for air, to pause and get some distance, to ask 
some questions. 

Here’s how bellow described his 
routine while living in Positano: 

“write from eight in the morning, 
swim at noon; and then that lethal lunch which 
I’m too hungry to turn away; at three, when 
I’m supposed to read Hegel, my lids are com-
ing down.” Wait a minute, one might wonder, 
when did Bellow become the kind of guy who 
was supposed to be reading Hegel? When his 
most famous character, Moses Herzog, drafts 
letters to Heidegger, Nietzsche, and Schopen-
hauer, we might wonder just when Bellow be-
came so highly educated. When he complains 
that his first wife, Anita, was slow to pick up 
Spanish in Mexico, when we see him speak-
ing and writing in French, Italian, and Yiddish, 
Leader offers no explanation, as if that’s just 
what writers do. To be fair, it’s not that Leader 
doesn’t tell us about Bellow’s precocious friends 
at Tuley High, or his time at the University of 
Chicago and Northwestern, or his Depression-
era gig writing encyclopedia articles about phi-
losophers, or his first teaching job at a school 
for women on Michigan Avenue. It’s just that 
Leader rarely pauses to reflect on what learn-
ing meant to his subject, how it figured in his 
vocation as a writer, or even when he found the 
time to read so many books. When Bellow says, 
late in the biography, that Herzog’s “extensive 
education doesn’t work for him at all…because 
you can’t apply the lessons of high culture to 
the facts of ordinary life,” readers are likely to 
be surprised: Leader simply hasn’t prepared us 
for such a thought. 

In an effort to get over the break-up of 
his second marriage in the late ’50s, Bellow 
travelled around Europe with literary critic 
Mary McCarthy on a government-sponsored 
public relations tour, visiting Poland and 
making a side-trip to Israel, where he met 
many relatives for the first time. Upon visit-
ing Auschwitz and the ghettoes in Warsaw 
and Cracow, Bellow wrote a friend that he 
now “understood that concern with my pri-
vate life was childish.” Leader writes that 

“[c]oming to Israel after Eastern Europe led 
Bellow to think hard about his identity as a 
Jew and an American.” Now? In 1959? What 
was he thinking hard about until then? And 
come to think of it, was Bellow a believer? 

Although Leader is better at keeping us 
apprised of Bellow’s politics, that proves fairly 
easy, as he wasn’t all that interested or in-
volved—a casual Trotskyite (as were most of 
his friends) before the war, a casual American 
patriot after. In perhaps the most interesting 
political observation in the biography, Bel-

low, who lamented the lack of high serious-
ness and culture in the United States, found 
himself turned off by the French writers and 
thinkers he hung out with right after the war. 
For all their artistic and intellectual sophisti-
cation, they lacked political common sense, he 
thought, and he was eager to get back home. 
He was heartened when his Parisian friend, 
the political philosopher Andrea Caffi, told 
him “it was only natural that [he] should be 
thinking of America most of the time.”

If leader’s account doesn’t dwell on 
Bellow’s moral, political, and intellectual 
development, his description of Bellow 

the artist is extensive and fascinating. Here 
we find the heart of the biography: what is 
the life of a writer like? According to his sec-
ond wife, Sondra, whose father was a bohe-

mian painter, Bellow seemed “part middle-
class Jewish business man, part contempla-
tive, scholarly rabbi.”

He “went to work,” so to speak, like it 
was a regular job…and as long as I lived 
with him (and forever after, as far as I 
knew) he followed the same daily rou-
tine consistently. You could set your 
watch by him—an early breakfast, work 
in his study, emerge for lunch (with a 
book—not his), and then edit the morn-
ing’s work.

Bellow wrote tons of stuff he never pub-
lished, and one of the great surprises and plea-
sures of Leader’s book is being able to read a 
lot of it. He quotes heavily from an abandoned 
novel about Bellow’s father, who was left out 
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of Augie March but included in Herzog; a tren-
chant series of stories and character sketches 
that Leader calls “the Zetland manuscripts”; 
and a spare and rather morose novel, set in a 
hospital, where two old invalids discuss death. 
When Bellow decided to abandon “the hospital 
novel,” which he said was “poisoning my life,” 
the idea for Augie March popped into his head:

Subject and language appeared at the 
same moment. The language was imme-
diately present—I can’t say how it hap-
pened, but I was suddenly enriched with 
words and phrases. The gloom went out 
of me and I found myself with magical 
suddenness writing a first paragraph.

According to Leader, whose book some-
times flashes forward, Bellow was apparently 
at work on another novel at the end of his 
life, but his powers began to fade and he was 
unable to complete it. Until late in his career, 
writing didn’t pay, so he spent a lot of time 
applying for grants and moving around the 
country for temporary teaching gigs, which 
he always resented because they took time 
away from his writing. 

For all his discipline and routine, 
he was hardly a recluse, preferring to 
spend his evenings entertaining guests 

or attending parties, where he was inevitably 
drawn to beautiful young women (“if a wom-
an caught his attention,” explained a longtime 
friend, “you’d have a lot of trouble getting it 
back”), many of whom stayed in his life. He 
was extremely social, remaining close to his 
boyhood friends—who often appear in his 
novels—throughout his life, and adding to his 
circle wherever he went. Mostly, he gravitated 
to fellow writers, like Robert Penn Warren, 
Ralph Ellison, and John Berryman, or the 

intellectuals at the Partisan Review, or the 
professors with whom he taught, but Bellow 
was also always close to family, to characters 
who reminded him of his tough street-life as 
a kid in Chicago, and to neighbors wherever 
he happened to live. While in Pyramid Lake, 
Nevada, awaiting a divorce from his first wife, 
Bellow entertained Arthur Miller and his 
girlfriend, Marilyn Monroe, but he also be-
friended his landlady and other locals, who 
soon showed up in the short story “Leaving 
the Yellow House.” “Never realized you were 
studying us all so minutely,” a couple wrote af-
ter discovering themselves in print; “compara-
tively, you let us off very gently.”

