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In The Inequality Trap, William Watson 
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we may end up both poorer and less 
equal.
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Politics of the North Korean 
Threat
by Seung Hyok Lee

This book highlights how the abduction 
of Japanese citizens in 1970s and 1980s 
changed public attitude and transformed 
Japan’s policy towards North Korea.

Lessons of the Holocaust
by Michael R. Marrus

In this book, Michael Marrus challenges 
the notion that there are definitive 
lessons to be deduced from the 
destruction of European Jewry and 
shows how its “lessons” are constantly 
debated, altered, and reinterpreted.

The Marketing Revolution 
in Politics
What Recent U.S. Presidential Campaigns 
Can Teach Us About Effective Marketing

by Bruce I. Newman

This book shows how recent U.S. 
presidential campaigns have adopted the 
latest marketing techniques and how 
all organizations can benefit from their 
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Arab Dawn
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They Will Bring

by Bessma Momani

Arab Dawn is an invigorating study of 
the Arab world and the transformative 
power of youth.

Total Wars and the Making 
of Modern Ukraine, 1914-
1954
by George O. Liber

This book describes how the continuous 
violence of the two world wars, the 
Holodomor, and the Holocaust play 
a critical role in the formation and 
evolution of modern Ukraine.
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from the editorial desk

The Subway to Nowhere
by William Voegeli

Earlier this month, a reporter asked president obama 
about Washington, D.C.’s troubled subway system, Metro, 
which was shut down completely for 24 hours in March to 

make critical, long overdue repairs. The proximate cause of the situa-
tion, said the president, was America’s “neglect” of vital infrastructure, 
such as roads, ports, and water systems.

And the ultimate cause? The usual suspects. The “Republican 
Congress has been resistant to really taking on this problem in a 
serious way” due to “an ideology that says government spending is 
necessarily bad.”

Obama’s seven-plus years as the nation’s most prominent, important 
politician have not diminished his weird ability to be simultaneously 
predictable and astounding. Ascribing Metro’s troubles to tight-fisted, 
shortsighted GOP ideologues on Capitol Hill would be impossible for 
anyone even faintly aware of its history.

Two weeks before the president spoke, an exhaustive Washington 
Post report demonstrated that Metro’s failures are largely organiza-
tional, not financial. Not only Republican congressmen from the 
hinterlands but also officials from the blue jurisdictions of Maryland, 
the District of Columbia, and northern Virginia are dubious about in-
creasing Metro funding. They fear that “the agency is guilty of grossly 
mishandling the money it already has received.” A Metro board mem-
ber told the Post, “Nobody was stealing money,” but “it’s kind of like a 
bank teller losing track of where the money is.”

A great deal of the money, it turned out, was devoted to expanding 
the system as rapidly as possible, while far too little was spent on basic 
maintenance and adequate safety systems. These failures led directly 
to crashes and fires that have killed 14 people since 1982 (the system 
began operating only in 1976), and injured scores more.

Metro is hardly an infrastructure anomaly. According to journalist 
Gregg Easterbrook, Boston’s “Big Dig” took twice as long to complete 
as originally forecast, and cost three and a half times as much. New 
York’s Tappan Zee Bridge opened in 1955, costing (in today’s dollars) 
about $800 million. Political scientist Philip Mark Plotch, author of 
a book on the bridge, has written that New York “had an opportu-
nity to repair and extend the…life span” of the original bridge, but “by 
the time state officials finally made a decision…it had deteriorated so 
badly that the state had no choice but to replace it.” In 2018, New York 
plans to open a new Tappan Zee Bridge. Officially, the projected cost 

is “approximately $3.98 billion,” a formulation that tries, desperately 
and transparently, to encourage the hope that a project certain to cost 
more than $4 billion might somehow cost less.

“Liberalism has a blind spot regarding money manage-
ment,” writes Easterbrook: “no matter what the question, the 
answer must always be more spending.” Back in the day, can-

didate Obama seemed to understand that incompetent, expensive gov-
ernment was a mortal threat to the political cause of activist govern-
ment. Liberals were thrown on the defensive in the 1980s, he wrote in 
The Audacity of Hope, because a “central insight” of Ronald Reagan’s 
“contained a good deal of truth.” It was that the “liberal welfare state 
had grown complacent and overly bureaucratic.”

But it has been clear from the start that President Obama regards the 
quality of government operations as a rhetorical problem, not a man-
agement problem. “We don’t do the small stuff well,” a White House 
official lamented after the lethal ineptitude of the Veterans Affairs De-
partment came to light. “And the small stuff is the important stuff.”

Obama’s record has caused even his most fervent admirers to lose 
heart. In 2008, Ezra Klein wrote idiotically that “Obama is, at his best, 
able to call us back to our highest selves, to the place where America 
exists as a glittering ideal.” In 2014, however, he wrote disdainfully, 

“Obama has flatly failed to restore America’s faith in the government’s 
ability to do big things well.” Despite having been president for years, 
he was “curiously passive” about running a government capable of the 
V.A. scandal or the Healthcare.gov website debacle.

Even liberal insiders, then, say that modern government works fine, 
apart from its inability to do small stuff. And big stuff. 

Emmett Rensin has decried, in a widely discussed Vox.com essay, 
the “smug style in American liberalism.” He’s right to condemn liber-
als for assuming that the difference between liberalism and conserva-
tism corresponds to the difference between smart and stupid.

But the problem is much deeper. Liberalism harms itself and 
America by treating its glittering ideals as self-justifying, obviating the 
need to attend to such annoying details as whether government pro-
grams really can or do advance these ideals, and whether the required 
resources are in fact put to their best and highest uses. This is the 
smugness that treats good intentions as a permanent excuse for bad 
management, bad results…and bad presidencies.



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2016
Page 6

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

C O R R E S P O N D E N C E

Please send all 
correspondence to:

Claremont Review of Books
Attn.: Letters to the Editor

1317 W. Foothill Blvd, Suite 120, 
Upland, CA 91786

Or via e-mail: 
crbeditor@claremont.org

We reserve the right to edit 
for length and clarity. 

Please include your
name, address, and
telephone number. 

Russia
Resurgent

Having previously questioned, 
if not trashed, in the CRB U.S. 
opposition to Communism (“Let-
ting Bygones Be Bygones,” Spring 
2015), Christopher Caldwell pro-
vides the sequel by giving a pass 
to Vladimir Putin, who he tells 
us merely wants to “defend the 
interests of his people” (“The 
Prince,” Winter 2015/16). Com-
paring Putin’s stout defense of his 
country’s sovereignty to Kemal 
Atatürk’s use of secularization 
for similar purposes, Caldwell 
would have us believe as well that 
the former KGB boss is unfairly 
maligned, marginalized, and mis-
understood by a Western world 
that wishes to “intrude” in Rus-
sia’s affairs. 

Surely we have not forgotten 
that the “old Soviet Union,” as it 
is strangely referred to today, lost 
the Cold War? Yet no Carthag-
inian peace was imposed on the 
loser, not even the peaceful oc-
cupation that the victorious Al-
lies maintained for so many years 
after Nazi Germany’s defeat in 
World War II. Indeed, there is 
no reason to believe that the So-
viet despots who kept the world 
in turmoil for much of the 20th 

century learned any sort of lesson 
from the massive injustices, to put 
it mildly, they perpetrated against 
their own people, and other na-
tions’ peoples, through wartime 
atrocities en route to Berlin and 
Prague, not to mention injustices 
against the people of numerous 

“satellite” countries. The French-
published Black Book of Commu-
nism totaled the deaths at a stag-
gering 100 million.

Besides the current West’s 
distaste for occupation, there 
were prudential reasons for not 
attempting such a project in a 
country of Russia’s immense size. 
But we did what we could by at 
least placing limits on a revival of 
Russian imperialism. Putin may 
well describe Russia’s fate as the 

“greatest geopolitical catastrophe 
of the century,” but that’s what 
the Soviet regime deserved. To 
describe the West’s real reluc-
tance to seek the fruits of vic-
tory as an overbearing presence, 
as Caldwell has, is misleading at 
best, dishonest at worst.

Caldwell’s rather casual dis-
missal of Russia’s attempts to seize 
Ukraine and Crimea (he forgot to 
mention Georgia), along with its 
over-the-top response to terrorists’ 
hostage-taking, is evidence of how 
far he is willing to go to indulge 
Putin’s desire to restore Russian 

“greatness.” The nation’s history of 
despotism, not merely clever state-
craft, sheds much light on this sort 
of familiar behavior. The West’s 
failure to check Putin’s pursuit of 
the “near abroad” has allowed the 
leader of a militarily weak and 
economically anemic regime to 
believe he can overturn the alto-
gether just settlement of the Cold 
War. President Reagan described 
his strategy in the Cold War as 

“we win, they lose.” We should 
never forget why that policy not 
only made sense but why it must 
govern our relations with the loser 
for as long as necessary.

We don’t need to be told that 
the consequences of defeat for 

the Russians are too hard to bear. 
Only a lack of means prevents Pu-
tin from resuming an even greater 
Russian expansionism. We must 
not relax our guard. Our pres-
ence in eastern Europe is essen-
tial to our national security and 
to global stability.

Richard Reeb
Helendale, CA

Christopher Caldwell replies:

The correspondent cannot tell 
contemporary (or, for that matter, 
Tsarist) Russia from the Soviet 
Union of the last century. His 
gripes, as well as his misrepresen-
tations of my arguments about 
anti-Communism and other 
matters, arise from this failure of 
understanding.

The armed Chechen and In-
gush Islamists who took 777 
Ossetian primary-school chil-
dren hostage in September 2004 
would seem a more fitting object 
for the correspondent’s scorn 
than the authorities who tried to 
thwart them.

It is a shame the correspondent 
declines to share with us how he 
would have imposed a “Carthagin-
ian peace” on a country that had 
43,000 nuclear warheads.

Churchill’s
Record

In his new book, Churchill's 
Trial, Larry Arnn seems to be 
too close to his subject to offer 
an objective view of Winston 
Churchill's performance as a 
political leader. As Andrew 
Roberts notes in his review 
("Guide to Greatness," Winter 
2015/16), Dr. Arnn's thesis is 
that "Churchill's thoughts and 
actions are of practical use today 
and contain important insights 
for us even half a century after 
his death." Precisely. Churchill's 

actions and thoughts should be 
studied so that we can avoid the 
costly mistakes he made, which 
plunged Europe, England, and 
the entire world into the two 
most devastating wars of the 20th 
century. Consider these facts.

 In the run-up to both World 
Wars Churchill's incessant war-
mongering calcified British 
diplomatic efforts. Churchill 
twice caused England to fall 
into the classic "Thucydides 
Trap," where the dominant power, 
England, could not accommodate 
the rising power, Germany. 
Rather than seek accommodation 
before WWI, Churchill sought 
an alliance with England’s eternal 
enemy, France, and the decrepit 
Austro-Hungarian Empire in 
order to wage war to protect the 
British empire and privilege. The 
result? 700,000 English dead and 
over 250,000 dead from Canada, 
Australia, and India. The entire 
generation that would have led 
England over the next 50 years in 
industry, commerce, science, and 
art was wiped out.

 At the end of the war Churchill 
was a proponent and supporter of 
the egregious Treaty of Versailles, 
which was extraordinarily 
punitive toward Germany. He 
also supported and enforced the 
naval blockade of Germany for 
12 months after the armistice was 
agreed to, which resulted in the 
starvation of 500,000 German 
women and children. This war 
on civilians was breathtaking 
in its scope and in its depth of 
moral depravity and created such 
enmity that World War II was 
virtually assured. Moreover, as 
a Member of Parliament in the 
1930s, he was a driving force for 
war with Germany.

Yes, we have a lot to learn from 
Churchill. But we can all benefit 
from a more balanced view of the 
man versus his deification.

 
Nicholas Maier

Gardnerville, NV
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Andrew Roberts replies:

When Mr. Maier asks us to 
consider some facts, we would 
be more than happy to. Unfor-
tunately, he gives us no true ones 
thereafter.

The Allied blockade on Ger-
many was lifted on January 17, 
1919, and the figure of half a mil-
lion deaths from starvation is en-
tirely invented. Recent academic 
work done on the German ra-
tioning system points out that in 
fact there were very few deaths by 
starvation, despite Joseph Goeb-
bels’ interwar propaganda. 

Far from being a hawk, even 
before the war had ended 
Churchill was advising the Brit-
ish War Cabinet, “We might have 
to build up the German army, as 
it was important to get Germany 
on her legs again for fear of the 
spread of Bolshevism.” He want-
ed a strong Germany immediate-
ly after World War I. 

Nor was Churchill a driving 
force for war with Germany in 
the 1930s, but rather a driving 
force for a grand alliance includ-
ing France and Russia that would 
deter Adolf Hitler from going to 
war. To blame the outbreak of 
World War II on Churchill rather 
than Hitler requires a particular-
ly politically skewed view of the 
period. The idea that Britain was 
unwilling to accommodate the 
rising power of Nazi Germany 
would be to most people worthy 
of general approbation.

All Mr. Maier has written 
should serve to raise Winston 
Churchill, and Larry Arnn’s book 
on him, higher in CRB readers’ 
esteem.

Self-Government 
and the Court

With his usual cogency and el-
oquence, Hadley Arkes laments 
the failure of the dissenting Jus-
tices in Obergefell v. Hodges to in-
voke human nature as their first 
and central ground of criticism 
(“The Self-Made Trap,” Winter 

2015/16). He seems to regard 
the constitutional text and the 
idea of self-government as ancil-
lary considerations.

Suppose, however, the con-
servative Justices had followed 
his guidance—that they had 
countered the majority’s moral 
arguments by explaining and 
affirming the traditional un-
derstanding of human sexuality. 
Wouldn’t they thereby have sug-
gested their readiness, given the 
opportunity, to strike down a 
state government’s expansion of 
marriage to include homosexual 
unions?

Suppose clever lawyers found 
suitable plaintiffs and managed 
to put that very issue before the 
Court. Would Professor Arkes 
urge the Court to prohibit the 
legal recognition of homosexual 
marriage? If Arkes thinks that 
the legal recognition of homosex-
ual marriage should be prohib-
ited, nationwide, does he find one 
or more provisions of the Consti-
tution relevant to that determi-
nation? If so, which? And does 
Arkes think that the desire for 
self-governance—and hence for 
republican political institutions—
is inherent in human nature?

Would Professor Arkes accept 
the text of our Constitution as a 
plausible articulation of the na-
ture of republican government? 
Would he agree that the Consti-
tution’s separation of powers, and 
its division of responsibilities be-
tween the states and the central 
government, together outline a 
structure conducive to govern-
ment of the people, by the people, 
and for the people?

Scott Rutledge
Richardson, TX

Hadley Arkes replies:

I’d like to thank Mr. Rutledge 
for his compliments on my “usual 
cogency and eloquence,” but if he 
were really that well versed in my 

“usual” arguments, in my books 
and other writings, he would 
already know quite amply what 
I’ve had to say about that flood 

of questions that he releases as 
the grand finish to his letter. If 
he would like to see something 
on the deeper moral significance 
of the separation of powers—a 
moral significance that runs well 
beyond the dispersion or con-
centration of power—I’d rec-
ommend that he read “On the 
Novelties of an Old Constitution: 
Settled Principles and Unsettling 
Surprises,” the first chapter in 
my book Constitutional Illusions 
& Anchoring Truths (2010). If he 
is concerned as to what I know 
about the “division of responsi-
bilities between the states and the 
central government,” I’d earnestly 
recommend chapters 6 through 
9 of my Beyond the Constitution 
(1990). He may find there some 
things on the moral case for fed-
eralism—and the serious moral 
limits of federalism—that run 
beyond the clichés one hears so 
often.