Bellow’s closest friends, Isaac Rosenfeld 
(whom he’d known since high school), Del-
more Schwartz, and John Berryman were all 
brilliant, colorful, energetic artists who led 
chaotic lives. When Bellow asked Berryman 
if he had pushed a lady-friend of Bellow’s 
down the stairs one night in Greenwich Vil-
lage, Berryman responded, “Did I do that? I 
wonder why?… That I was in the city at all is 
news to me.” Then, Bellow writes, “We went 
back to Rilke. There was only one important 
topic. We had no small talk.” I’m not sure this 
is the lesson I would draw from that encoun-
ter, but it gives you a sense of Bellow’s fond-
ness for rather unstable friends. Berryman 
was an alcoholic who spent his life in and out 
of mental hospitals and rehab clinics until 
his suicide in 1972. Delmore Schwartz was 
an alcoholic and drug addict who died young; 
Isaac Rosenfeld was a dynamic and powerful 
intellect who never lived up to his potential, 
pursuing odd enthusiasms (like Reichian 
therapy, to which he introduced Bellow) until 
he died early, poor, and alone in a Hyde Park 
hovel. That his closest friends were all almost 
parodies of the “tortured artist” seems signifi-
cant, though Leader makes little of it. 

It’s clear, in any event, that Bellow was a rath-
er normal fellow, which therapists apparently 
confirmed. So too, it seems, was Ralph Ellison, 
with whom Bellow sometimes shared his di-
lapidated Hudson Valley mansion, and whom 
he admired for the “strength and independence” 
of his mind: “Ralph, it was clear, had thought 
things through for himself, and his ideas had 
little in common with the views of the critics 
in the literary quarterlies.” Bellow valued his 
own independence, of course, and thought 
he had broken new literary ground with the 
form and language of Augie March, but he also 
craved approval, read all the reviews of his work, 
and complained bitterly when criticized, often 
writing scathing letters to his detractors and 
holding grudges for years. When Richard Poi-
rier, who earlier had written a negative review 
of Herzog in the Partisan Review, was admitted 
to the Century Association in 1977, Bellow re-
signed in protest.

By 1964, Leader concludes, Saul Bellow 
“had arrived at the pinnacle of American let-
ters, and he knew it.” Always in a hurry, al-
ways trying to prove himself, he was now fa-
mous and had written his two most popular 
and well-regarded novels. With less to prove 
and a respectful international audience, he 
would soon turn to weightier social and politi-
cal themes in the incendiary and controversial 
Mr. Sammler’s Planet (1970), about a holocaust 
survivor’s bewildered attempt to make sense 
of the chaotic late ’60s. But he would circle 
back in Humboldt’s Gift (1975) to the endur-
ing interest in friendship, private life, and 
writing that Zachary Leader so compellingly 
captures in this fine biography.

Tim Spiekerman is chairman of the political sci-
ence department at Kenyon College and author 
of Shakespeare’s Political Realism: The Eng-
lish History Plays (SUNY Press). 
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Essay by James Bowman

Master of Suspense

About halfway through michael 
Wood’s little book on Alfred Hitch-
cock—one in a series called “Icons”—

we come upon a curious passage concerning 
a documentary about the Holocaust made 
just after the war, titled Memory of the Camps 
(1945), on which Hitchcock was credited as 

“treatment advisor.” When he saw the film, 
Wood writes that he was particularly struck 
by one scene in which the huts at Bergen-
Belsen were burned by the Allied occupiers 
to arrest the spread of typhus among the sur-
viving inmates. After trying—in my view not 
quite successfully—to explain why the scene 
struck him so powerfully, Wood writes:

I’m sure I would not have felt any of this 
if I hadn’t known of Hitchcock’s in-
volvement in the film. I don’t attribute 
the shot to his guidance; I am not mak-
ing a rational or causal claim. Indeed, 
this particular sequence was probably 
completed before Hitchcock came to 
work on the film. But Hitchcock can 
change the way we see. Sometimes the 
name alone will effect the change, and 
our minds do the rest. 

Perhaps he intends by this observation to 
adduce a hitherto unknown corollary of the 

Kuleshov effect, one of Hitchcock’s favorite 
film-making principles, which explains how 
cutting or montage—context, as the non-
film-making world would describe it—affects 
what we see, and how we understand what we 
see. In any case, the observation has a con-
textual effect of its own when put together 
with Wood’s subtitle, which is also the title 
of a movie Hitchcock made twice, once in 
England and once in America: The Man Who 
Knew Too Much.

 It’s not just that Wood takes the great 
director’s interest in the processes and con-
sequences of knowing and not knowing as 
his theme. What, after all, is the “Suspense” 
that Hitchcock was said (perhaps most often 
by himself) to be “Master” of but knowledge 
deferred or denied? It’s the not entirely plea-
surable thrill you get from not knowing some-
thing that you desperately want to know—
whether the bomb will be discovered before it 
goes off or the policeman will turn around to 
see the innocent fugitive escaping. But, in the 
quoted passage above, Wood, too, claims to 
know too much. Or rather, he makes a claim 
to knowledge to which he is not reasonably 
entitled solely on the grounds of his reverence 
for the allegedly iconic Hitchcock’s genius. 
What he knows or thinks he knows is of less 
interest or importance, either to him or to us, 

than how he knows it—merely through his 
knowledge of Hitchcock’s participation in the 
film.

A Pretext

Although wood does not make 
explicit the comparison, Hitchcock 
himself appears to have based his ca-

reer on a similar kind of thinking. It’s implic-
it in the idea of the “MacGuffin,” mentioned 
in all these books in one way or another as it 
is in every account of the great man’s life and 
work. Sidney Gottlieb’s second of his two 
volumes of Hitchcock on Hitchcock (the first 
came out in 1995) will give you the origin of 
the word, but it is defined in Peter Ackroyd’s 
new biography as 

the nonsense clause in his films which 
ties together the improbabilities and 
implausibilities. It is, to use a more fa-
miliar phrase, the red herring, the de-
vice that sends the plot and the charac-
ters on their way—such as the attempt 
to assassinate a foreign leader in [The 
Man Who Knew Too Much]—but re-
mains of little or no interest to the au-
dience; it is simply an excuse for all the 
activity on the screen.
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That definition is slightly misleading, since 
a red herring implies a distraction or a detour 
from the real trail the heroes (or the villains) are 
trying to follow. To Hitchcock there typically 
isn’t a real trail—or not one that matters any 
more than a false one for its own sake. Every-
thing matters only subjectively, through its ef-
fects on the main character—and through him 
or her on the audience—whether the knowl-
edge is true or false. For Hitchcock the impor-
tant realities were always mental ones. That’s 
why Gottlieb writes in introducing one of the 
interviews he reprints that Hitchcock “comes 
close to saying that story in general is itself a 
MacGuffin: extremely valuable and captivat-
ing but basically a pretext. The key challenge, if 
not paradox, is that story should get and keep 
things going, catching the attention of the au-
dience, but not get in the way or dominate.” 

Get in the way of what? The answer must be 
emotion in general—a film studio is an “emo-
tion factory,” says Hitchcock in an article he 
wrote in 1928—and fear in particular. French 
film director François Truffaut classified him 
among the great “artists of anxiety,” along 
with Edgar Allan Poe, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, 
and Franz Kafka. Suspense is of course also a 
form of fear. Fear and doubt (the words were 
once interchangeable) go together, and what 
we fear is most often the unknown, which is 
the fear that Hitchcock himself shared as he 
sometimes claimed in interviews that he was 
himself fearful of almost everything—which 
is why he demanded to live according to strict 
routine. Though he has been much criticized 
for his off-the-cuff dictum that the key to 
making successful melodrama was to “torture 
the women,” it’s clear that the purpose of such 
fake torture on the screen was to torture the 
audience in real life.

Latent Paranoia

Anything else, including plot and 
character—which interested him 
hardly at all—was secondary to this 

emotional manipulation, and he had nothing 
but contempt for those he variously called the 

“plausibles” or “plausibilists.” He always insist-
ed that movies had a logic of their own that 
made the logic of the plausibilists redundant. 
And in his films he very often pits his heroes 
against their own version of the plausibilists, 
eager to point out to them that the things they 
think they know cannot possibly be true—al-
though they invariably are true, or become 
true merely by their knowing them. By know-
ing too much. Thus when Cary Grant is mis-
taken for a non-existent American agent in 
North by Northwest (1959) he finds that he 
himself has become the man. 

sand second-rate horror movies and would-
be political allegories where only one person 
knows the awful truth and desperately tries, 
mostly without success, to alert the rest of the 
town, country, or world. By this roundabout 
method, Hitchcockian mistrust of author-
ity—sometimes humorously attributed in an 
anecdote, which no biographer has been able 
to verify and which is doubted by Ackroyd, 
to his father’s having asked the local police to 
lock up the five-year-old Alfred to teach him 
that “This is what happens to naughty boys”—
has now become the cultural norm.

Michael Wood tries rather unconvincingly 
to politicize Hitchcock’s fears when he cites 
what he calls German critic Theodor Ador-
no’s “version of the saying that even paranoids 
have enemies” in his retrospective anticipa-
tory fear of Nazism. But it seems to me rather 
a stretch to write, as he goes on to do, that 
Hitchcock’s conspiracy movies of the 1930s 
were meant to warn his fellow Britons of 
what they were insufficiently paranoid about 
during that decade. It would be much more 
likely that Hitchcock simply understood bet-
ter than most others the commercial value of 
entertaining people by manipulating their al-
ready existing fears.

Self-Image

But the question arises: is the 
Hitchcockian mode adaptable to any-
thing but his peculiarly effective sort of 

cinematic illusionism? Does it have anything 
to do with anything in the real world, or is it 
just a sort of MacGuffin of its own, a part of 
what everybody agrees was Hitchcock’s genius 
for marketing and publicity—and self-public-
ity? Jan Olsson’s book, Hitchcock à la Carte, is 
particularly good on this aspect of the man. It 
shows how from his first arrival in America 
in 1937 he saw the potential benefits to the 
Hitchcock brand of marketing himself as an 
overweight buffoon and supposed gourmand 
with an equally ponderous wit, both in talk-
ing about his films and in the films themselves.