Anyone who knows my writ-
ing should know that the “con-
stitutional text” can hardly be 
an “ancillary” consideration. It 
matters quite profoundly to me 
as to who becomes president if a 
president dies in office, and when 
the term of a president comes 
decisively to an end. Those are 
matters of structure that form 
the most critical part of a consti-
tution as a structure of governance. 
The enactment of Obamacare 
suffered a serious jolt when the 
Constitution served up—for the 
84th time, in my count—a mid-
term election in 2010. That was a 
constitutional check delivered by 
the text and structure of the Con-
stitution, though few people seem 
to have made that connection.

I hope that it doesn’t come 
as a surprise to Mr. Rutledge 
that it becomes routinely neces-
sary to move beyond the text of 
the Constitution in order to un-
derstand explicit passages in the 
text—much as Justice Frankfurt-
er had to muse aloud as to where 
the accent was to be placed in 
this passage quite familiar: that 
no person “shall be compelled in 
any criminal case to be a witness 
against himself.” Was the accent 
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on “himself ”—so that someone 
could be granted immunity and 
then compelled to testify against 
his friends in the Communist 
Party? Or was it on “compelled”? 
But if so, that invites us to fill in 
the explanation; the explanation 
that the framers didn’t bother to 
supply in the text. As I pointed 
out in my piece, even Justice 
Scalia, a preeminent “textualist,” 
found himself going persistently 
beyond the text in explaining his 
reading of the text.

But perhaps I should have 
been alerted right away to Rut-
ledge’s manner of reading when 
he wrote, in that very first sen-
tence, that I would have had the 
dissenting judges “invoke human 
nature” as their ground of argu-
ment in sustaining the laws on 
marriage in Obergefell. Anyone 
who really claims to know my 

“usual” arguments would under-
stand how gross it would be to 
invoke merely “human nature” as 
the ground of our judgments. Or 
to fall into that mistake noted by 
Kant: the willingness to arrive at 
an understanding of “human na-
ture” by simply drawing general-
izations on the rather checkered 
record of our species.

What is engaged here are the 
principles by which we are ever 
compelled to judge between the 
restrictions on freedom that are 

“ justified” or “unjustified.” I’ll 
presume that Rutledge has no 
quarrel with the willingness of 
the Court, in the famous Lov-
ing v. Virginia case (1967) to 
strike down those democrati-
cally passed laws that barred 
marriage across racial lines. In 
that case, I’d presume that he 
would find nothing bizarre in 
the claim that the Court could 
find laws of that kind “unjusti-
fied,” while at the same time 
finding grounds on which to say 
that the laws confining marriage 
to one man and one woman can 
be amply “ justified.” To say that 
those laws were justified was not 

to foreclose, in itself, any other 
changes in the laws—as in the 
case of New York, where the leg-
islature came to install same-sex 
marriage. Rutledge may not re-
call that I was one of the authors 
of the Defense of Marriage Act 
(DOMA) (1996), and that we 
were criticized by some friends 
at the time precisely because we 
still left it open, in that Act, that 
states could indeed vote in same-
sex marriage.

Perhaps Rutledge does not 
quite recall how moral judgments 
may function: when we cast a judg-
ment, say, on the wrong of prosti-
tution, and we foreclose that way 
of making a living, we still leave 
people free to make choices in 
that vast universe of things quite 
legitimate for them to choose as 
they consider how to make their 
livings. The same logic comes into 
play in judging—as federal courts 
are compelled to judge—whether 
some decisions taken by local ma-
jorities may be quite “unjustified.” 
As James Madison said during 
the Constitutional Convention, 
it was the concern for “the secu-
rity of private rights” within the 
states—the dangers of those “lo-
cal tyrannies” and their attendant 

“evils”—“which had more perhaps 
than anything else, produced this 
convention.”

I trust that Mr. Rutledge will 
forgive a certain raillery here, 
for if he has not been my clos-
est reader he has been an active 
writer of letters, and he does 
offer the lure for me to take my 
response just one step further 
and join for a moment what he 
professes to fear. It is not at all 
implausible to me that the Court 
could review, in a demanding 
way, the laws of a state that al-
lowed small human beings in the 
womb to be killed for no reason 
above the convenience or private 
interests of those who would kill 
them. Justices on the Supreme 
Court could bring out the com-
pelling brief submitted by the 

lawyers for Texas in a case called 
Roe v. Wade (1973). They could 
review the evidence of embryol-
ogy showing why that offspring 
in the womb could be nothing 
other than human from its first 
moments; that the child was an 
entirely separate entity, with a 
genetic definition of its own; that 
the child was not simply a part of 
the mother; and that the laws on 
homicide are usually quite indif-
ferent to the height, weight, and 
age of the human who was killed. 
No, it is not inconceivable to me 
that the Supreme Court could 
quite plausibly arrive at the judg-
ment, supported by empirical ev-
idence and principled reasoning, 
that the child in the womb was of 
course one of those human “per-
sons” who come under the pro-
tection of the Constitution when 
a state withdraws from that class 
of humans the protections that 
should be cast by the laws over 
human life. The Court could see 
as readily in this case as in others 
how the protections of the law 
were being removed for the most 

“arbitrary” of reasons. 
Now the question presented 

in the book What is Marriage? 
(2012), by Robert George, Ryan 
Anderson, and Sherif Girgis, is 
whether a comparable case could 
be made for marriage as we have 
known it: not simply “traditional” 
marriage, as Mr. Rutledge has it, 
but as the most morally coher-
ent and defensible form of mar-
riage for human beings. That is 
the open question. And if that 
case can be made, we should not 
regard it as shocking, or unwel-
come, if the Supreme Court, in 
a series of cases, starts checking 
states that go too far in under-
mining that understanding of 
marriage. Here I describe a better 
world—not an imaginary world, 
but a world that seems right now 
beyond the reasoning and wit of 
those lawyers who are caught in 
the formulas and clichés of “con-
servative jurisprudence.”

The 13th
Amendment’s 

Liberties

Randy Barnett’s essay for the 
sesquicentennial of the 13th 
Amendment is an elegant gem 
of legal thought and explication 
(“Free at Last,” Winter 2015/16). 
It is all the more marvelous for its 
failure to mention the Declaration 
of Independence and the Dred 
Scott decision. The 13th Amend-
ment was, of course, intended to 
complete “the more perfect union,” 
by placing the Constitution firmly 
on the basis of the Declaration 
and thus overturning Dred Scott’s 
distortion of the Declaration. 

Eschewing that exercise, Bar-
nett performs the noble service 
of arguing that the 13th Amend-
ment is a friend of property rights 
and limited government. In ad-
dition to abolishing slavery, “Re-
publicans…altered our system of 
federalism in order to empower 
the citizen to challenge state laws 
that irrationally or arbitrarily re-
stricted his or her liberty, whether 
economic or personal.” I suspect 
Barnett and I would differ about 
the meaning of the liberty being 
opposed to slavery here (and of 
the consent of the governed at 
the heart of limited government). 
Surely a major part of natural 
right denied to slaves would have 
been the right to marry, a sub-
ject thoughtfully reflected on by 
Hadley Arkes and Robert Reilly 
in the same issue of the CRB. 

Taking the three articles to-
gether, we see that the pro-liberty 
element of the anti-slavery Con-
stitution requires a combination 
of the wisdom on property and 
on the family from Aristotle’s 
Politics. The arguments for the 
natural family and for private 
property are one and the same, as 
is the case for virtue and liberty.

Ken Masugi
Rockville, MD
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A political party that allows 17 
candidates to compete for its presi-
dential nomination is not a serious 

political party. A political party that allows 
its would-be presidents to debate one another 
silly—and I mean that in every sense of the 
term—is failing in its job, too. Happily, the 
number of GOP debates was down from 2012 
(when there were 27 of one kind or another); 
but the number of candidates was up. You 
may recall that in the early exchanges they an-
swered and evaded questions in flying squads 
of ten and seven, no existing stage being able 
to hold them all at once.

Despite the Republican Party’s fatuous 
and grueling process, however, the voters 
learned some valuable things. The vast field 
contained many accomplished politicians, few 
truly distinguished ones; the senators (Cruz, 
Graham, Paul, Rubio, Santorum) were young 
or implausible, the governors (Bush, Christie, 
Jindal, Gilmore, Huckabee, Kasich, Pataki, 
Perry, Walker) successful but too numerous, 
stale, or busy for their own good. There was 
not the man of “continental character” that 
the framers had hoped would stand out. That 
left the “outsiders” or amateur politicians 
(Carson, Fiorina, Trump).

The governors, with their records of do-
mestic reform, dominated the early betting. 
As foreign policy issues (Russia, China, and 
the Middle East) flared up and the primar-
ies began, the senators (except Rand Paul) 

enjoyed a surge. Only Kasich made it out of 
the governors’ group; only Cruz and Rubio 
emerged from the senators; and the outsiders 
set the tone for the whole cycle. Dr. Ben Car-
son and businessman Donald J. Trump sat 
atop the polls for months. Carson’s support 
finally melted away, leaving Cruz and Rubio 
(ignoring Kasich, as non-Ohio voters tended 
to do) to battle for the honor of saving the 
party from Trump.

Cruz outlasted Rubio, but in the end the 
man he had patronized for months as “my 
friend Donald” defeated him handily. Trump 
defeated them all handily. 

Conservative Minds

What, if anything, can conser-
vatives learn from Trump and from 
this episode? What, if anything, 

could he learn from us for the fights ahead…
always assuming that he is willing to learn? 
To find out, conservatives will have to engage 
him. The Never Trump movement may be an 
understandable, even honorable reaction to 
the startling victory of a Johnny-come-lately 
Republican who never enjoyed a deep alle-
giance to the conservative movement. But it 
is hardly an adequate one. Conservatives care 
too much about the party and the country 
to wash our hands of this election. A third-
party bid would be quixotic. That leaves 
taking the measure of Trump, and offering 

advice and help, whether or not he has the 
sense to take it. Conservatives’ duty, in the 
last case, includes taking precautions, too, to 
the extent possible, against the possibilities 
of betrayal or failure that cannot be ruled out 
in any untested presidential office-holder and 
especially in this one.

To abstain in 2016, in hopes of stimulat-
ing a recovery of full-throated conservatism 
in 2020, is sheer desperation, ignoring the 
weaknesses in the multiple forms of doc-
trinaire conservatism on offer in this cycle: 
libertarianism (Paul), social conservatism 
(Huckabee, Santorum, Carson, Jindal), com-
passionate conservatism (Bush, Kasich), “re-
form” (Rubio), neoconservative foreign policy 
(Graham), self-styled “true” conservatism 
(Cruz). None succeeded in capturing the Re-
publican imagination. 

Trump helped to expose some of the 
problems latent in the current conservative 
movement and its agenda—without nec-
essarily solving any of them. Aging baby-
boomer conservatives are not that interested 
in sweeping reforms of Social Security, de-
spite Chris Christie’s admirable plan; and the 
candidates’ evasiveness on how they would 

“replace” Obamacare, while hardly noble, is 
entirely understandable, given how difficult 
it will be just to keep the promises made 
by the pre-Obama welfare state, much less 
those added by a post-Obama one. (Trump 
finessed the problem by simply declaring 
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Social Security and Medicare off limits to 
cuts, and pledging to unleash an American 
economy dynamic enough to grow us out of 
the problem.) 

Ted Cruz’s proposal to abolish the In-
ternal Revenue Service fit the pattern: face 
large and intractable problems like the cost 
of government and the national debt by pro-
posing a large and utopian solution to a dif-
ferent problem. No one expected Cruz’s plan 
to be enacted, of course. It was a symbolic 
affirmation of “true” conservatism, just like 
the government shutdown. In general, many 
conservative “solutions” floated untethered 
from any political strategy that could have 
gathered sufficient popular and legislative 
support to enact them. It is always tempting 
for politicians to will the ends without will-
ing the means. Only in our age do we call this 
idealism, however, or, in Cruz’s favorite for-
mulation, devotion to principle.

His case is perhaps the most interesting. 
It was Cruz, more than any other Republi-
can, who throughout 2014 and 2015 led the 
populist revolt against the party leadership, 
exhorting the conservative rank-and-file 
to distrust, despise, and depose the party’s 
grandees. It must be admitted that the lead-
ers were of considerable help to him. Still, in 
2014 the GOP won historic victories in the 
Senate, in the House, and especially in state 
governorships and legislative seats. These 
wins could have been interpreted, with a 
little moderation and a few tactical victories, 
as downpayment, as preparation for the coup 
de gras to be administered to the Democrats 
in 2016. Instead, expectations soared and 
crashed, embittering relations within the 
party and leading to a kind of crisis of legiti-
macy. This, in turn, prepared the way for an 
outsider, who turned out to be not Cruz but 
Trump.

Cruz Control

Cruz helped to breed his own 
nemesis. And what does he have to 
show for it? Is his style of “true” con-

servatism now the more popular, the more 
compelling, the better understood? For 
someone so intelligent and so renowned as a 
debater, it’s hard to remember any of Cruz’s 
arguments. Admittedly, he was debating 
legions of opponents—a case where party 
leaders really did let the good candidates 
down, as mentioned above. Partly, however, 
his fluent arguments lacked a center, a focus. 

He had two rhetorical modes—the 
preacher and the debater. One was earnest 
and revivalist, summoning ultimate appeals 
to right and wrong, salvation and damna-

tion; the other was ceremonial, lawyerly, and 
dazzling, full of cut-and-thrust and aiming at 
applause and victory. Neither was presiden-
tial, strictly speaking, because the president 
doesn’t preach and never has to debate any-
one, at least officially. Cruz needed a third 
style, more deliberative and suited to fellow 
citizens. He needed to unite the principles of 
right and wrong with calm, deliberative judg-
ments about what is advantageous for Amer-
icans to do here and now. In that way he—
and the conservative movement—could help 
to cultivate what Abraham Lincoln called 
a “philosophical public opinion.” Instead, 
Cruz let his forensic victories demarcate the 
boundaries of true conservatism—a string of 
positions each slightly to the right of his main 
competitors. 

Like Marco Rubio, Cruz entered national 
politics as a champion of the Tea Party. He 
shared the Tea Party’s longing to return 
American politics to some constitutional 
limits, an important and altogether laud-
able principle. But neither he nor Rubio 
(nor, needless to say, any of the party elders) 
turned that vague longing into a compel-
ling political case for an essential agenda. 
If the Constitution actually were imperiled, 
wouldn’t you expect this to be the highest 
and probably most urgent message to vot-
ers? Yet restoring the Constitution remained 
a series of talking points (more elaborate in 
Cruz’s speeches than in anyone else’s, grant-
ed) rather than an organizing cause around 
which the conservative movement might re-
interpret and realign itself. Doubtless, Rubio 
and Cruz would have picked federal judges 
with the Tea Party’s concerns in mind. But 
decades of experience have proved that it 
takes more than one branch to halt, much 
less reverse, the constitutional decay, and 
that the judiciary needs support, pressure, 
and direction from public opinion and the 
political branches in order to do its part un-
der these circumstances.

This failure to take seriously the Tea Par-
ty’s warning that corruption had eaten deep-
ly into constitutional foundations, and that 
government was slipping beyond the control 
of the governed, left conservatives and Re-
publicans searching, as usual, for a purpose. 
The sense of a dead end was reinforced by 
Chief Justice John Roberts’s tortuous deci-
sions saving Obamacare, twice, in 2012 and 
2015.

If relimiting the government by constitu-
tional means was not an option, said, in effect, 
a lot of indignant Republican and indepen-
dent voters, then what is left but to use the 
system as it is, and try placing a strong leader, 
one of our own, someone who can get some-

thing done in our interest, at the head of it? 
After the Tea Party, the next stop on the pop-
ulist train was Trump Tower.

The Trump Business

There is no shortage of reasons 
to object to Donald Trump. They 
range from the aesthetic (that hair!) 

to the moral, political, and intellectual. But 
there’s no reason to exaggerate. He is not a 
Caesar figure, though some conservatives 
sincerely fear that in him. Caesar’s soul was 
ruled, said Cicero, by libido dominandi, the 
lust for mastery or domination. Trump 
wants to make great deals, build beautiful 
buildings, and shine in the public eye as a 
kind of benefactor. You might say he is in-
terested in magnificence, not magnanimity. 
For good or ill, he lacks the deeply political 
soul. In a 1990 interview, Playboy asked him 
about his role models from history. “I could 
say Winston Churchill,” he said, “but…I’ve 
always thought that Louis B. Mayer led the 
ultimate life, that Flo Ziegfeld led the ulti-
mate life, that men like Darryl Zanuck and 
Harry Cohn did some creative and beautiful 
things. The ultimate job for me would have 
been running MGM in the ’30s and ’40s—
pre-television.”