This book is also valuable for its extensive 
treatment of Hitchcock’s two television se-
ries, Alfred Hitchcock Presents, which ran on 
CBS and NBC from 1955 to 1962, and The 
Alfred Hitchcock Hour from 1962 to 1965. His 
weekly introductions to the TV shows, most 
of them scripted by Jimmy Allardice, were 
meant to play up to this image as well as to 
provide a way of ironically moralizing a great 
many of the episodes which would otherwise 
have fallen foul of network and sponsors by 
showing murderers and other criminals too 
sympathetically, or allowing them to escape 
uncaught and unpunished. Unfortunately, 
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The great examples, however, are The Lady 
Vanishes (1938) and Rear Window (1954), 
wherein Margaret Lockwood and James 
Stewart, respectively, are both constantly as-
sured that plausibility demands they deny the 
evidence of their own senses, though both are 
vindicated when their respective love interests 
(Michael Redgrave and Grace Kelly) choose 
to believe them instead of the plausibilists. 
What cannot be true, must be true. In his 
earliest interview with Truffaut, reprinted by 
Gottlieb from Cahiers du Cinéma, Hitchcock 
says of The Wrong Man (1956) that “my direc-
tion is entirely subjective”—as it typically is in 
other examples of “the wrong man,” from his 
1926 silent film The Lodger to Young and Inno-

cent (1937) to Saboteur (1942) to Strangers on a 
Train (1951) to North by Northwest to Frenzy 
(1972). The paradigmatically nightmarish 
situation in which one is pursued for a crime 
one has not committed is fear at its most basic. 
And even when the apparently wrong man be-
comes the right man, as in Shadow of a Doubt 
(1943) or Stage Fright (1950), the audience’s 
surrogate (a vulnerable young woman in both 
cases) must be taken in by the deception along 
with the audience. 

Either way, it is the audience’s latent para-
noia he is always appealing to. Thirty-five 
years after Hitchcock’s death, the justified 
paranoiac has become a cinematic cliché—
though probably less through the Hitchcock-
ian model than its vulgarization in a thou-
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much of his book is written in the often impen-
etrable jargon of lit and film “theory,” which 
makes it a chore to get through—in addition 
to imperfectly disguising the unremarkable 
quality of many of its critical insights.

For the more strictly cinematic sort of ge-
nius which everyone agrees Hitchcock had, 
the best bets are the volume edited by Gott-
lieb, and the exploration of the lesser-known 
byways of his long career, Hitchcock Lost and 
Found, by Alain Kerzoncuf and Charles Barr—
though the latter, consisting so largely of piec-
ing together bits of information about films 
that no longer exist, is likely to be of more in-
terest to Hitchcock scholars and biographers 
than a general audience. But the authors also 
quote from Drexel University’s Paula Marantz 
Cohen the great justification for Hitchcock 
scholarship, which is that “to study him is to 
find an economical way of studying the entire 
history of cinema.” 

This identification of the man with his 
technique would have appealed to Hitchcock 
himself who, in his conversations with Truf-
faut in 1962,

preferred anecdotes and technical detail 
to any disquisitions on theme or mean-
ing. He did not wish to enquire too deep-
ly into his motives or the reasons for any 
particular subject or film. He was only 
interested in content or plot in so far as 
they prompted his visual imagination. 

That’s the summary of Peter Ackroyd’s 
book, and it fits well with what we know of 
Hitchcock from Wood and other witnesses. 
But it is also clear that that imagination was 
always in the service of commercial success.

Visual Storytelling

In a revealing comment made in the 
interview with film critic Anthony Mack-
lin, reprinted in Hitchcock on Hitchcock, 

the director mentions his own bad judgment 
in Sabotage (1936), his adaptation of Joseph 
Conrad’s novel The Secret Agent, in allowing 
the bomb carried unwittingly by a child to go 
off, killing him and a busload of passengers:

I’ve never made that mistake since. If 
you get the suspense from an audience 
from a thing like a bomb, it mustn’t go 
off. It’s got to be discovered and thrown 
out of the window. You’ve got to relieve 
that suspense in other ways. Otherwise 
they get angry with you. 

In Conrad’s subtle and prescient investi-
gation of the mind of a terrorist, of course, 
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the death of the boy is central, indispens-
able. But Hitchcock is only interested in 
sending the audience home happy, not in the 
mind of the terrorist. Nor, for that matter, 
in other kinds of mind either. You can’t see 
the ending of Psycho—when, as someone on 
the crew is reported to have put it, “the head 
shrinker comes on and explains it all”—and 
preserve any belief in Hitchcock’s interest 
in psychology as anything but a joke. This 
made for some interesting interactions with 
the newer sort of “method” actors in Cold 
War-era America. According to one report, 
Paul Newman is supposed to have made the 
mistake of asking Hitchcock what his “mo-
tivation” was in a particular scene of Torn 
Curtain. “Your motivation is your salary,” an-
swered Hitchcock.

 An equally revealing comment from the 
Macklin interview comes in answer to Mack-
lin’s question about whether he ever discovers 
new ideas in the course of making a film. “No,” 
says Hitchcock. “It never happens?” asks the 
interviewer, incredulously. “No,” Hitchcock 
repeats. Elsewhere we are told that he story-
boards everything in advance, so that the film 
already exists in his head before filming actu-
ally starts. As Gottlieb writes, he cannot have 
been entirely joking when he said, “I wish I 
didn’t have to shoot the picture.” Director Pe-

ter Bogdanovich has written that Hitchcock 
referred to the physical process of film-making 
as “the area of compromise.”

The point is that Hitchcock’s greatness lies 
in his brilliance at visual storytelling. Hitch-
cock thought Rear Window “the most cin-
ematic” of his pictures—because it was the 
most purely visual. You may try for yourself 
the experiment of watching one of his mov-
ies with the sound off. Though you will miss 
many details and all the music, which was 
always very important, you will have no dif-
ficulty at all in following the main outlines 
of the story because, like all Hitchcock films, 
it will have been conceived as a visual experi-
ence from the outset. As the director himself 
wrote in another piece reprinted by Gottlieb:

The secret of good directing is to re-
member that you are telling a story visu-
ally. Your medium is that of sound and 
sight. The screen should tell this story 
as much as possible—not the dialogue. 
[Emphasis in the original.] 