Trump is a very American character, a very 
New York character, the businessman who 
understands the world: the sophos who could 
bring efficiency, toughness (his favorite quality), 
and common sense to politics, if only he were 
listened to. In most of the world, populism 
is associated with distrust of business, with 
hatred of capitalism. In the U.S., it’s more 
common to find populism linked to an admi-
ration for the farmer and small businessman, 
for the entrepreneur who has pioneered new 
products and markets, or for the independent 
businessman who has fairly earned his own 
fortune. That’s why Trump plays to a familiar 
Republican fantasy: the business leader who 
with cost control and double-entry bookkeep-
ing could set government right.

It didn’t work out so well for Herbert 
Hoover, Wendell Willkie, Ross Perot, Mitt 
Romney, Meg Whitman, or the many oth-
ers who tried it at the national or state level, 
however, because politics is actually quite dif-
ferent from business. For instance, there is 
hardly anyone to whom the president of the 
United States can say, “You’re fired.” He is 
pretty much stuck with the millions of federal 
employees already hired and protected by civil 
service, not to mention the judges and elected 
legislators. 

Plus a businessman’s instinct is to want to 
measure government’s effectiveness by some 
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single, or at any rate straightforward, stan-
dard, as a corporation can be measured by 
profitability, or a stock by earnings per share. 
But there is no comparable metric for politics 
that is so revealing and useful. The different 
branches have distinct powers and qualities 
(energy, deliberation, judiciousness, etc.), and 
the qualified independence that comes with 
them, for a reason. The temptation to be a po-
litical Louis B. Mayer, to produce the whole 
political show and insist on having control over 
all aspects of it, can lead only to a very frus-
trated presidency.

Cultural Decline

Of course, trump’s own business 
record is indistinguishable from his 
career as a celebrity. He stubbornly 

defends his crudity, anger, and egotism as 
integral to the Trump brand, which he pro-
motes incessantly, and as in touch with the 
working class voters he covets. To conserva-
tives enamored of the gentlemanly manners 
of Ronald Reagan and the Bushes, this inde-
cency offends. 

Yet it hasn’t disqualified Trump as a can-
didate, because it helps to certify him as a 
non-politician, a truth-speaker, and an en-
tertainer. Trump seems to know the con-
temporary working class well, its hardships, 
moral dislocations, and resentments. Read-
ers familiar with the new working class de-
scribed by Charles Murray in Coming Apart: 
The State of White America, 1960–2010 (re-
viewed in the Summer 2012 CRB) will have 
a roadmap to the America that Trump sees 
and rallies to his side. As the Obama team 
got a jump on its rivals by exploiting new 
campaign software and technology in the 
2008 race, so Trump got a cultural jump on 
his rivals in the 2016 primaries. He saw that 
the older, politer, less straitened America 
was fading among the working and lower 
middle classes. Downward mobility, broken 
families, disability and other forms of wel-
fare support—these were increasingly the 
new reality for them. 

This left them lots of time for TV (as 
Murray shows), especially for reality TV 
shows. Trump was more in touch with these 
developments, and also with the anxieties of 
the working part of the working class who 
feared falling into this slough of despond, 
than any of the other candidates. To put it 
in business speak, as the New York Times 
did, Trump “understood the Republican 
Party’s customers better than its leaders did.” 
It didn’t help that much of the rank-and-file 
had lost confidence in those leaders. Trump 
ran rings around them, and employed new 

media to do it. Steve Case, the founder of 
AOL, described that part of the achievement 
in an email to the Times that had the odd 
rhythm of one of its subject’s tweets. “Trump 
leveraged a perfect storm. A combo of social 
media (big following), brand (celebrity fig-
ure), creativity (pithy tweets), speed/timeli-
ness (dominating news cycles).” 

Every republic eventually faces what 
might be called the Weimar problem. Has 
the national culture, popular and elite, de-
teriorated so much that the virtues neces-
sary to sustain republican government are 
no longer viable? America is not there yet, 
though when 40% of children are born out of 
wedlock it is not too early to wonder. What 
about when Donald Trump is the Republi-
can nominee for president? Many conser-
vatives think that’s also sufficient reason to 
worry the end is near. 

I understand the question, but the surer 
sign of comprehensive decline is not Trump’s 
success but the conservative candidates’ fail-
ure, one by one, all 16 of them. Trump him-
self has formidable, late-blooming political 
talents, and his vices have been exhaustively 

standards—that would be the Clintons—and 
though his excesses shouldn’t be condoned, 
most voters (so far) don’t regard them, as 
Trump himself might say, as deal-breakers.

President Trump

The worst thing about the trump 
phenomenon is that he does not spend 
his days and nights conscientiously pre-

paring for a job for which everyone—every-
one—agrees he is conspicuously unready. Peo-
ple seem to be hoping, praying (more, please) 
that he is a quick learner. After the initial 
exhilaration of office, he will probably be be-
wildered, frustrated, and unhappy; bored, in 
time. It’s hard to say, of course, because he has 
never held elective office of any sort. Perhaps 
his inner statesman will emerge. Judging from 
the sweeping things that in his speeches and 
interviews he asserts a president can do, how-
ever, incipient statesmanship does not seem to 
be in the cards. 

Separation of powers, federalism, and the 
numerous other formal and informal folk-
ways of American government seem likely 
to constrain a President Trump in ways that 
will surprise him (while delighting others) 
and to which, all signs indicate, he has given 
very little thought. In his emphasis on getting 
things done by negotiating great deals between 
the branches, he sounds a little like Richard 
Neustadt, the political scientist who found 
the essence of presidential power not in the 
official powers and duties vested by the Con-
stitution but in the president’s personal ability 
to persuade. Although Neustadt, a Harvard 
professor, meant persuade in a more high-
minded way than Trump does (The Art of the 
Deal says it all), Trump’s raw understanding 
of the presidency appears nevertheless to lie 
much closer to the liberal tradition stemming 
ultimately from Woodrow Wilson and Teddy 
Roosevelt than to the conservative or consti-
tutionalist one. Wilson, not Trump, said this:

The President is at liberty…to be as big 
a man as he can. His capacity will set 
the limit; and if Congress be overborne 
by him, it will be no fault of the makers 
of the Constitution—it will be from no 
lack of constitutional powers on its part, 
but only because the President has the 
nation behind him, and Congress has 
not.

Though Wilson reassured his readers that 
“the reprobation of all good men will always 
overwhelm [immoral or dishonest] influ-
ence,” he stressed at the same time that “the 
personal force of the President is perfectly 

condemned but never examined in compara-
tive perspective. Do obscenities fall from his 
lips more readily than they did from Lyndon 
Johnson’s or Richard Nixon’s? Are the circum-
stances of his three marriages more shameful 
than the circumstances of John F. Kennedy’s 
pathologically unfaithful one—or for that 
matter, Bill Clinton’s humiliatingly unfaith-
ful one? Have any of his egotistical excesses 
rivaled Andrew Jackson’s killing a man in a 
duel over a horse racing bet and an insult to 
Jackson’s wife? The point is not to extenuate 
Trump’s faults but to understand how mil-
lions of voters see him. They know he is dam-
aged goods, just as the Clintons are—and 
were, even in 1992—but they apparently re-
gard him as more trustworthy or at least more 
faithful to their interests than any of his GOP 
competitors.

One difference is that Johnson’s, Nixon’s, 
and Kennedy’s sins were mostly kept behind 
closed doors. The culture in those days was 
intolerant of such vices (Nelson Rockefeller 
is the exception that proves the rule); our cul-
ture, not so much. Trump is not the first to 
benefit from our lower religious and moral 

“You are not listening! 
Come speak to us, we are 

in pain!” 
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constitutional to any extent which he chooses 
to exercise it.” “Personal force”—not far from 
Trump’s praise of high energy, toughness, and 
strength in the ideal chief executive.

The big difference between Wilson’s theory 
and Trump’s reality, however, arises from the 
role of the political party. Wilson assumed 
that to be an effective leader of the nation, 
the president would first have to be a spirited 
leader of his own political party, organized 
around his own dominating vision. Trump 
has plenty of vision, but in all likelihood his 
political party, or at least a large segment of 
it, will be estranged from him. He may come 
close to being a president caught between two 
parties, each suspicious of him and hostile to 
him to varying degrees. This is the recipe for 
a weak presidency, like Andrew Johnson’s af-
ter the Civil War, as James Ceaser and Oli-
ver Ward pointed out recently in the Weekly 
Standard. Bluster is no substitute for a party 
platform, personal predilections for a well-
developed administration agenda. 

Again, it is not the overbearing executive 
so much as the haphazard one, adrift much 
of the time, that is the risk. The two are not 
as opposed as they seem, inasmuch as it is the 
erratic, unsteady leader who is often tempt-
ed to lash out to try to rescue the situation. 
Think Arnold Schwarzenegger in Califor-
nia, or Jesse “the Body” Ventura in Minne-
sota. (Trump had his own involvement with 
WWE for a while through his New Jersey 
casinos.) Though perhaps more serious about 
his politics than these two, Trump is likely to 
prove less involved than Silvio Berlusconi in 
Italy, also a billionaire media personality with 
a brand. Berlusconi was deeply anti-Com-
munist, a four-time prime minister, and the 
founder of two political parties (Forza Italia 
and The People of Freedom). Trump thinks 
of himself as a man above party, or outside of 
party. His favorite metaphors come from box-
ing—not a team sport. 

How will these divergent vectors resolve 
themselves into a coherent presidency? There 
is no guarantee they will, but to the extent he 
could find a model to suit him, the best might 
be his fellow New Yorker, Theodore Roos-
evelt. Keep your eyes open for a T.R. boomlet 
in Trump’s future.

Political Correctness

It’s no coincidence that the two 
loudest, most consequential socio-politi-
cal forces in America right now are Politi-

cal Correctness and Donald Trump. One is at 
home on college campuses, the other in the 
world of working people. Yet they are already 
beginning to collide. At Emory University 

recently, someone scrawled “Trump 2016” in 
chalk on steps and sidewalks around the cam-
pus. About 50 students swiftly assembled to 
protest the outrage, shouting, “You are not 
listening! Come speak to us, we are in pain!” 
Aghast at “the chalkings,” the university presi-
dent complied. 

At Scripps College, just a few weeks ago, 
a Mexican-American student awoke to find 

“#trump2016” written on the whiteboard on 
her door. The student body president, in a 
mass email, quickly condemned the “racist in-
cident” and denounced Trump’s hashtag as a 
symbol of violence and a “testament that rac-
ism continues to be an undeniable problem 
and alarming threat on our campuses.” The 
student body’s response, apparently, was un-
derwhelming. Shortly the dean of students 
weighed in with an email of her own, upbraid-
ing students who thought the student body 
president’s email had been, oh, an overreac-
tion. The dean noted that although Scripps of 
course respects its students’ First Amendment 
rights, in this case the “circumstances here are 
unique.” Note to dean: the circumstances are 
always unique.

The brave student journalist from whose 
account I take the Scripps story, Sophie 
Mann (who, incidentally, has taken two 
courses with me), closed her post in the Week-
ly Standard with this eye-opening statement: 

“In any event, I am hoping that this dies down 
before finals, because last semester, in the 
face of radical student agitation over minor-
ity victimization here, the student-run coffee 
shop was declared a ‘safe space’ for minority 
students. That was hard on those of us who 
need caffeine to study.’” Translation: the cof-
fee shop was closed for several days to white 
students, who were officially forbidden its use, 
so that “students of color” could enjoy it safe 
from “white privilege” and oppression.

When P.C. world and Trump world collide, 
as these preliminary incidents show, there 
will be blood, or at least chalkings and coffee 
deprivation. In all seriousness, it’s likely that 
the campuses will erupt this fall in political 
disturbances of a sort not seen since the early 
1980s—not out of affection for Hillary Clin-
ton but out of fear and loathing of Trump. If 
he is elected, the next four years may be one 
long demonstration, perhaps rivaling the ’60s. 

But the troubles won’t be confined to the 
campuses. The Left has gotten used to the way 
it runs the universities—by a powerful, ideo-
logical majority so dominant that there isn’t 
usually any effective opposition, or any oppo-
sition at all. What else can you expect when, 
as a study of 11 California colleges found, 
among sociology professors Democrats out-
number Republicans 44 to 1? In most other 

a
a

  NYUPRESS 
Champion of  Great  
Ideas for 100 Years

The Presidents and the 
Constitution
A Living History
Edited by Ken Gormley

“Everything you ever wanted to know 
about the Supreme Court and the Pres-
idency but were afraid to ask.” 

—Nina Totenberg, NPR
$45 | Cloth

American Conservatism
NOMOS LVI
Edited by Sanford V. Levinson, 
Joel Parker, and Melissa S. 
Williams

$65 | Cloth
In the NOMOS series

Playing War
Military Video Games After 9/11
Matthew Payne
“A unique and ambitious analysis of the 
relationship between the military and the 
video game industry.” 

—Nina Huntemann,  
co-editor of Gaming Globally

$28 | Paper

1916 • • 2016

a

WWW.NYUPRESS.ORG  •  @NYUPRESS



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2016
Page 15

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

departments (except, e.g., economics), Re-
publicans are outnumbered by ratios ranging 
from 5-16 to 1. Republicans are much rarer 
than any of the groups usually singled out for 
affirmative action or other special admissions 
attention. Except for Jonathan Haidt and a 
handful of others, when did liberals ever com-
plain about this imbalance? 

The truth is they enjoy it; they regard it as 
natural, advantageous for students, and, in-
creasingly, as a model for how the rest of the 
world should be run. What’s worse is what 
they routinely do with their extraordinary 
power: they distribute benefits and rights by 
race, sex, gender, politics, and ethnicity, as the 
coffee house example illustrates. On campus, 
the shock troops, victims, counselors, and 
administrators are introduced to their roles 
and prepared to fulfill their functions inside 
and outside the university: to order atone-
ment and punishment, distribute rights and 
duties, assign equality and inequality, police 
the boundaries of speech, decide who may be 
offended and by whom and for how long and 
why.

This is political correctness, and it is now 
the first of the Left’s political institutions. It 
marks a new, ugly stage in liberalism, a new 
ensemble of required moral attitudes, as even 
a few sensitive liberals (e.g., Jonathan Chait) 
have begun to recognize and criticize.

Political correctness is a serious and total-
ist politics, aspiring to open the equivalent of 
a vast reeducation camp for the millions of de-
fective Americans who are products of racism, 
sexism, classism, and so forth. This is most 
conveniently accomplished on college campus-
es, where few people expect toleration or civil 
equality these days; but it can also take place 
in police departments, coal mines, the human 
resources divisions of major corporations, on 
social media, and in political campaigns. 

It’s the basso profundo under the Left’s anti-
Trump argument. Hillary’s criticism that he 
is “a loose cannon” arouses many fears—for-
eign policy blunders, the nuclear keys—but 
running underneath them, sostenuto, is the 
fear and outrage that he is always prepared to 
say things that offend a group that must not 
be offended. Debbie Wasserman-Schultz, the 
head of the Democratic National Commit-
tee, got to the heart of the matter when she 
tweeted, “Trump’s racism knows no bounds,” 
where “racism” is the Left’s all-purpose con-
demnation for political incorrectness.