In an important sense, Hitchcock went on for 
his whole career making the silent films in 
which he got his start. 

Michael Wood relates the opinion of 
Anthony Perkins, who starred as Nor-

man Bates in Psycho (1960), that Hitchcock 
was shocked to discover “that audiences at 
screenings…were laughing as well as scream-
ing” at the famous shower scene. Perkins 
said: “He was confused, at first, incredulous 
second, and despondent third”—but, writes 
Wood, “from then on he claimed to have had 
his tongue in his cheek all along.” Ackroyd 
quotes him telling an interviewer in 1964 
that “I once made a movie, rather tongue-
in-cheek, called Psycho,” intending it to be 

“a big joke. I was horrified to find that some 
people took it seriously.” Was he there misre-
membering his own state of mind at the time 
or was Perkins mistaken? As in so much 
of Hitchcock, both ways of seeing it could 
have their own truth, but that in itself sug-
gests that he ought to be recognized today, 
among his many other accomplishments, as 
the progenitor of postmodernism. As Hitch-
cock told Peter Bogdanovich in 1963, “The 
area in which we get near to the free abstract 
in movie making is the free use of fantasy, 
which is what I deal in.” Or was this always 
implicit in the elusive and illusory history of 
cinema itself, with which Alfred Hitchcock’s 
career is so often identified?

James Bowman is the media critic of the New 
Criterion.
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Whistleblowers and Deaf Ears

Spotlight is a small-budget inde-
pendent film about the Boston Globe’s 
2002 exposé of sexual abuse of children 

and young teenagers by Catholic priests, and 
the distressing, chronic failure of the Church 
hierarchy to deal responsibly with the prob-
lem. The film took eight years to make, and 
just two years ago, its prospects looked dim. 
In a 2013 industry poll, over 250 film execu-
tives were asked to vote for the “best unpro-
duced screenplays,” and Spotlight received only 
eight votes.

Today Spotlight is a hit. In its first 12 weeks 
the film earned $8.5 million over the cost of 
production (about $20 million). It is also a 
critics’ darling and nominee for Best Picture 
at this year’s Academy Awards. This success 
is surprising, given that if you were to pick 
this movie from a list of titles on your favor-
ite streaming service, you might think it was 
made decades ago. As Variety noted, Spotlight 
is a “throwback,” whose “production…evokes 
filmmaking of another era,” and whose “story 
is notable for eschewing the building blocks of 
today’s most popular movies—CGI pyrotech-
nics, comic-book superheroes, sex and violence.”

Another throwback is the genre to which 
Spotlight belongs: the whistleblower drama, in 
which a seemingly powerless citizen succeeds 
in righting a significant wrong committed by 
a powerful institution. The classic example is 
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939), about a 
plucky junior senator (Jimmy Stewart) suc-
cessfully challenging corruption and cronyism 
in the Senate. A more recent example is Erin 
Brockovich (2000), about an obscure legal as-
sistant (Julia Roberts) winning a class-action 
suit against a polluting public utility.

Erin Brockovich is a real person. So was 
Karen Silkwood, a chemical worker who blew 
the whistle on unsafe conditions in an Okla-

homa nuclear power plant. The Hollywood 
version of her story, Silkwood (1983), is dark in 
the sense of ending not with the heroine’s vin-
dication but with her death in a suspicious car 
crash. But it is not totally dark, since the audi-
ence knows her message did not fall on deaf 
ears. On the contrary, it reached the front 
page of the New York Times, not to mention 

Baron, now executive editor at the Wash-
ington Post, says he is “thrilled” with Spotlight, 
calling it “a love letter to investigative journal-
ism.” Others have likened the film to All the 
President’s Men (1976), about Post reporters 
Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward (Dustin 
Hoffman and Robert Redford) breaking 
the Watergate story. According to Variety, 
the “preview and festival audiences” cheering 
for Spotlight were “chock-full of ink-stained 
wretches swelling with pride and affirmation.” 
This is hardly surprising. Those ink-stained 
wretches know the newspaper business is fail-
ing, and are afraid that if it dies, investigative 
journalism will die with it.

Are such fears justified? Not according to 
a recent study conducted by the Media In-
sight Project, which shows news consumption 
rising among the generation that grew up in 
the digital age. What has changed is the pat-
tern—instead of sitting down every morning 
with the newspaper, the so-called millennials 
spend the day checking headlines, sharing 
links, and, when interested in a story, pursu-
ing it on a variety of news websites. A simi-
lar pattern has arisen among older people (at 
least those who have learned to use the News-
stand app on their iPad).

Yet all is not well. The study goes on to 
identify four risks associated with this new 
pattern of news consumption. First is exces-
sive credulity toward news websites that es-
chew traditional standards of accuracy and 
fairness. Second is a preference for easily 
digestible, shareable “takeaways,” as opposed 
to solid reportage and analysis. Third is the 
anonymity of online communication, which 
easily degenerates into insults and worse. 
And fourth is the inconvenient truth that 
21st-century digital technology does not au-
tomatically lead to democratic reform. On 

Films discussed in this essay:

Spotlight, directed by Tom McCarthy. 
Screenplay by Tom McCarthy and 

Josh Singer. Open Road Films.

The Fifth Estate, directed by Bill Condon. 
Screenplay by Josh Singer. Walt Disney 

Studios Motion Pictures.

Citizenfour, directed by Lauris Poitras. 
Radius-TWC.

the film directed by Mike Nichols and star-
ring Meryl Streep.

Journalism and Democracy

Such is the appeal of the clas-
sic whistleblower drama: not a happy 
ending, exactly, but the redemption 

of seeing a mighty malefactor brought down 
by a lowly but brave individual or individu-
als. In the Boston case, the bravest individuals 
were the victims and families who spoke out 
against offending priests when nobody want-
ed to listen. But these are not the heroes of 
Spotlight; the heroes are the four reporters on 
the Globe “Spotlight Team” and their editor, 
Marty Baron (played by Liev Schreiber).
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the priesthood that is having a chilling effect 
on vocations worldwide.

As a portrait of Boston, Spotlight was wel-
comed by many locals as a departure from the 
Hollywood stereotype of the city as a cesspool 
of organized crime. The actors also deserve 
credit for not trying to imitate the local ac-
cent, which countless films have shown is im-
possible. Nevertheless, this native Bostonian 
detected one false note: the portrayal of the 
Globe as the scrappy underdog and the arch-
diocese as the high-handed top dog. This was 
true back in the 1950s, when the Church had 
a large, thriving, loyal, flock, and its princes 
were kin to the Irish political establishment. 
Back then, the shrewd, savvy Cardinal Rich-
ard Cushing had more clout than the city’s 
ink-stained wretches. By 2002, the situation 
was reversed.

Here’s why. Over the last half century, Bos-
ton has been transformed by the tech boom, 
which started early here, and by the massive 
postwar expansion of its many distinguished 
educational and medical institutions. This 
transformation built a whole new metropo-
lis on top of the Irish and Italian immigrant 
city that itself had been built on top of the old 
Puritan-Yankee-Brahmin town. Along the 
way, local politics have become reflexively lib-
eral, causing the Church to become reflexively 
defensive—which is not to say conservative. 
On the contrary, the Catholic archdiocese in 
Boston is now in thrall to the liberal establish-
ment. But that hasn’t stopped the steady ero-
sion of its power and prestige. 

This history sheds light on why the story 
of clerical sexual abuse first broke in Boston. 
But Spotlight doesn’t go there. Instead, it ends 
with a long list of cities where similar stories 
have broken since 2002—hundreds of them, 
both in America and around the globe—and 
no sign of redemption. In this sense, Spotlight 
is not a classic whistleblower drama. It shows 
the part where the citizens raise their voices 
and the press reports their grievances, but not 
the part where the system responds and the 
wrongdoers are held accountable. 

Whistleblowers Gone Rogue

It is possible that the church will 
change. But if it does not, then we will 
have further proof that investigative jour-

nalism can produce positive results only in a 
democracy. This is still true in the digital age, 
although a lot of people seem intent upon for-
getting it.

In the digital age, the best known whistle-
blowers are no longer everyday working people 
like Erin Brockovich, Karen Silkwood, and 
the families of children molested by priests. 
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the contrary, it is rapidly evolving into a pow-
erful instrument of surveillance, propaganda, 
censorship, and repression.

This raises a larger point. It is true, as the 
ink-stained wretches keep reminding us, that 
investigative journalism is the lifeblood of de-
mocracy. But the converse is also true: democ-
racy is the lifeblood of investigative journalism. 
To right a significant wrong, it is not enough 
to have brave whistleblowers and intrepid 
reporters. You must also have sympathetic 
editors, independent investigators, honest 
prosecutors and defense attorneys, willing 
witnesses, disinterested judges and juries—all 
the institutions of a democratic society—in 
good working order.

The point was made cogently by a former 
diplomat who described to me how an au-
dience of Chinese students responded to a 
screening of Erin Brockovich at the U.S. con-
sulate in Shanghai. To the surprise of the 
Americans present, the Chinese understood 
the part about a public utility engaging in pol-
lution, but missed the part about an under-
dog being able to make a difference. This is 
not surprising, given that China is a country 
with no free press, no political accountability, 
and a rigged court system. In such a regime, 
whistleblowers are heard only when the Party 
is disposed to hear them.

The Power of the Church

Far be it from me to compare catho-
lic prelates to Chinese apparatchiks, 
but there is a discomfiting resemblance 

between the secretive, stonewalling, scape-
goating reaction of many Church leaders to 
the flood of complaints about clerical sexual 
abuse, and some of the methods used by au-
thoritarian regimes to stifle dissent. Certainly, 
Catholics have no monopoly on arrogance 
and defensiveness, and the Catholic Church 
itself shouldn’t be confused with a democracy. 
Spotlight presents the clash as one between the 
hierarchy as it closes ranks around Cardinal 
Bernard Law, and the laity as it becomes in-
creasingly incensed by the pattern of shuffling 
compulsive abusers like Fr. John Geoghan and 
Fr. Paul Shanley from one parish to another. 

When Lord Acton wrote that “power tends 
to corrupt and absolute power corrupts abso-
lutely,” the devout Catholic was speaking not 
only of kings but also of popes. “There is no 
worse heresy,” he continued, “than that the of-
fice sanctifies the holder of it.” Too few princes 
of the 21st-century Church show signs of reck-
oning honestly with such unsavory topics as 
pedophilia and the molestation of young teen-
age boys; the widespread flouting of celibacy; 
and the existence of a gay subculture within 
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Instead, they are rogue characters like Julian 
Assange and Edward Snowden, as unsophis-
ticated about the world as they are sophisti-
cated about the internet. And whistleblowing 
no longer means entrusting a specific story of 
wrongdoing to a reputable newspaper to be 
vetted before seeing the light of day. Instead, 
it means using your hacking skills to steal 
mountains of proprietary data, including clas-
sified government documents, and unceremo-
niously dumping them into the global public 
domain.