P.C. is the hard edge, the business end of 
what Emmett Rensin, on Vox.com, has called 

“the smug style” in American liberalism. Ever 
since the Democrats lost the working class, 
he argues, they signed their souls over to 

“the educated, the coastal, and the profes-
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Truman Democrat or an old-fashioned liberal 
Republican (especially on entitlements) are 
not entirely wrong. Unlike Cruz, Bush, and 
his other competitors, Trump has seemed to 
treat the content of his policies as a second-or-
der question, which is why they have been so 
undetailed so far. The crucial thing for him, at 
least at this stage of the campaign, is to stake 
out a tough position in tough terms, to be as 
politically incorrect as possible on his selected 
issues. 

In this respect, being anti-P.C. has, from 
the start, been the central point of his cam-
paign. It proved a brilliant decision. The other 
Republican contenders might have done the 
same thing, but they were in thrall to their 
own versions of conservatism and the atten-
dant policy agendas. They couldn’t see that in 
2016 the ascendance of P.C. liberalism raised 
issues more fundamental, principled, and pas-
sionate than the think-tank-approved litanies 
of tax, spending, and foreign policy reforms. 
Trump alone was willing, eager even, to em-
body political incorrectness, to own it, not 
merely to patronize it. And most politically 
incorrect of all, he got people to laugh with 
him as he did it.

This is an election, Trump bet, more like 
1968 than like 1980. Like Richard Nixon in 
’68—an admirer of Teddy Roosevelt, by the 
way—Trump felt that this election might test 
whether the center could hold, whether a si-
lent majority could be mobilized on behalf of 
the country itself. The issue was not so much a 
showdown over liberal or conservative policies, 
but the simpler, more elementary question of 
whether a majority still wanted America to 
be great again. Trump is more devisive than 
Nixon was, but perhaps he thinks the country 
is in worse shape, and that the majority needs 
to be angry, not silent.

Reaganism came with a full complement 
of urgent and intelligent policies. Nixon really 
had no -ism; he thought the times demanded 
improvisation in the interest of conserving the 
nation, the only kind of conservatism he really 
respected. Trump is closer to Nixon. He is in 
no hurry to build out Trumpism into a politi-
cal doctrine.

If there were a core to Trumpism, however, 
it would be his insistence on “America First,” 

a phrase with unfortunate connotations, to 
say the least. To him, though, it seems to 
mean the legitimacy of preferring one’s own 
people or country to others. Charity begins 
at home, in other words. The Declaration of 
Independence, notably, pays “a decent respect 
to the opinions of mankind” and appeals to 

“the Supreme Judge of the world for the rec-
titude of our intentions,” but it speaks only 

“in the name, and by authority of the good 
people of these Colonies.” The Constitution is 
designed to “secure the blessings of liberty to 
ourselves and our Posterity” (emphasis added). 
It is not at all inconsistent with human rights 
to take care of your own first, and in fact it 
is a duty to ward off tyranny for one’s own 
people before attending, to the extent pos-
sible, to others. By 1939, of course, farsighted 
statesmen could see already that the storm of 
war would almost certainly hit America, sec-
ond, and soon.

Trump hasn’t fleshed this out, alas, and he 
rarely mentions the Constitution or Ameri-
ca’s founding principles. That is shortsighted 
and a mistake. Who knows if he will correct 
it. If he did, he could broaden the discussion 
from the mores of the Mexicans to the mo-
res of the Americans—“Americanization” be-
ing necessary for legal immigrants as well as 
for the native born—which is the ultimate 
concern. But his savvy opposition to P.C. im-
plies something like this defense of America, 
because there is nothing political correct-
ness stands for so much as the denigration of 
America, its history and principles. P.C. liber-
alism doesn’t stop there; its hostility extends 
to the theological, philosophical, literary, and 
scientific heritage of the West. But freedom, 
too, begins at home.

It is one thing to oppose so-called politi-
cal correctness. It is another, and even more 
important, thing, to specify and defend what 
is actually politically and morally correct. In-
correctness can in today’s context include any-
thing from simple rudeness to Lincolnian first 
principles. We know pretty well what Donald 
Trump is against. He will not have much time 
to decide what he is for.

Charles R. Kesler is editor of the Claremont 
Review of Books.

sional” classes. These overlords invented the 
smug style to answer the question, “What’s 
the matter with Kansas?” as Thomas Frank 
titled his 2004 book, or more generally, How 
could the working class vote against its own 
obvious (to a liberal) economic interest? The 
answer: “Stupid hicks don’t know what’s good 
for them.” In this view, conservatism is not an 
attractive set of arguments or principles but a 
form of stupidity, of unknowing. Liberalism, 
by contrast, is a form of shared “knowing,” 
based not on knowledge, exactly, but on the 
presumption of knowledge. Hence the smug 

“knowingness” of the contemporary Left, most 
apparent and irritating in its smug contempt 
for working people who have rejected it.

Though his is a relatively mild case, Presi-
dent Obama cannot hide his smugness. As 
you may have noticed, the American people 
often disappoint him, clinging to their God 
and guns instead of cheering for his policies. 
No previous president except Woodrow Wil-
son suffered from this brand of arrogance. 
Consider, for example, how quickly and 
shamelessly Obama switched from opposing 
to supporting gay marriage. The only thing 
like it was how blithely the liberals on the Su-
preme Court pulled their switcheroo, assuring 
us that only bigotry—not a shred of common 
sense or natural-law humanism—could ever 
have justified a prohibition on same-sex mar-
riages. Obama almost winked at the Ameri-
can public: you knew all along I really wasn’t 
against it, didn’t you?

Incorrect, and Proud of It

It’s the spirited way donald trump 
has defied the P.C. mavens, I think, that’s 
been the key to his success so far. On the 

policy questions he has taken a few conspicu-
ous stands—immigration, trade, ISIS and 
the Muslims, foreign alliances—that he has 
more or less stuck to, though even on these he 
has advertised his flexibility. The “beautiful 
wall” he’s going to build on the Mexican bor-
der will also have “beautiful doors” for good 
Mexicans to stroll through into the U.S., for 
instance. On close analysis his tough stands 
appear strikingly tactical, which is why those 
commentators who have mistaken him for a 
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Book Review by R. Shep Melnick

Poverty and Policy
$2 a Day: Living on Almost Nothing in America, by Kathryn J. Edin and H. Luke Shaefer.

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 240 pages, $28

The primary purpose of $2 a day is 
to summon the reader’s compassion 
for America’s poorest families. The 

authors do this superbly, portraying industri-
ous but poorly educated single mothers who 
struggle to raise children on annual cash in-
comes that work out to less than $730 per 
person. (Two dollars a day in total income is 
how the World Bank defines “extreme pover-
ty.”) Johns Hopkins professor Kathryn Edin 
is a skilled ethnographer whose work exposes 
the grim details of daily life for such fami-
lies: their struggle to find minimally decent 
housing; their often fruitless efforts to land 
and hold jobs; their bouts of depression and 
sometimes mental illness; and the constant 
threat of domestic violence and abuse. The 
saddest part is learning how these conditions 
affect young children. “Toxic stress,” as it is 
now known, not only makes it hard for them 
to keep up in school or form healthy relation-
ships with adults and peers, but also adversely 
affects brain development. 

A critical reading of $2 a day, 
though, shows that compassion alone 
is not nearly enough to address the 

problem the authors describe so well. Clear 
thinking about policy is also imperative, and 
largely absent from this book. Edin and 
Luke Shaefer, a professor in the University 
of Michigan School of Social Work, repeat-
edly blame the Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, the 
welfare reform law enacted in 1996, for deep 
poverty. They condemn the law for turning 
the old, cash-based Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children program (AFDC) into 
the new employment-based Temporary As-
sistance for Needy Families (TANF), focus-
ing entirely on the hardship produced by the 
reduction of cash benefits and completely 
ignoring the extent and advantages of in-
creased employment. The authors repeatedly 
assert that “welfare is dead,” even using that 
idea in a chapter title. “Who killed welfare?” 
they ask. Their answer: a coalition of misin-

formed, misanthropic Republicans and cow-
ardly Clinton Democrats. 

One can compare this “welfare is dead” 
rhetoric with the following description of 
post-1996 income maintenance programs:

Other means-tested income supports 
have grown considerably, most notably 
SNAP [Supplemental Nutrition As-
sistance Program, formerly known as 
food stamps] and EITC [Earned In-
come Tax Credit, a negative income tax 
for the working poor], along with other 
refundable tax credits for low income 
families. SNAP eligibility require-
ments have been relaxed in some ways 
since the 1990s, and the value of EITC 
benefits has been increased in a number 
of ways since the early 1990s. SNAP 
caseloads increased from an average 
of 25.5 million recipients per month in 
1996 to 47.3 in June 2013. The number 
of families claiming EITC rose from 
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19.5 million in 1996 to 27.8 million in 
tax year 2010.

Who described this rapidly expanding wel-
fare state? It turns out to have been Edin and 
Shaefer, in a 2013 journal article. The “welfare 
is dead” claim rests entirely on their idiosyn-
cratic, tendentious stipulation that any sort 
of government assistance apart from ben-
efits paid immediately in cash is not “welfare.” 
Through this prestidigitation they are able to 
eliminate SNAP, EITC, housing subsidies, 
and Medicaid from the welfare state. Welfare 
is dead; long live welfare!

This strange understanding of 
“welfare” informs the book’s misleading 
title. Unlike the hundreds of millions of 

people around the world who live in extreme 
poverty, none of the families profiled in $2 a 
Day actually lives on…$2 a day. One mother 
and her daughter who feature prominently in 
the book receive $370 per month (about $6 
a day per person) from SNAP alone. Before 
losing her job the mother received $5,700 in 
SNAP and EITC. Some of these families lived 
in subsidized housing. Others shared housing 
with people receiving Supplemental Security 
Insurance and Social Security disability ben-
efits. Almost all were eligible for Medicaid and 
the Children’s Health Insurance Program.

Edin and Shaefer’s real argument is that 
these families don’t have much cash, which 
limits their ability to participate in ordinary 
American life. They make that point convinc-
ingly, but feel compelled to turn this sober 
assessment into an overheated attack on the 
1996 welfare law.

The families Edin and Shaefer describe are 
troubled in many ways. Few of the parents 
graduated from high school. Their children 
struggle in school. Parents and children alike 
suffer from multiple physical and psychologi-
cal afflictions. Their lives are so disorganized 
that they have a hard time finding and retain-
ing jobs. 

Most disturbing is the conduct of the men 
who live on the periphery of these families. 
The women who receive most of Edin and 
Shaefer’s attention—Modonna, Jennifer, Rae, 
and Martha—are single mothers who get 
neither financial nor parental support from 
their children’s fathers. Even worse, there are 
repeated incidents of serious abuse by boy-
friends and male relatives. Cliff, the father 
of eight of Alva Mae’s 13 children, is a drug 
addict whose occasional appearances create 
more hardship than his prolonged absences. 
Several mothers were abused or abandoned 
when they were young, and the same thing 
is now happening to their children. The tales 
Edin and Shaefer tell are simply horrible.

How representative are these appalling 
stories? One of the book’s problems is that we 
have no way to know. A major theme is that 
these women really want to work, and they 
work hard when they have a job. That is no 
doubt true of many adults living in deep pov-
erty. But others (some of whom make cameo 
appearances in the book) are alcoholics, drug 
addicts, abusive parents, schizophrenics, and 
petty criminals. The group now known as 

“disconnected” single mothers is diverse, and 
the authors make no attempt to provide us 
with a random or representative sample.

This is not to deny that these sto-
ries provide a number of illuminating 
details. One is the debilitating effect of 

inadequate housing. Most of the families in 
$2 a Day share a dwelling with another poor 
family or relative, and sometimes more than 
one. They lack privacy and control over their 
lives. Drunken arguments and sexual abuse 
are commonplace.

Another revelation is the enterprising way 
some families make ends meet. One woman 
ran an informal taxi service, another a small 
store from her apartment. Many sell food 
stamps on the black market. At times, entre-
preneurship turns degrading: “only three par-
ents out of the eighteen families we followed 
admitted to engaging in sex for pay, but two 
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had teenage daughters who had done so in an 
effort to help the family survive.” Edin and 
Shaefer’s studies help us understand why sur-
veys of poor families’ expenditures indicate 
that they have more money than do surveys of 
their reported income. The reader is no more 
inclined to condemn these actions than to 
censure Oliver Twist for being a pickpocket. 
But once again we see how misleading the “$2 
a day” claim has become.

The authors assert that the number of 
families living in deep poverty has increased 
since 2000, but they don’t defend this con-
troversial argument in this book. Other 
studies have indicated that the percentage 
of children living in deep poverty remained 
relatively constant during and after the Great 
Recession. More importantly, studies that 
take into account the value of government 
benefits indicate that poverty levels among 
children fell dramatically in the 1990s, and 
have remained below the levels of the pre-
welfare-reform era, despite the bad economy 
of the early 2000s and the aftermath of the 
2008 financial crisis. 

For single mothers able to find and keep 
jobs, welfare reform has generally worked well. 
They have more income than they did before 
the transition, and are more connected to the 
rest of the world. There was always the danger 
that those who for some reason could not work 
regularly would end up worse off. That is Edin 
and Shaefer’s claim, and for some families it 
might well be true. But how many? Might our 
efforts to show compassion for a few undo the 
gains achieved by a much larger group? That 
is the big question, one they make no effort to 
address. 

Edin and shaefer are so intent to 
avoid “blaming the victim” that they 
say little about the bad choices most of 

these women have made—and admit to hav-
ing made. The Brookings Institution’s Isabel 
Sawhill has shown in her book Generation 
Unbound (2014; reviewed in the Fall 2015 
CRB) that poverty is extremely rare among 
Americans who do three crucial things: fin-

ish high school, work 40 hours a week, and 
delay childbearing until they are over 21 and 
married. If you don’t do the first, it becomes 
harder to do the second. If you don’t do the 
third, it is very hard to do either the first or 
the second.

For that reason, Sawhill places great em-
phasis on urging at-risk young women to use 
effective contraception. The key event that 
sent most of the women in $2 a Day spiraling 
downward into deep poverty was conceiving 
a child at a young age with a man either un-
able or unwilling to become a decent father. 
The good news is that teenage pregnancies 
have been declining. The bad news is that 
more and more children live in single-parent 
homes. And the worse news is that we don’t 
know what to do about this. Edin and Shaefer 
choose simply to ignore it.

$2 a Day concludes with some recom-
mendations on how to make the lives of 
these families more bearable. Some are sen-
sible, such as increasing government wage 
subsidies, encouraging employers to make 
their work rules more family-friendly, and 
focusing government benefits more on hous-
ing than on food. Others are more dubious. 
Edin and Shaefer argue for an increase in 
the minimum wage, despite the fact that 
they have shown that the employers of these 
women tend to be so economically marginal 
that higher wages are likely to put them out 
of business. They call for New Deal-style 
public works projects to rebuild our infra-
structure, implying, unpersuasively, that 
single mothers with few marketable skills 
have bright futures holding down construc-
tion jobs at national parks. Their recommen-
dations just don’t fit with the problems they 
have chronicled.

Oddly, $2 a day never mentions 
one promising experimental pro-
gram that addresses precisely the 

problems the authors describe: the New 
Hope program first developed in Milwaukee. 
New Hope combines additional work incen-
tives with counseling, subsidies for childcare, 

and community service jobs. One suspects it 
was omitted because it was a product of the 
same reform movement that brought us the 
1996 welfare reform law (which was largely 
based on the Wisconsin experiment) and is 
run through the state’s TANF office. Edin 
and Shaefer’s insistence that the 1996 law is 
responsible for deep poverty blinds them to 
the ways the new regime can be adapted to 
help those who have the hardest time finding 
stable employment.

For decades, the debate over welfare policy 
has resembled the old Miller Lite beer com-
mercials: competing shouts of “Tastes great” 
and “Less filling!” Among welfare analysts, 
one side yells, “Better benefits!” and the other, 

“More family values!” For the Left, welfare is 
entirely about economics; for the Right, it’s 
solely a question of social norms and individ-
ual character. 

The point of the commercial, of course, is 
that the lucky beer drinker doesn’t really have 
to choose. In dealing with persistent poverty, 
however, we don’t have the luxury of choosing. 
We need all of these things: jobs and benefits, 
norms and family structure. They reinforce 
one another, which is precisely what makes 
the problem so hard to solve. 

After finishing $2 a Day, the newly com-
passionate conservative and the increasingly 
indignant liberal should take a look at the 
recent Brookings/American Enterprise In-
stitute report, “Opportunity, Responsibility, 
and Security: A Consensus Plan for Reduc-
ing Poverty and Restoring the American 
Dream.” In it an impressive array of experts 
on the left and the right try to address both 
sides of the equation. Their sensible reply to 
Edin and Shaefer’s attack on the 1996 wel-
fare reform law recalls a phrase from the 
Clinton Administration: “Mend it, don’t end 
it.” Kathryn Edin and Luke Shaefer have 
helped us understand the problem of deep 
poverty, but we need to look elsewhere for 
thoughtful solutions.

R. Shep Melnick is the Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr., 
Professor of American Politics at Boston College.
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Book Review by James W. Ceaser

Behind Enemy Lines
Fools, Frauds, and Firebrands: Thinkers of the New Left, by Roger Scruton.

Bloomsbury Continuum, 304 pages, $26

Breadth of knowledge, intellec-
tual acuity, and a scintillating writing 
style are just a few of the qualities that 

make Roger Scruton one of the leading think-
ers of our time. Scruton’s oeuvre is vast, and, 
at age 72, is only growing. Along with some 
40 books on such subjects as philosophy, re-
ligion, architecture, music, wine, and politics, 
he has written four novels and two operas. 

For the readers of this journal, there is the 
added attraction that Scruton is a conserva-
tive—not casually so, but as someone who has 
proudly worn the label and engaged in the 
battle of ideas for over half a century. He has 
the scars to show for it, too, having been os-
tracized early on from academic life in Britain 
and having had one of his works face the mod-
ern equivalent of a book burning. (Threats by 
angered intellectuals led a prominent publish-
er to stop offering it for sale.) Scruton was a 
target of political correctness before the term 
existed. Yet from all appearances he has borne 
this criticism with remarkable equanimity, 
showing malice toward only a few and char-
ity for most. At this point, in 2016, Britain’s 

intellectual establishment is finally relenting 
somewhat, admitting Scruton back to the 
edges of the fold. 

With his abundance of intel-
lectual capital, Scruton has always 
had the satisfaction of being able 

to give more than he receives. In Fools, Frauds, 
and Firebrands, he takes on the major leftist 
thinkers of the past century from A (Theodor 
Adorno, of the famous Frankfurt School 
of critical theory in the 1930s) to Z (Slavoj 
Žižek, the contemporary Slovenian thinker 
touted by Foreign Policy as “a celebrity phi-
losopher”). The book’s title may exaggerate its 
polemical character. Yes, as Scruton says, the 
work is a “provocation,” but it also provides 
the most comprehensive, serious treatment 
to date of the development of modern leftist 
thought. Though in the end he is critical of 
all of the featured thinkers, Scruton readily 
expresses his appreciation for certain of their 
intellectual qualities. He regards Jean-Paul 
Sartre’s Les Mots (The Words, 1963) as a “mas-
terpiece of autobiography”; admires Michel 

Foucault’s “imagination and intellectual flu-
ency [that] have generated theories, concepts 
and insights by the score”; and admits Eric 
Hobsbawm’s series on the rise of the modern 
world is “a remarkable work of synthesis, seri-
ously misleading only in the fourth volume.” 

Give credit to Scruton as well for going to 
great lengths to try to decipher the opaque 
prose of the four horsemen of obscurantism: 
Jacques Lacan, Louis Althusser, Gilles De-
leuze, and Alain Badiou. Acolytes of these 
thinkers who read this book might find them-
selves for the first time getting a sense of what 
their masters are actually saying—or not. 
Scruton’s patience, however, does have its lim-
its, and at points he turns to unmasking the 
unmaskers. Scruton writes of Lacan that he 

“discovered the infinite power of the meaning-
less, when the meaningless is used to exert a 
personal charisma.” Lacan’s deification, which 
he “not only demanded, but also, to the dis-
grace of human nature, received,” embodies a 
regrettable facet of the leftist philosopher’s so-
cial position in France. Thinkers from Sartre 
on were able to enjoy renown by excoriating 
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the so-called bourgeoisie, all the while expect-
ing to be celebrated—and being celebrated—
by a large portion of this same class. 

Scruton’s sociological eye is impeccable as 
he sketches a slightly different relationship of 
thinker to admirers in Germany. Given that 
nation’s troubled experience with its philoso-
phers in the first half of the 20th century, the 
contemporary leftist intellectual establishment 
has looked more for reassurance and respect-
ability than for displays of brilliance. It has 
found the perfect exemplar in Jürgen Haber-
mas, its leading postwar thinker, whose “bare-
ly readable but impeccably orthodox books” 
defend a bureaucratic version of the welfare 
state. The very tedium of his thought soothes 
the intellectual class and brings a comforting 
feel of normalcy. Readers of Habermas keep 
hoping to find more in his “theory of commu-
nicative action than his inability to communi-
cate it,” but their quest so far has been in vain. 

Scruton organizes the first part of 
the book by grouping the earlier think-
ers by nation—Britain, America, France, 

and Germany. This arrangement enables him 
to situate their thought in a concrete historical 
context and, in the fashion of a sketch artist, to 
provide many insightful observations on the 
national character of each country. 

His chapter on America proves to be, well, 
deflating. The book’s subtitle, Thinkers of the 
New Left, had me eagerly anticipating an intel-
lectual journey back to my college days in the 
’60s, when the movement known as the New 
Left—I believe the term was coined here—ex-
ploded onto the scene, managing in the brief 
span of five or six years to change the popular 
culture not only in America but eventually in 
much of the world. Its effects continue to re-
verberate to this day. Yet Scruton never once 
mentions this movement, devoting his chapter 
instead to the clever but ultimately superficial 
economist John Kenneth Galbraith, and to 
the tendentious legal thinker Ronald Dworkin, 
whose thought will not long be taken seriously. 
His omission offended my insatiable need of 
recognition for my own nation, until, revisiting 
the subtitle, I was forced to acknowledge that 
he limited his topic to “thinkers.” And here the 
stunning fact dawned that this vast movement, 
which emanated from inside the American 
academy, did not produce a single book or ar-
ticle of note by a native author that has stood 
the test of time. Its leading thinkers were two 
professors drawn from our most prestigious 
universities: Charles Reich, from Yale, author 
of The Greening of America (1970), which cel-
ebrated the emergence of “Consciousness III” 
with its foundational theme “I’m glad I’m me,” 
and Timothy Leary, from Harvard, the mind-

numbing champion of drug use who promul-
gated the great ontological proposition, “Turn 
on, tune in, drop out.” 

In turning from the two english-
speaking nations to France and Germany, 
Scruton passes a frontier and enters into 

the territory of philosophy. It was from this 
continental redoubt that the thought that 
drives the contemporary Left was launched. 
In France, the seminal figure was the Russian 
émigré Alexandre Kojève, who in the 1930s 
introduced a revival of Hegelianism, mixed 
in some ways with existential themes. For 
those already on the left, Kojève’s thought 
introduced a new intellectual apparatus that 
was placed on top of Marxism. It led to the 
subsequent explorations of radical individual 
freedom and alienation, and to the myriad 
permutations, still ongoing, of self and other. 
In Germany, one of the key early thinkers 
was the Hungarian literary critic and phi-
losopher György Lukács, who wrote in Ger-
man and who became the inspiration of the 
Frankfurt School. This line of thought, aid-
ed by the discovery in 1927 of Marx’s early 
manuscripts, was responsible for developing 
what became known as “Marxist humanism,” 
which proved to be the last refuge of so many 
Western intellectuals. Here was another root 
of alienation, found in the supposed fetishism 
of money and commodities that captivated 
bourgeois consciousness. The critics’ disgust 
with the middle class’s attachment to the vac-
uum cleaner, the dishwasher, and the station 
wagon became the fuel that drove their deep 
metaphysical musings.

Some version of Marxist humanism lay at 
the foundation of the American New Left of 
the 1960s. And as I recall, it also provided 
space for many intellectuals to be Communists 
of a sort without swearing loyalty to the Com-
munist Party or committing themselves to 
being permanent defenders of any particular 
form of Communism. Having already by then 
rejected Stalinism, they could alight, tempo-
rarily, on Maoism, or Castroism, or anything 
else that happened along until it proved to be 
too odious and disastrous. There was always 
a true, humanistic Marxism to be discovered 
beyond any actual version of it. Communism, 
as Sartre finally defended it, should be judged 

“by its intentions and not by its actions.”
This book will inevitably select its own 

readership. Those with little taste or tolerance 
for modern Continental philosophy may find 
some chapters difficult going, despite Scru-
ton’s effort to state matters as clearly as possi-
ble. For readers in search of a straightforward 
account of Scruton’s own political thought, 
other works, like Culture Counts (2007) and 

How to Be a Conservative (2014), would be a 
better point of entry. Yet for a full understand-
ing of his special form of conservatism, this 
book is, I think, essential. Just as Edmund 
Burke’s political philosophy grew out of his re-
action to the radical ideas of the French Revo-
lution, so Roger Scruton’s political philosophy 
has been forged in response to his encounters 
with modern leftist thought. The two bodies 
of radical thought, after all, have much in com-
mon, and it is no accident that so many on the 
left have drawn direct lines of filiation between 
Robespierre, Lenin, and Mao. For Badiou, the 
revolutions these men inspired are celebrated 
instances of the “Event” opening the way to 
human liberation; for Scruton, the Commu-
nist revolutions are dismal examples of terror. 

Scruton’s conservatism is in many 
ways an inheritance of Burke’s, born 
of the Burkean spirit of “a disposition 

to preserve and an ability to improve.” Like 
Burke, Scruton has pointed to the dangers 
of modern radical modes of thought in their 
pursuit of an imagined ideal of a perfect egali-
tarian society and in their basic approach to 
assessing the world of politics. Long on criti-
cisms of capitalism’s particular shortcom-
ings—it is always easy to find flaws—modern 
radical thinkers abjure considering specific 
measures of improvement in favor of calling 
for transformation of the entire order. That 
they have done so in the face of the mountains 
of concrete evidence of the horrors these uto-
pian experiments have caused is a sure sign of 
a new form of intellectual perversity.

Conservatism for Scruton begins at just the 
point where this radical thinking leaves off: 

“What is the alternative, and how do we frame a 
politics that respects and applies it?” He shows, 
adapting Burke’s thought, how the conservative 
disposition today, so far from calling for revolu-
tion in the name of a perfect equality and of a 

“new man,” is respectful of the common person 
and of his way of life, its limitations included. 
Scruton’s sober conservatism is at war with 
the “destructive fantasies,” the “false hopes,” 
and the “pathological hatred of the imperfect 
and the normal” that in the end characterize 
so much of modern leftist thought. Scruton is 
never shy about issuing warnings and offering 
corrections for many of the baleful tendencies 
of modern life. His renewed and innovative 
defenses of the old mechanisms of civil society, 
constitutionalism, markets, and the rule of law 
represent his effort to maintain liberty and the 
blessings of our civilization. 

James W. Ceaser is professor of politics at the 
University of Virginia and a senior fellow at 
Stanford University’s Hoover Institution.
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Book Review by Bradley C.S. Watson

Permanent Things
Russell Kirk: American Conservative, by Bradley J. Birzer.

The University Press of Kentucky, 608 pages, $34.95

Russell amos kirk was one of the 
most important conservative writers of 
the 20th century, and no serious con-

sideration of the birth or trajectory of modern 
American conservatism would be complete 
without due regard to his thought. Not sim-
ply a popularizer—though he was that—Kirk 
helped shape the nascent conservative political 
and intellectual movement in postwar Amer-
ica with the publication of his seminal 1953 
book, The Conservative Mind. His alliances 
with William F. Buckley, Jr., and National Re-
view, and his dalliances with Barry Goldwater’s 
doomed presidential campaign, helped cement 
his reputation in the first rank of thinkers who 
weren’t afraid to come out of the ivory tower 
and enter the hurly-burly of American public 
life. From his delightful home—Piety Hill, in 
Mecosta, Michigan—he and his wife, Annette, 
hosted countless intellectual and spiritual pil-
grims over several decades (and indeed An-
nette still does). Since his death in 1994, his 
legacy has been preserved and extended by 

several scholarly organizations staffed by some 
of the many people he influenced. 

The nature and significance of Kirk’s con-
servatism remains a vexed question. A bohe-
mian humanist who would become a Catholic, 
an individualist who would reject libertarian-
ism, a Stoic who would never make peace with 
his country, a conservative who would oppose 
not just progressivism but the wasteland of 
modernity, Kirk was a prolific polymath who 
would find success as the writer of ghost fic-
tion in addition to history and social and lit-
erary criticism. His conservatism was more 
cultural than political or economic, and he fell 
decidedly on the traditionalist side of the con-
servative spectrum, attempting to ground his 
beliefs in prescription and the wisdom of our 
ancestors more than in the abstract reason 
against which he declaimed. He even made 
time to found and edit a serious review—
Modern Age—dedicated to the exposition 
and preservation of such a conservatism. A 
believer in eternal truth, he oft-times implied 

men couldn’t know much about it, other than 
by something approaching mystical imagery 
and intuition. 

Kirk served stateside in the army in World 
War II, and his antipathy toward the dehu-
manization that goes along with big govern-
ment was solidified by the prosecution of the 
war at home and abroad, and especially by the 
dropping of atomic bombs on Japan. This dis-
position proved to be a harbinger of a broader 
revulsion against Realpolitik—and politics 
more generally—that characterized Kirk’s 
thought for the rest of his life. 

In a splendid, meticulously researched 
biography, Hillsdale College historian 
Bradley J. Birzer ably reveals the complexi-

ties of Kirk’s thinking. Birzer clearly admires 
his subject but offers an apologia for his life 
and work that rarely turns hagiographic. For 
the most part, Birzer remains even-handed 
and dispassionate without affecting a false 
neutrality, though he does occasionally make 
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it difficult to distinguish his own voice from 
his subject’s. 

Tracing formative influences on a person is 
not easy. It’s difficult enough for each of us to 
account for himself, and the task of an intel-
lectual biographer is more difficult by orders 
of magnitude. This is particularly true when 
the subject is as hard to encapsulate as Russell 
Kirk. Yet Birzer has done a commendable job 
of tracing the intellectual influences on Kirk, 
even though by the end of his long book one 
can’t see exactly how, or if, they all add up. If 
one were to quibble with Birzer’s overall ap-
proach, the quibble would be that he chose to 
write a book that is at once thematic, chrono-
logical, and personal—sometimes alternately, 
and sometimes simultaneously. He is thus 
occasionally prone to repetition, anachronism, 
and the belaboring of observations—but these 
are far from the worst of sins for a biographer.

Given the importance kirk placed 
on the patrimony of all things, Birzer 
wisely spends much time on the prov-

enance of Kirk’s view of the world. He offers 
mini-biographies of several of the people to 
whom Kirk was most intellectually and spiri-
tually indebted. The young Kirk was deeply 
influenced by the literary critics and scholars 
Irving Babbitt and Paul Elmer More, who were 
founders of the early 20th-century movement 
known as the “New Humanism.” From Babbitt 
he drew the humanist insight that real cultiva-
tion of the human prospect must happen at the 
level of the individual rather than the collective, 
and that the possibilities for such cultivation 
are impeded by the West’s rampant consum-
erism, which creates longings without hope of 
satisfaction, and separates man from the re-
straints imposed by custom and the wisdom of 
the ancients. For Kirk, as for Babbitt, man has 
a nature, central to which are dangerous appe-
tites that are given free rein by the currents of 
modernity, including Rousseauean sentimen-
talism, pragmatism, and egalitarianism. 