Assange and Snowden have attracted nu-
merous filmmakers, including some of the 
same people who worked on Spotlight. For 
example, Josh Singer, who co-wrote the Spot-
light screenplay, also wrote the screenplay 
for The Fifth Estate (2013), a fictionalized ac-
count of Assange’s life from the early days of 
WikiLeaks to his present status as an “asylum 
seeker” in the Ecuadorean embassy in Lon-
don. Another example is Participant Media, 
a Spotlight co-producer that also co-produced 
Citizenfour (2014), a documentary about 
Snowden’s leaking of a vast trove of materi-
als related to the National Security Agency’s 
electronic surveillance program.

The movie business is full of such overlaps, 
and Spotlight’s “love letter to investigative 

journalism” clearly benefited from Singer’s 
talent and Participant Media’s support. But 
there is something discomfiting about this 
particular overlap, because whatever else 
may be said about The Fifth Estate and Citi-
zenfour, they are not love letters to investiga-
tive journalism.

Let me begin with the The Fifth Estate. 
Based largely on a score-settling book by As-
sange’s estranged associate, Daniel Domscheit-
Berg, the film does not glorify Assange. On the 
contrary, it shows the WikiLeaks founder to 
be narcissistic, paranoid, and thoroughly lout-
ish toward even his most loyal supporters. It 
also shows him to be morally irresponsible in 
refusing to let the Guardian, New York Times, 
and other newspapers remove the names of 
soldiers, informants, and other vulnerable per-
sons from any of the hundreds of thousands of 
classified military files and diplomatic cables 
leaked to Assange by U.S. Army Private Brad-
ley Manning.

At the same time, The Fifth Estate is a fea-
ture film intended to make money at the box 
office. So rather than make the lead character 
as odious as the real Assange, the producers 
hired British actor Benedict Cumberbatch to 
give the role a darkly glamorous spin. Less for-
givably, The Fifth Estate tells us nothing about 

Assange’s betrayal of his stated principles in 
order to save his own skin.

That betrayal began in late 2010, when, 
according to a report by Sean Wilentz in the 
New Republic, Assange warned the Russian 
news agency Izvestia that “We have [com-
promising] materials about your govern-
ment and businessmen.” At the same time, 
a spokesman for Wikipedia told a reporter 
that soon “Russian readers will learn a lot 
about their country.”

The Kremlin’s response was swift. First 
came the stick: the Russian secret police 
(FSB) posted an online message saying, “It’s 
essential to remember that given the will and 
the relevant orders, [WikiLeaks] can be made 
inaccessible forever.” Next came the carrot: 
when Assange was arrested in London for 
possible extradition to Sweden on charges of 
sexual assault, Vladimir Putin leaped to his 
defense, thundering, “If it is full democracy, 
then why have they hidden Mr. Assange in 
prison?”

Then came the deal: “The promised damn-
ing documents about Russia never saw the 
light of day,” writes Wilentz, adding that 
Russia then claimed “‘privileged access’ to 
‘hundreds of [American diplomatic] cables 
containing Russia-related information’.” And 
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in 2012 Assange was invited to host a show 
on Russia’s international TV channel, Russia 
Today (RT). Concludes Wilentz: “At a mo-
ment when Assange’s bright light seemed to 
be fading, the Russians gave him his own out-
let on a network whose primary mission is to 
advance Putin’s political line.”

Stateless Idols

This brings us to citizenfour, a 
documentary about Edward Snowden 
that likewise sugarcoats its sour sub-

ject. Like Assange, Snowden is a liar who 
prates about truth, an exposer of other peo-
ple’s secrets who fanatically guards his own, 
and a control freak who denounces all uses of 
authority as equally illegitimate and repres-
sive. Most of all, Snowden is a political naïf 
who professes to be passionate about press 
freedom but admits no distinction between 
governments that try to uphold it and govern-
ments that do not.

Citizenfour consists mainly of a softball 
interview with Snowden conducted by direc-
tor Laura Poitras in June 2013, when she and 
other supporters joined him in Hong Kong 
where he had fled after being charged with 
espionage in the United States. One of those 

supporters, Sarah Harrison, is a close advisor 
to Assange, who recently declared on Ger-
many’s international TV channel, Deutsche 
Welle, that “This is the greatest unaccount-
able power today—the United States and our 
Western democracies.”

After Snowden’s interview in Hong Kong, 
it was Harrison who accompanied him to 
Moscow, where, according to WikiLeaks, he 
found “political asylum in a democratic coun-
try.” That boast was empty in more ways than 
one. For the past couple of years, Snowden 
has been living in an undisclosed location in 
Russia and applying for political asylum to 
dozens of countries. But no country will take 
him, not even Russia. Meanwhile, Assange is 
as desperate to leave the Ecuadorean embassy 
in London as the Ecuadoreans are to have him 
leave. But no country will take Assange either, 
not even Ecuador.

In the eyes of their many acolytes, the 
stateless plight of these idols is the fault of Big 
Power, a Manichean force whose darkness is 
spreading over the Earth, resisted only by the 
few fragments of light still able to zip freely 
through the Cloud. It’s a vision that makes 
for cool graphics and special effects, not to 
mention ambient soundtracks. But there are 
better ways to think about the fate of whistle-

blowing in our age, and they all start with the 
same basic insight: power is not going to go 
away, and neither are governments, as long as 
human beings remain recognizably human. 
What matters most in the digital age is what 
mattered most before the digital age: how are 
we governed? 