The modern thinker who most decisively 
swam against such currents, according to Kirk, 
was the British statesman Edmund Burke. It 
was Burke who recognized our connections 
not only to the living, but to those who pre-
ceded us, and to those who would follow. Kirk 
claimed it was the “faculty of the imagination” 
that could best give us access to those connec-
tions. And it was More who offered Kirk the 
Christian insight that this faculty was rooted 
in something other than physical man. Like 
Babbitt and More, Kirk rejected systematiza-
tion in thought and politics, seeing it as the 
mortal enemy of the variegated little truths 
that dotted the landscape of human experi-
ence. Like T.S. Eliot—who was his friend as 

well as the subject of many of his writings—
Kirk had a poetic rather than philosophic 
sense of “the permanent things” and their 
enemies. He came to develop Eliot’s sensibil-
ity concerning the inextricable link between 
orthodox Christianity and humanism—for 
the latter can only wither in conditions of reli-
gious fundamentalism or positivism.

In considering the american situ-
ation, Kirk was willing to embrace the 

“spirit of Jeffersonianism” as a brake on 
creeping centralization and bureaucratic com-
plexity. But the spirit of Thomas Jefferson was 
quite different from the systematizing reason 
of Jefferson, which claimed that all men are 
created equal, and that the natural conse-
quence of this observable fact of nature is that 
legitimate government must be of a certain 
type—namely, republican. Kirk, and many of 
those who followed in his footsteps, viewed 
this claim with suspicion, as being too politi-
cal, too ahistorical, too abstract, too egalitar-
ian, and too universalizing. 

Kirk wrote his doctoral dissertation, which 
would become The Conservative Mind, in the 
haunted environs of the University of St. An-
drews. Always conjuring the ghosts of a never 
quite dead past, Birzer notes that this Ameri-
can conservative—well into his thirties—had 

“no real ties to America.” Kirk offered his most 
comprehensive interpretation of the land of his 
birth in The Roots of American Order, first pub-
lished in 1974. There, he presents the American 
Revolution as a conservative one, originating 
in the desire to preserve the long-established 
practices of colonial self-government. In this 
account, the colonists cared mainly about the 
rights of Englishmen, as those rights revealed 
themselves in history. This elides the reality 
that leading American revolutionaries from 
Jefferson to John Adams, and later statesmen 
such as Abraham Lincoln, clearly expressed 
the view that such rights, while they might be 
manifested in a particular historical context, 
inevitably transcend that context because they 
are self-evident truths of nature and nature’s 
God, accessible to human reason and applica-
ble to man qua man. Although it is right to say 
the American Revolution was a conservative 
one, preserving the best of the English consti-
tutional tradition, it was firmly rooted in this 
creed, as well as the particularities of culture. 
For the founders, the American creed meant 
far more than being created equal in “the social 
arrangements into which they had been born 
in America,” as Kirk suggests. 

Birzer insists “Kirk never denied the truth 
of natural rights,” but accepted them as “funda-
mental realities of the human person.” And yet, 
he “did not believe that man, alone or in com-
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munity, had the right or the ability to define 
them precisely.” For the American Founders, 
the natural political equality of human beings 
and the right to consensual government that 
follows from it were precise enough to guide 
both the theory and practice of revolutionary 
politics, and ultimately of constitution-making.

Kirk’s ideal republic was one of 
letters, rather than of ordinary striving 
men. As the political philosopher Leo 

Strauss intimated, any such republic would 
embrace all philosophic persuasions, and there-
fore not take philosophy seriously—it would, 
of necessity, be relativistic or eccentric. This 
points to the fact that the prescriptive, intuitive 
approach to the study of human affairs faces 
problems both large and intractable. Kirk was 
quick to denounce ideological simplification 
and the “ever-imperial grasp” of politics, but for 
Birzer this means that “a multiplicity of finite 
individuals would reveal a variety of infinite 
truths, some seemingly contradictory, others 
simply incompatible.” One needn’t be an ideo-
logue to claim the meaning of such a formula-
tion is—to put it mildly—unclear. Free gov-
ernment relies on the fact that some things can 
be known, expressed as a matter of principle, 
and fixed as a matter of practice. By contrast, 
Kirk’s “permanent things” always bore an air of 
mystery. Like socialism, traditionalism takes 
many evenings, and generates about as many 
factions. As some early Catholic critics of Kirk 
maintained, a tradition without a metaphysics 
is deeply problematic. It easily devolves into a 
set of competing social conventions. 

Beyond such rarified concerns, any Chris-
tian humanism must be recognizably human. 
The fruits of the Enlightenment, including 
liberation from starvation and disease, would 
seem to be genuine human goods. The aris-
tocratic leisure that Kirk admired in John 
Randolph of Roanoke—on whom Kirk wrote 
one of his books—has in a certain sense been 
extended by modernity, making it less aristo-
cratic to be sure, but also putting it in the ser-
vice of a truer and more encompassing Chris-
tian humanism. In the terms of the American 
Founders, the truth of equal natural rights, 
which possesses an inherent political salience, 
is ultimately more useful, and Christian, than 
its main competitors. It also serves to check 
the very state that Kirk rightly suggested is 
the enemy of those “ancient institutions” that 
serve as the guardians of true community.

One must be circumspect in rebuking a 
master for his students, but ideas have con-
sequences, and it’s worth noting that some of 
those influenced by Kirk present themselves 
as deeply unpatriotic. They are quick to place 
blame for moral and political evil at the foot 

of ideological nationalism, in the form of an 
American Leviathan. But this insistence on 
seeing Enlightenment philosophy and the 
Reformation as the roots of all evil can itself 
become a species of ideology: assigning such 
blame fails to recognize that prudent states-
men deal not simply or primarily in ideology, 
but in necessity—a calculus that long predates 
the Enlightenment, and which can often force 
less than ideal, but not necessarily bad, policy 
choices. A statesman must view each situation 
not as a historian, but as a political actor—
something our ancestors knew well. And one 
might add to this the observation of George 
Orwell, a man who understood the 20th cen-
tury as well as anyone who ever lived it: civi-
lization often depends on its opposite. The 
relatively uncivilized feed, guard, and commit 
violence on behalf of those who thereby have 
the luxury of abjuring such necessities. 

Ultimately, a distinctively ameri-
can conservatism cannot simply re-
ject the nostrums of modernity with-

out also seeing the truths that it made plain, 
and the necessities that do not change with 
time. And indeed, systematization and uni-
versalism are required even for the Christian 
humanism that Kirk rightly argued must be 
part of any American conservatism. One only 
has to repeat the Nicene Creed, or reflect on 
Paul’s admonition to Peter not to draw back 
from the Gentiles, to know this.

Notwithstanding these reservations, Brad-
ley Birzer’s book serves as a salutary reminder 
that the good and the ancestral, the univer-
sal and the particular, the absolute and the 
bounded, nature and history, reason and ven-
eration, are all matters with which American 
conservatives rightly wrestle, and they couldn’t 
wrestle with them rightly in the absence of 
Russell Kirk. It also reminds us that Kirk of-
fers much that might hearten contemporary 
conservatives of any persuasion—including 
the requirement of Stoic determination in the 
face of long odds. Birzer reports Kirk’s state 
of mind when he resigned a secure academic 
post in the early 1950s: “time to think, and 
freedom of action” are more important than 
economic advantage, and one must make one’s 
own way, “opposed rather than aided by the 
times and the men who run matters for us.” 
Permanent things indeed. 

Bradley C.S. Watson is professor of politics and 
Philip M. McKenna Chair in American and 
Western Political Thought at Saint Vincent Col-
lege. He is the author or editor of several books, 
including the forthcoming anthology Progressive 
Challenges to the American Constitution: A 
New Republic (Cambridge University Press). Amherst & Boston  www.umass.edu/umpress  1-800-537-5487 
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Essay by William Voegeli

What’s at Stake

“This is the most important elec-
tion of my lifetime.” Activists and 
commentators of many political 

persuasions say so—as they do during every 
presidential election. A claim so routine, por-
tentous, and dubious is not, however, always 
wrong. The 2016 election really will be excep-
tionally consequential for the kind of country 
America becomes in the 21st century.

For one thing, the carnage in Paris, San 
Bernardino, and Brussels has made clear that 
terrorists’ determination and capacity to mur-
der civilians far from the Middle East exceeds 
Western governments’ determination and ca-
pacity to thwart them. The terrorist’s grim cal-
culus has not changed since the Irish Republi-
can Army spelled it out after an unsuccessful 
attempt to assassinate Prime Minister Marga-
ret Thatcher in 1984: “[W]e only have to be 
lucky once. You will have to be lucky always.”

The idea that pressure and forbearance 
will cause Islamist bloodlust to subside is a 
comforting hope, but an unlikely scenario. If 
that hope is unrealized, and Western govern-
ments can’t, or won’t, discharge the basic du-

ties of providing physical safety and domestic 
tranquility, the question becomes whether 
democracies’ citizens will come to regard the 
attributes that define their societies, such as 
pluralism, tolerance, and civil liberties, as un-
affordable luxuries. The resulting democratic 
repudiation of democratic government and 
social norms will be a logical contradiction 
capable of generating a political crisis.

What’s more, we must expect that a polity 
divided against itself will become predomi-
nantly one thing or the other. The revival of 
Republican Party fortunes that began in the 
1994 congressional elections has solidified 
during Barack Obama’s presidency, and per-
vaded state politics. After being in the minor-
ity in the House of Representatives for 58 of 
the 62 years prior to 1994, Republicans have 
been in the majority for 18 of the 22 years 
since. The GOP has held a Senate majority 
for more than 12 of the past 22 years, after 
spending nearly as many years in the minor-
ity as House Republicans. In the wake of 
down-ballot gains in 2010 and 2014, there 
are now only seven states where Democrats 

control both the state legislature and the gov-
ernor’s mansion. By contrast, Republicans 
completely dominate—governorships with 
legislative majorities in both chambers—in 
23 states, and in the other 20 there is either 
a Republican governor or the party controls 
at least one legislative chamber. Of the na-
tion’s nearly 7,400 state legislators, there are 
900 fewer Democrats in 2016 than there were 
after Obama was first elected eight years ago. 
Republican state legislators now account for 
more than 55% of the national total for the 
first time since the 1920s. 

At the same time, however, the Republi-
cans have won only one popular-vote major-
ity in the past six presidential elections (when 
George W. Bush received 50.7% of the vote in 
2004), after winning four in the five contests 
of the 1970s and ’80s. A Democratic presi-
dential nominee now begins a general election 
campaign from a dominant position. There 
are 19 jurisdictions (18 states plus the District 
of Columbia) that every Democratic presiden-
tial nominee has carried in each of the past six 
elections, beginning with Bill Clinton’s victory 
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in 1992. Together, they cast 242 of the 270 
electoral votes needed to win the presidency. 
Only a Democratic nominee more inept or 
unlucky than John Kerry or Al Gore is likely 
to lose any of these states to a Republican rival, 
which means a Democrat now starts the race 
to an Electoral College majority 90% of the 
way to the finish line. As a result, Democrats 
have numerous ways to secure the 28 addi-
tional electoral votes needed for victory, while 
Republicans have no margin for error: a near-
perfect campaign is needed to win the presi-
dency, but even perfection may not suffice.

The New Imperialism

Republicans who recall what 
they learned in school about the sepa-
ration of powers and federalism might 

believe that they can enact a few good poli-
cies, and thwart most bad ones, even if there’s 
a Democratic president. 

Their adversaries have made clear, however, 
that the “living” Constitution has evolved be-
yond such procedural impediments. During 
his first six years in office, for example, Presi-
dent Obama sought changes in the immigra-
tion laws to greatly reduce deportations of 
people living here illegally. He made a point of 
cautioning the activists pushing to “normalize” 
the status of illegal immigrants that it was 
necessary for Congress to enact legislation 
to achieve this goal. Executive power could 
extend just so far. The problem, he explained 
in a 2013 interview, is that “we have certain 
obligations to enforce the laws that are in 
place even if we think that in many cases the 
results may be tragic.” Having “stretched our 
administrative flexibility as much as we can,” 
the president was constrained by a fundamen-
tal constitutional fact: “I’m the president of 
the United States. I’m not the emperor of the 
United States.”

The 2014 election results, however, which 
foreclosed any prospect Obama would get to 
sign an immigration reform bill before leav-
ing office, immediately got him in touch with 
his inner emperor. Two weeks after the elec-
tion he announced that he would indeed stop 
deporting broad categories of illegal immi-
grants, such as the parents of children born 
here. The necessary changes in the law sud-
denly proved to be unnecessary. “I take execu-
tive action,” Obama said, “only when we have 
a serious problem, a serious issue, and Con-
gress chooses to do nothing.” In this reading, 
if Congress fails to address problems that rise 
to a certain level of seriousness, which is set 
by the president, then after an expiration date, 
which is also set by the president, it forfeits its 
power to formulate or impede policy, which 

the president will then devise and implement 
unilaterally.

For her part, Hillary Clinton has made 
clear that her only reservation about Obama’s 
2014 immigration policy is that it wasn’t im-
perial enough. She promises, if elected presi-
dent in 2016, to “[d]efend President Obama’s 
executive actions to provide deportation re-
lief…and extend those actions to additional 
persons with sympathetic cases if Congress 
refuses to act.”

It is not just presidents, sitting or aspiring, 
who embrace this boundless understanding 
of executive power. Progressives generally are 
making clear that those who assure each other 
they’re on the right side of history should never 
moderate their pursuit of social justice for fear 
of being on the wrong side of the Constitu-
tion. For Matthew Yglesias of Vox.com, the 
evidence—stretching from her statistically 
miraculous success investing in futures mar-
kets as the first lady of Arkansas, right up to 
conducting official business on a private email 
server as secretary of state—that Clinton “is 
clearly more comfortable than the average per-
son with violating norms and operating in legal 
gray areas” counts as a powerful reason liberals 
should vote for her. Yglesias argues that since 
any Democratic president must now expect to 
face divided government, rather than enjoy the 
huge congressional majorities that made the 
New Deal and Great Society possible, liberal 
policy victories will come about only through 

“the profligate use of executive authority, and 
Clinton is almost uniquely suited to deliver 
the goods.” Her singular virtue is that “[s]he 
decides what she wants to do…and then she 
sets about finding a way to do it—exactly the 
mentality any Democrat would need to move 
the needle on policy in 2017.”

Contest for the Court

The prospect of clashes between 
the legislative and executive branches 
brings up yet another reason the 2016 

election is extremely important: the Supreme 
Court is on the ballot, neither a surprising de-
velopment nor a well-kept secret. Many news 
stories appearing as the presidential cam-
paign began in 2015 made clear that when the 
next president is sworn in on January 20, 2017, 
three Supreme Court justices would have 
reached their eighties, and a fourth would be 
78 years old. That the next president could 
replace a third of the Court before facing re-
election in 2020 appeared entirely plausible, 
and clearly had the potential to determine 
whether the Court’s disposition for the next 
quarter-century would be fundamentally lib-
eral or conservative. 
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Theoretical possibilities derived from actu-
arial tables gave way to a pressing reality on 
February 13 when the news broke that Jus-
tice Antonin Scalia had died. Majority leader 
Mitch McConnell immediately announced 
that the Senate would not confirm any nomi-
nee submitted by President Obama, leaving 
the seat open until the next president nomi-
nates a successor, to be voted upon by the next 
Senate. If the Senate Republicans relent on 
this point, or if a Democrat wins the presiden-
cy in November, then the Supreme Court will 
soon have five justices appointed by a Demo-
cratic president for the first time since 1969. 

As conservatives are bitterly aware, five 
Republican appointees doesn’t guarantee a 
conservative Court majority. Some Repub-
lican appointees turn out to be members or 
even leaders of the liberal bloc: Earl Warren 
and William Brennan (appointed by Presi-
dent Eisenhower), Harry Blackmun (Nixon), 
John Paul Stevens (Ford), and David Souter 
(George H.W. Bush). Other appointees, such 
as Sandra Day O’Connor and Anthony Ken-
nedy (Reagan), end up as the swing vote be-
tween liberals and conservatives in politically 
charged cases, such as those concerning abor-
tion, same-sex marriage, campaign finance 
regulation, or affirmative action. 

The next justice appointed by a Demo-
cratic president who disappoints or outrages 
liberals to a comparable degree will be the 
first in living memory. (Byron White, ap-
pointed by President Kennedy, did join Wil-
liam Rehnquist as the only dissenters in Roe 
v. Wade [1973], but usually voted with Bren-
nan or Thurgood Marshall in politically 
controversial cases.) This means that there’s 
every reason to believe that if a Democratic 
president appoints Scalia’s successor, the new-
est Court member will join Justices Stephen 
Breyer, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Elena Kagan, 
and Sonia Sotomayor to form a sturdy liberal 
majority, one that could be reinforced with a 
sixth or seventh vote if a Democrat is elected 
president in 2016. 

If you liked Warren Court 1.0, you’ll love 
the 21st-century update. Erwin Chemer-
insky, law school dean at the University of 
California, Irvine, is thrilled by the prospect. 
The liberal court he sees on the horizon will 
make affirmative action unassailable and the 
death penalty unconstitutional. Legislative 
restrictions on abortion and labor unions will 
be struck down, while those on gun owner-
ship and campaign finance will be upheld. 
The Court’s creative interpretations might, 
Chemerinsky believes, someday lead to the 
discovery of “a constitutional right to educa-
tion and conclude that disparities in school 
funding violate the Constitution,” or a finding 

that “racial injustices in the criminal-justice 
system violate equal protection.”

End of an Era

Imagine, for example, justice soto-
mayor’s dissenting opinion in Schuette 
v. Coalition to Defend Affirmative Action 

(2014) as the majority one. The Court would 
have ruled that it was impermissible for states 
to ban affirmative action programs, Sotomay-
orian logic having yielded the counterintuitive 
discovery that the Constitution’s guarantee 
of equal protection of the laws mandates an 
equal right to seek unequal protection of the 
laws. Accordingly, the voters of Michigan 
would have had no lawful authority to amend 
their state constitution by a ballot proposition, 

“Proposal 2,” that prohibited public education-
al institutions from using admissions policies 
that discriminated on the basis of race, reli-
gion, or national origin.

The people lacked this authority, she held, 
because their state constitutional amendment 

geneity would enhance every matriculant’s ed-
ucational experience. It follows from this di-
versity rationale that making it more difficult 
for blacks than for veterans to secure prefer-
ential treatment in admissions policies cannot 
be unconstitutional, given that, as Bernstein 
writes, “it would be unconstitutional for the 
state government to respond to such lobbying 
by enacting racial preferences.”

Sotomayor’s position in Schuette will make 
sense, though, if a liberal Court majority jet-
tisons diversity in favor of the wider justifica-
tion for affirmative action urged, unavailingly, 
by Justices Blackmun, Brennan, Marshall, 
and White in Bakke. A law that prohibited 
discrimination on the basis of race counte-
nanced, Brennan believed, a state university 
medical school policy that set aside a portion 
of its admissions slots solely for applicants 
who were members of racial minorities. He 
squared this circle by arguing that the school’s 
goal was merely to put “minority applicants in 
the position they would have been in if not for 
the evil of racial discrimination.” As econo-
mist Thomas Sowell has argued, however, “the 
idea of restoring groups to where they would 
have been—and what they would have been—” 
if past discrimination had never taken place 

“presupposes a range of knowledge that no 
one has ever possessed,” combined with “ig-
norance of vast disparities in performance, 
disparities favoring groups with no power to 
discriminate against anybody.”

Justice Blackmun’s Bakke dissent prefig-
ured the Orwellian future that awaits us when 
equality before the law is subordinated to the 
imperatives of social reform. “In order to get 
beyond racism,” he wrote,

we must first take account of race. There 
is no other way. And in order to treat 
some persons equally, we must treat 
them differently.

On a broad range of issues, the prospective 
Sotomayor Court would render Republican 
majorities on Capitol Hill and in the states ir-
relevant, while guaranteeing that a Democrat-
ic president’s ability to make policy through 
executive action is irresistible. This broad 
operational latitude will be attached to the 
moral hubris that leads liberal officeholders 
to call for prosecuting climate-change skep-
tics, or closing down businesses that decline 
to participate in same-sex weddings.

Scalia’s death early in the 2016 presidential 
campaign raises the prospect, then, that Dem-
ocrats will not only end the Reagan era but ef-
face the Reagan legacy. What he and conser-
vatives accomplished, beginning in 1981, will 
be dismantled, and all the work left undone 

left members of some groups, such as mili-
tary veterans, free to pursue preferential ad-
missions policies through ordinary political 
channels. At the same time, it required others, 
such as blacks, to complete the harder task of 
rescinding Proposal 2 with another constitu-
tional amendment in order to begin pursuing 
preferences. The problem with Proposal 2, 
Sotomayor wrote, is that it “reconfigured the 
political process in Michigan such that it is 
now more difficult for racial minorities, and 
racial minorities alone, to achieve legislation 
in their interest.”

As George Mason University law profes-
sor David Bernstein pointed out, however, 
Sotomayor’s argument cannot be reconciled 
with the way the Supreme Court has treated 
affirmative action since first ruling on this is-
sue in Regents of the University of California v. 
Bakke (1978). The Court has held consistently 
since then that the sole justification permit-
ting a university to depart from color-blind 
admissions policies is “diversity”—enrolling a 
student body whose carefully chosen hetero-

Hillary Clinton does not 
acknowledge, or perhaps 
even grasp, a meaningful 

distinction between 
sincere beliefs and 

politically useful ones.



AN INVALUABLE EDUCATION

Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
www.fsgbooks.com

FROM FARRAR, STRAUS AND GIROUX

“ 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



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2016
Page 30

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

New Books in International Relations and Foreign Policy from

CORNELL UNIVERSITY PRESS

CORNELL UNIVERSITY PRESS   � § �    WWW.CORNELLPRESS.CORNELL.EDU  

THE WAR AFTER 
THE WAR

The Struggle for 
Credibility during 

America’s Exit from 
Vietnam

JOHANNES KADURA

IN THE 
HEGEMON’S 

SHADOW
Leading States and the 

Rise of Regional Powers
EVAN BRADEN 
MONTGOMERY
CORNELL STUDIES IN 

SECURITY AFFAIRS

PEACEMAKING 
FROM ABOVE, 
PEACE FROM 

BELOW
Ending Confl ict between 

Regional Rivals
NORRIN M. RIPSMAN

CORNELL STUDIES IN 
SECURITY AFFAIRS

SPHERES OF 
INTERVENTION
US Foreign Policy and 

the Collapse of Lebanon, 
1967–1976

JAMES R. STOCKER

CHINESE 
ECONOMIC 

STATECRAFT
Commercial Actors, 
Grand Strategy, and 

State Control
WILLIAM J. NORRIS

in 1989 will remain undone for decades…at 
best. Barack Obama once said that, in 1980, 
Reagan “changed the trajectory of America” 
and “put us on a fundamentally different path 
because the country was ready for it.” For 36 
years, Democrats have anticipated the country 
being ready to return to the New Deal-Great 
Society path. After many false hopes, they 
may at last get their wish. To rework a famous 
line of George Will’s, a Democratic presiden-
tial victory in 2016, and a Democratic Su-
preme Court majority thereafter, would mean 
that it took 32 years to count all the votes, but 
Walter Mondale was finally declared the win-
ner of the 1984 election.

The Path to Victory

Because it’s so important not to 
lose the 2016 presidential election, the 
famous “Buckley rule”—nominate the 

most conservative candidate who’s elector-
ally viable—didn’t really apply. The GOP’s 
path to 270 electoral votes has become so 
difficult, that is, and the conservative cast of 
the party so pronounced, that there was no 
way to justify any course but nominating the 
strongest candidate, period. Obsessing about 
gradations of conservatism was pointless and 
reckless.

If the necessity to nominate the strongest 
candidate was clear, the attributes that would 
render a nominee the strongest were not. 
Some Republicans, including a majority of 
the Republican National Committee, looked 
at Obama’s victories in 2008 and 2012 and 
said the problem was that the GOP’s appeal 
was too narrow. Getting higher percentages 
of white voters, especially those without col-
lege degrees, was not enough to offset the 
fact that such voters were a steadily declin-
ing part of the electorate. The resulting be-
lief that Republicans needed to be electorally 
competitive among Hispanic voters in order 
to be competitive nationwide was behind the 
desire to strike a bargain with Democrats on 
comprehensive immigration reform. Among 
the 2016 candidates, Jeb Bush was emphati-
cally in favor of such reform—it had been 
one of his brother’s priorities as president—
and Marco Rubio had been for it before he 
was against it, a stance that damaged his 
campaign.

The competing theory was that Republi-
cans lost presidential elections because their 
support was too shallow, too unenthusiastic. 
There is still, in other words, a conservative 
majority. Discouraged by the rhetorical and 
substantive concessions John McCain and 
Mitt Romney made to Democrats, however, 

a subset of voters large enough to have se-
cured a GOP majority chose, instead, to stay 
home on Election Day. This argument, in es-
sence, was the rationale for Ted Cruz’s can-
didacy. And since he could not find a conser-
vative majority even within the Republican 
primary electorate, it is safe to say that the 
idea one exists in the national electorate is 
far-fetched.

Of the 17 candidates who started the race, 
the one now all but certain to win the GOP 
nomination is Donald Trump. His popular-
ity has yielded a string of primary victories, 
and his ascent has been the most astounding 
political development in many years. Trump, 
to put it mildly, is not the obvious choice for 
a party seeking the most electable general 
election candidate. No major party has ever 
nominated a presidential candidate who rel-
ished being abrasive while flaunting his indif-
ference to taking coherent policy positions. 
And for good reason: it’s extremely difficult 
to imagine any such candidate winning the 
presidency.

There’s an argument that Trump has a 
puncher’s chance against Hillary Clinton in 
November. Her unfavorable ratings in pub-
lic opinion polls are very high—though his 
are even higher—and Trump’s electoral ap-
peal has been misunderestimated for a year. 
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Although nominating Trump doesn’t reduce 
Republicans’ chances of capturing the White 
House to zero, it does increase the prospect 
of a wipeout that costs the GOP the Senate 
and even jeopardizes the House majority, the 
biggest Republicans have enjoyed since 1930. 
(Maintaining a majority in the Senate, where 
there have been 54 Republicans since the 
2014 elections, was going to be difficult even 
with a strong presidential nominee. Of the 34 
seats being contested in 2016, the GOP cur-
rently holds 24, including seven in states that 
Obama carried twice.)

Repudiating Clinton

The rise of trump has been the 
most analyzed political development 
of 2016. Regardless of what happens 

at the GOP convention or in the general 
election, it will be the subject of books and 
articles for years to come. A comprehensive 
theory is premature and ill-advised, but two 
observations are in order.

First, were it not for Trump, the big story 
of 2016 would be Bernie Sanders. More spe-
cifically, it would be that a 74-year-old Ver-
mont socialist’s strength in the Democratic 
presidential contest reveals how completely 
that party, swayed and cowed by Occupy 

Wall Street and Black Lives Matter, has re-
pudiated Bill Clinton’s triangulating “Third 
Way.” (In the same fashion, Jeremy Corbyn’s 
election as leader of Great Britain’s Labor 
Party demonstrates its vehement rejection of 
Tony Blair’s market-friendly centrism.) What 
Howard Dean called the “Democratic wing 
of the Democratic Party” is now, simply, the 
Democratic Party. It has come to regard Bill 
Clinton’s most notable accomplishments—
the North American Free Trade Agreement; 
financial deregulation; deficit elimination; 
welfare reform; prison sentences that were 
longer and more numerous, and crime rates 
that were dramatically lower—as shameful 
betrayals of liberal principles, craven capitu-
lations to Big Money and heartless, bigoted 
conservatives. Both Clintons have found it 
necessary to apologize for, or distance them-
selves from, achievements they boasted about 
for 20 years. 

Ordinarily, nominating Bill Clinton’s wife 
would be a curious way to repudiate Bill Clin-
ton’s legacy. And Hillary Clinton has, indeed, 
had more difficulty securing the nomination 
than she and most observers expected. Her 
triumph, in part, results from good fortune—
always a useful ally. If her chief opponent had 
been Senator Elizabeth Warren instead of 
Sanders, Clinton might have lost her second 

“inevitable” presidential nomination to a more 
compelling opponent, eight years after losing 
the first. The key reason Ms. Clinton has suc-
cessfully offered herself to Democrats as the 
vehicle for undoing her husband’s accomplish-
ments, however, is the flexibility of conviction 
she puts at the service of her unresting am-
bition. Her career has been defined by fric-
tionless evolution: from Saul Alinsky acolyte 
to Arkansas insider, health reform czarina, 
carpetbagging New York senator, Iraq War 
supporter and Iraq War critic, Trans-Pacific 
Partnership friend and TPP foe, Obama de-
tractor and Obama defender. She has made 
clear, along the way, that her radicalism, lib-
eralism, or centrism at any given moment is 
always in the service of her careerism. Con-
vinced of her destiny and singular fitness to 
hold high office, she will say, do, or be whatev-
er it takes to get there. The vacuous, inane slo-
gan for her 2008 presidential campaign, “I’m 
in it to win it,” really does capture the essence 
of her political philosophy. Her other beliefs 
are contingent, but Hillary Clinton’s belief in 
herself is unwavering.

Now that the political weathervane points 
left—certainly for her party, maybe for the 
country—so does she. If elected, her task will 
be to fashion a post-(Bill) Clintonism that is 
also, in large measure, anti-Clintonism. The 
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process should be interesting, awkward, and 
revealing. Last year Ms. Clinton became testy 
when a radio interviewer tried, repeatedly and 
unsuccessfully, to establish whether her not-
so-long-ago opposition to gay marriage had 
been something she really believed when she 
said it, or something she said only because she 
thought the correlation of political forces at 
the time required it. The best explanation for 
Clinton’s anger at such interrogations is that 
she does not acknowledge, or perhaps even 
grasp, a meaningful distinction between sin-
cere beliefs and politically useful ones. 

In this sense, the dismantling of ’90s Clin-
tonism by Democrats in general and the Clin-
tons in particular confirms that the Third Way 
was never more than a way to follow the First 
Way, the progressive path that led from Wood-
row Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, and Lyndon 
Johnson to George McGovern, for whose 1972 
campaign both Clintons worked. It’s now clear 
that the policy compromises, and the rhetoric 
about the era of Big Government being over, 
were simply practical concessions, adopted en-
tirely as a matter of political necessity. 

Thus, although the New Clintonism 
promises to reject and reverse the Old Clin-
tonism, it’s really all just the Same Clintonism. 
There’s been no change of heart, only a change 
of tactics. Clintonism once entailed defending 
liberal achievements and winning new liberal 
victories by accommodating Reaganism, to 
the point of signaling that some conserva-
tive critiques of the liberal project had merit. 
Clintonism now proceeds in the belief that, 
politically, Reaganism is a spent force. Conse-
quently, there’s no longer any need for liberals 
to pretend that they might learn something or 
avoid serious errors by taking conservative ar-
guments into account. As the title of the 1996 
book by Clinton advisor James Carville had 
it, We’re Right, They’re Wrong. (He’s writing a 
new version for this election year.)

Politics of Resentment

Thus, my second observation: the 
rise of Trump has done more to vin-
dicate than disprove the idea that lib-

erals can now safely disregard conservatives 
and conservatism. Trump’s strength has re-
vealed, rather than caused, the weakness of 
the Republican Party and the conservative 
movement (distinct but overlapping entities). 
Healthy organisms do not spontaneously lose 
the capacity to resist pathogens.

Commentators have explained his suc-
cess as a rebuke of the “establishment.” But 
if the GOP had an establishment worthy of 
the name, political insiders like the old-time 
machine politicians who shrewdly discerned 

and addressed voters’ preferences, Trump 
would have remained the irrelevant sideshow 
everyone expected him to be a year ago. The 
great and powerful establishment turned out 
to be a group of weak, foolish men behind the 
curtain. Conservatives believe in markets, af-
ter all, and the market returns from primaries 
and caucuses around the country are unam-
biguous: a large part of the GOP base actively 
dislikes what the party has to sell, a product 
the establishment leaders thought would fly 
off the shelves.