The Catholic Church is not a democracy, 
but neither is it a government. By the end of 
the 20th century, the Church had made its 
peace with Western democracy, as opposed 
to Soviet tyranny. So there is hope that, over 
time, it will open its ears to the legitimate 
grievances of millions of sincere Catholics.

The same cannot be said of today’s tyr-
annies. According to the latest report from 
Freedom House, “acceptance of democracy 
as the world’s dominant form of govern-
ment…is under greater threat than at any 
point in the last 25 years.” Freedom House 
also states that “[g]lobal press freedom de-
clined in 2014 to its lowest point in more 
than 10 years,” and “only one in seven people 
live in countries where coverage of political 
news is robust, the safety of journalists is 
guaranteed, state intrusion in media affairs 
is minimal, and the press is not subject to 
onerous legal or economic pressures.”

This is the bad news. Pass it on. 
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by Michael M. Uhlmann

Last Rights

Progressives are nothing if not devotees of history, 
in whose inexorable benevolence they reveal faith not seen 
since the days of Peter and Paul. For reasons that are never 

explained, however, History sometimes misses its entry cues. When 
it does, progressives are ever ready to provide a nudge or even a hearty 
shove. 

A case in point concerns California’s enactment last October of 
legislation authorizing physician-assisted suicide—one of those 
ideas, as progressives so often say, whose time has come. The mea-
sure had been introduced earlier in the year, buoyed by the well-
publicized death of Brittany Maynard, the fatally afflicted Califor-
nia woman who had moved to Oregon to avail herself of that state’s 
assisted suicide law. Opposed by members of both parties, the bill 
effectively died a natural death in the Assembly Health Committee. 

Undeterred, the bill’s sponsors decided to shove History onto the 
stage of a special session of the legislature, where (to make a long 
story short) the leadership rigged the rules. The measure was rushed 
through the Assembly, rubber-stamped by the Senate, and presented 
to the governor. 

Governor Jerry Brown, who has rarely found it necessary to dis-
agree with Hisory’s mandates, indicated that he wanted to think 
deeply before committing himself. After wrestling with his con-
science, he pinned it to the mat and signed the bill, making Califor-
nia the fourth state to legalize physician-assisted suicide. 

Shoved or unshoved, History has certainly endowed proponents 
of assisted suicide with generous funding and almost Pavlovian me-
dia approval. At the present hour, measures essentially identical to 
California’s are pending in 14 states, with more states in the wings. 
Conservative philosophical and religious sentiment that not so long 
ago had substantial purchase in public opinion is notably weaker 
now, especially among millennials, who are easy prey for emotional 
appeals voiced in the language of autonomy and compassion. 

The most effective political opponents of assisted suicide these 
days are organizations like the aptly named Not Dead Yet, a tough-
minded defender of the rights of handicapped persons. They argue, 
correctly, that those who are mentally and physically handicapped 
will be particularly vulnerable if medically assisted suicide becomes 
widespread. Once doctors are authorized dispensers of death, con-
siderations of medical convenience or social utility will enter into the 
doctor-patient relationship in ways unlikely to benefit patients. 

Precedent for this may be found in Weimar Germany, where 
human beings deemed “unworthy of life” because of physical or men-

tal disability were legally euthanized in substantial numbers by will-
ing doctors. Those who say such a thing could never happen here 
might do well to consider data in our own time from Belgium and 
the Netherlands. In both countries, the categories of eligible death-
seekers have expanded well beyond the terminally ill, and the line be-
tween assisted suicide and euthanasia has been substantially erased. 

We have no comparable data from the u.s. as yet, in 
part because the record-keeping requirements of laws like 
California’s newly enacted measure are notoriously lax. In 

the fullness of time, however, we have every reason to believe that we 
will eventually imitate the Dutch and Belgian examples. Although 
laws like California’s limit physician-assisted suicide to the termi-
nally ill, courts will almost certainly qualify that limitation on due 
process or equal protection grounds: if there is a right to determine 
the time and place of one’s death, how can it be justly confined to the 
terminally ill? Similarly, if such a right exists, how can it be denied 
to those who, like comatose patients, are incapable of exercising it? 

Constitutional law is already poised to take precisely these steps. 
Indeed, the Supreme Court came perilously close to declaring a con-
stitutional right to assisted suicide in 1997. Given the current Court’s 
subsequent embrace of arguments based on autonomous individual-
ism in the gay marriage cases, it may be only a short time before the 
1997 precedent gets reversed.

Even in the absence of judicial boldness, medically sanctioned 
killing may creep in on little cat feet. Shortly after Oregon legal-
ized physician-assisted suicide in 1994, the Oregon Health Plan (a 
state scheme analogous to Obamacare) announced that it would no 
longer cover the cost of protease inhibitors, an expensive but effec-
tive class of medicines particularly useful in the treatment of HIV/
AIDS. Gay activists protested vigorously, and the restriction was 
eventually lifted. 

But consider the disposition of the bureaucrats who proposed 
the restriction in the first place and what it bodes for our future un-
der Obamacare. That law created a bureaucratic monstrosity called 
IPAB (Independent Payment Advisory Board), which was designed 
to check Medicare spending, based on the application of cost-benefit 
analysis. Despite denials by its creators, it’s a good bet that IPAB, or 
some other comparable entity, will morph into a rationing body for 
medical services. The rich and powerful will not be adversely affected 
by such bureaucratic edicts, but the rest of us will.

History has more than one way to ease us out of this world.
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