What these voters want, however, is harder 
to say, since they’ve chosen to express their 
grievances by supporting Donald Trump, a 
man who generates policy pronouncements 
randomly. It’s difficult, as a result, to take 
Trump’s agenda seriously when he so obvious-
ly does not. After the San Bernardino killings, 
for example, Trump called for temporarily 
banning all Muslims from entering the U.S. 
He immediately made clear, however, that the 
ban would be administered on the honor sys-
tem: if a visa applicant said he wasn’t Muslim, 
then the paperwork would be approved.

Part of it, however, is the cumulative, dis-
illusioning effects of political futility. After 
some number of decades, it appears, Repub-
lican politicians who extol the sacred mission 
of limiting government, but never seem to try 
very hard—or at any rate, very consequential-
ly—to actually limit government, leave their 
supporters wondering whether they would be 
better advised to support less quixotic cru-
sades. When even the low-hanging fruit, like 
defunding the National Endowment for the 
Arts, is higher than any Republican ladder, it 
becomes difficult to keep believing that GOP 
victories are a matter of any real urgency. This 
state of affairs leaves Republicans arguing 
that the strongest case for their party is the 
need to make it more difficult for Democrats 
to do their worst. “Join the team committed 
to losing slowly,” however, isn’t much of a re-
cruiting pitch.

One reason that Trump has taken posi-
tions contrary to those in recent Republican 
platforms, but paid no political price, is that 
Republican voters disposed to care about such 
things find it hard, after decades of unfulfilled 
promises, to take fealty to the agenda all that 
seriously. The Washington Examiner’s James 
Antle described Ted Cruz as a “checklist con-
servative,” who commended himself to GOP 
primary voters by reminding them that he’s 
committed to every item on the conservative 
agenda: social issues, taxes, regulation, limited 
government, national defense. But the list is 
mostly a list of things that haven’t gotten done 
for a long time and are unlikely to get done for 
an even longer time. A checklist that’s a wish 
list loses the power to compel assent or distill 
a candidate’s fundamental convictions.

By contrast, Trump and his supporters are, 
for Antle, “attitudinal conservatives.” Their 
conservatism is more concerned with solidar-
ity and reciprocity than programs and policies. 
The Sarah Palin phenomenon was a precursor 
to the Trump one, in the sense that it’s unclear 
what policies she really cared about, but very 
clear that her supporters took a defiant, Okie 
from Muskogee satisfaction in the contempt 
she elicited from journalists and academics. 
The people who disdained Palin disdained her 
supporters, who responded by embracing her 
candidacy and celebrity as a way to provoke 
those detractors.

Similarly, “Trump voters believe that they 
have upheld their side of the American social 
contract, while others—businessmen, politi-
cians, journalists, professors—have violated 
it,” according to Henry Olsen in National 
Review. A much discussed Peggy Noonan col-
umn interpreted Trump’s popularity as a re-
volt of the “unprotected” against the “protect-
ed.” The protected set policy and the terms of 

Such missteps would sink any other office-
seeker, but Trump continues to defy the laws 
of gravity. It’s clear that for many supporters, 
his defects are his virtues. If your chief pur-
pose in the voting booth is to say, “I’m mad 
as hell, and I’m not going to take it anymore,” 
better to vote for an obnoxious candidate 
than a respectable one. Voters who have come 
to believe all politicians are dissembling pho-
nies can be confident about non-politician 
Trump’s authenticity: no one capable of ma-
ture, gracious behavior would consciously 
choose to act like such a jerk, or be able to go 
on playing the part so convincingly, from rally 
to rally and interview to interview.

Trump isn’t running against Ronald Rea-
gan the way Bernie Sanders and this year’s 
Democrats have run against Bill Clinton. But 
Trump’s success has revealed that Reaganism’s 
purchase on the electorate, even the portion 
that votes in Republican primaries, is weaker 
than previously realized. Part of this devel-
opment results from the passage of time: no 
American under the age of 50 is old enough to 
have ever voted for Reagan.

Trump’s success has 
revealed that Reaganism’s 
purchase on the electorate 
is weaker than previously 

realized.
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national discourse. The unprotected live with 
the consequences—and when they’re harsh, 
the protected adroitly exempt themselves 
from any ill effects. Professors don’t lose ten-
ure and hedge fund managers don’t lose cli-
ents because of competition from illegal im-
migrants. The protected do, however, benefit 
when high immigration levels yield affordable, 
high-quality lawn care and child care.

Back to the Future

Whatever happens in cleveland, 
and then in November, conserva-
tism cannot stay the same. One 

challenge will be to find politicians who, un-
like Palin and Trump, have the gift for ap-
pealing to the unprotected but also possess 
the capacity, and take the trouble, to formu-
late a thoughtful policy agenda. The point 
of politics, after all, is governance, not anger 
management.

But the anger is real, and the attitudes of 
the attitudinal conservatives must be under-
stood. If Republicans a) nominate Trump, and 
b) get shellacked in November, it will confirm 
suspicions that the GOP’s future must not en-
tail having the Trump faction drive the bus. 
At the same time, however, it’s impossible to 
imagine a competitive GOP coalition unless 
Trump voters are on the bus, and feel that 
their ideas about where it should go receive a 
full and fair hearing.

After the Tea Party emerged in 2009, 
many Republican politicians began to de-
scribe themselves as “constitutional conser-
vatives.” One lesson from the rise of Trump 
is that this welcome development must go 
further. Constitutional conservatives must 
address not only the written Constitution 
but also the essential qualities that constitute 
the American nation. In Olsen’s analysis, the 
concern that animates Trump’s voters is “a 
perceived failure on the part of government to 
protect vulnerable Americans from threats to 
their way of life.” The “American way of life” 
may sound like the most leaden of clichés, but 
the rise of Trump means that it again poses 
resonant, contested questions.

National Review, the conservative move-
ment’s flagship magazine, devoted nearly an 
entire issue in February to denouncing Don-
ald Trump. Three months earlier, however, 
the magazine offered the most persuasive ex-
plication of Trumpism, though one that did 
not mention the candidate by name. In its 
60th anniversary issue, former editor John 
O’Sullivan argued that America’s political 
life is animated by its founding principles, but 
the nation’s civilization rests on the fact that 

“Americans are a distinct people, with their 

own history, traditions, institutions, and com-
mon culture.” This richer, enveloping sense of 
Americanism means that the United States 
has assimilated people from around the world 
not simply by getting free agents who happen 
to share one patch of land to abide by cer-
tain rules of citizenship, but by getting them 
to commit to a way of life that makes them 
part of the unfolding heritage of a particular 
people. America “evolved under the influence 
of a particular set of ideas,” O’Sullivan wrote, 
but it encompasses much more: “the laws, in-
stitutions, language of the nation; the loyalties, 
stories, and songs of the people; and above all 
Lincoln’s ‘mystic chords of memory.’”

The late Andrew Breitbart held that “poli-
tics is downstream from culture.” This is nor-
mally understood to mean that conservatives 
must attend much more closely to shaping 
sensibilities through popular culture, such as 
movies and TV shows. Winning all the de-
bates won’t matter if liberals tell all the stories.

But politics is downstream from culture in 
the broader, anthropological sense of the term. 
How we govern ourselves is inseparable from 
how we define who we are. Since the 1960s the 
Left has insisted that America’s only real heri-
tage is one of crimes and brutalities, and that 
its only worthy future is one of never-ending 
atonement. Decency forbids assimilating to 
that sick society, so multiculturalism dictates 
that every demographic group with a griev-
ance deserves to unilaterally set the terms of 
its membership in America, claiming all the 
rights it wants, observing only the obligations 
it cares to.

The direct results of the Trump campaign 
are likely to be very bad: a Democratic presi-
dent emerging from an election Republicans 
might have won, sending nominations to a 
Democratic Senate, guaranteeing a Demo-
cratic Supreme Court. In this sense, the 
Trump campaign slogan is likely to become 
a self-fulfilling premise: it will be necessary 
to make America great again after President 
Hillary Clinton and the Sotomayor Court 
have had their way. If there’s a silver lining in 
this large dark cloud, it is that the imperative 
to keep Trump voters in the Republican coali-
tion will help conservatives summon renewed 
will and more persuasive words to rebut the 
Left’s narrative of American depravity. Con-
servatives will find better answers by ponder-
ing more deeply what makes America great, 
and what makes it America.

William Voegeli is a senior editor of the Clare-
mont Review of Books, 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 Johnathan O’Neill

Outgrowing Constitutionalism
Liberty and Coercion: The Paradox of American Government from the Founding to the Present, by Gary Gerstle.

Princeton University Press, 472 pages, $35

The great political difficulty, 
James Madison wrote, is that in the 
first place you must enable the govern-

ment to control the governed, and in the next 
place oblige it to control itself. How does 
America, a nation fundamentally averse to 
out-of-control government, go about the re-
publican business of enabling government to 
govern? 

Cambridge historian Gary Gerstle’s new 
book presents the answer as a paradox for 
what might be called the “liberal nationalist” 
school of American historiography: he ap-
plauds increases in the federal government 
that advance liberals’ domestic goals, regrets 
conservatives’ success in thwarting or slow-
ing such expansions, and issues dire warn-
ings about the foreign policy commitments 
conducive to the “national security state” and 
the “imperial presidency.” From his perspec-
tive it is troubling that liberals’ recent victo-
ries in the culture wars—gay marriage most 
conspicuously—have been abetted by the 
sort of interventionist government that lib-
erals deplore in the war on terrorism. While 
confidently and gracefully applying progres-
sive standards to modern governance, Lib-

erty and Coercion is also clearly dissatisfied 
with constitutionalism, especially federalism 
and originalism.

In our new country’s early days, ger-
stle writes, the government’s limited ca-
pabilities made the republic’s success un-

certain. This argument stands in contrast to 
the recent, leftist scholarship, such as Patrick 
Griffin’s American Leviathan (2007), which 
contends the federal government was, from 
the beginning, designed to enable quasi-im-
perialist military expansion. To the contrary, 
Gerstle says, early 19th-century territorial 
expansion, national defense, and everyday 
administration were made more difficult by 
Americans’ deep aversion to a standing army, 
government bureaucracy, and centralized 
power. The country was held together less by 
any highly developed governing capacity than 
by reliance on self-interest, as manifested in 
easy access to citizenship for white immigrants 
who hoped to prosper, and in citizen militias 
that were quite willing to defend themselves as 
they encroached on Indian land.

According to Liberty and Coercion, the 
failure of antebellum America to guarantee 

the rights proclaimed in the founding era 
was the next deplorable consequence of in-
sufficient government. Gerstle recognizes 
that there was no realistic way for the new 
republic simply to abolish slavery and form 
a biracial people, but blames jealous adher-
ence to federalism for permitting the states 
to violate individual rights. Although Anti-
Federalist resistance to centralized power 
helped produce the Bill of Rights, Gerstle 
says that rights were still insecure because 
Anti-Federalists were devoted to majori-
tarianism at the state level. In 1789, for ex-
ample, Representative James Madison tried, 
and failed, to make the Bill of Rights a con-
straint on state as well as federal govern-
ment power, a defeat later certified by Chief 
Justice John Marshall in Barron v. Baltimore 
(1833).

Gerstle also condemns, in part, the con-
tinuation under the Constitution of the states’ 
traditional “police power” over public order, 
health, safety, and morals. Economic regula-
tions under the police power were good, he 
asserts, but social regulations that often pun-
ished nonconformists’ ideas and practices 
regarding marriage, sexuality, morals, race, 
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and free speech were bad. That the police 
power endured well into the 20th century 
accounts for much of the “paradox” in the 
book’s subtitle. The great liberal triumphs 
of the last century, however tardy and trun-
cated to his taste, rendered government less 
paradoxical. He applauds the New Deal, for 
example, though “the largest ambitions of the 
labor movement [were] compromised.” He 
welcomes “incorporation,” the judiciary’s “ag-
onizingly slow” determination in a long line 
of cases that the 14th Amendment protected 
Bill of Rights guarantees against state actions, 
not merely those of the federal government. 
He also likes the Warren Court’s and Great 
Society’s assertions of federal authority over 
civil rights, but wishes there had been more 
actions “in employment markets to generate 
jobs or to level the playing field between capi-
tal and labor.”

In short, gerstle favors “breaking 
the power of the states” through “rights 
jurisprudence and a living constitution,” 

and downplays conservatism’s fears that a big 
government can be malevolent as well as be-
nevolent. He hopes that his “interrogation” of 
the Constitution and the powers it reserved 
for the states and denied to the federal gov-
ernment will give pause to conservatives, es-
pecially libertarians, “about the virtues of 
originalism when it comes to constitutional 
interpretation.” Above all, he holds, what 
must be overcome is reverence for the Con-
stitution and its “sacrosanct” ideal of limited 
government.

Today’s libertarians, however, applaud 
states’ decisions to reduce police power regu-
lations of such lifestyle issues as homosexu-
ality and recreational drugs. On these top-
ics federalism accommodates differing local 
views, and it is not the continued centraliza-
tion of power in the federal government, but 
the opposite, that has produced such results. 
Indeed, federalism was a reality that predated 
the Constitution, one which its authors had 
to account for, not one they created. Gerstle 
dislikes this reality, but doesn’t adequately ac-
count for it in his larger argument.

The founders, by contrast, treated federal-
ism as a feature of the hand they were dealt, 
one with advantages as well as drawbacks. 
They didn’t consider it a scourge to be extir-
pated over the course of the American experi-
ment. During a discussion of Congress at the 
Philadelphia convention of 1787, recorded in 
Madison’s Notes, William Johnson of Con-
necticut said:

The controversy must be endless whilst 
Gentlemen differ in the grounds of 
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their arguments; Those on one side 
considering the States as districts of 
people composing one political So-
ciety; those on the other considering 
them as so many political societies. 
The fact is that the States do exist as 
political Societies, and a Govt. is to 
be formed for them in their political 
capacity, as well as for the individu-
als composing them…. On the whole 
[Johnson] thought that as in some re-
spects the States are to be considered 
in their political capacity, and in others 
as districts of individual citizens, the 
two ideas embraced on different sides, 
instead of being opposed to each other, 
ought to be combined.

This on-the-ground reality of a federal pol-
ity dictated that the Constitution account for 
federalism’s resulting relationships, tensions, 
and ambiguities. In the process the mean-
ing of federalism shifted. The older view, 
advocated by the Anti-Federalists, held that 
it concerned sovereign states associated pri-
marily for self-defense from external enemies. 
This meaning gave way to the modern notion 
that central and state governments could 
have both distinct and concurrent powers. 
The Constitution’s success, for the particular 
nation it would govern, required renegotiat-
ing the federal relationship over time based 
on this new view. This is the logical, practical 
way to understand the history of federal-state 
relations, the changing locus of regulatory 
authority, and the protection for rights in any 
given era. Neither the Constitution nor the 
underlying reality will simply bend to the im-
peratives of a different political theory—par-
ticularly one openly endorsing a highly cen-
tralized government.

To analyze the shape and limits 
of American central State-building, 
Gerstle introduces the concepts of ex-

emption, privatization, and surrogacy. Each 
practice allowed the federal State to grow 
by overcoming formal constitutional limita-
tions. In a scheme adopted from philosopher 
Isaiah Berlin, Gerstle argues that this growth 
empowered the transition from upholding 

“negative liberty” to bestowing “positive lib-
erty.” Exemption occurred when the federal 
government chose, with the blessing of the ju-
diciary, not to apply constitutional principles 
or constraints to people or situations deemed 
to be outside the Constitution’s ambit—typi-
cally in the areas of war, political dissent 
during wartime, international trade, territo-
rial expansion, immigration, and domestic 
emergency. Privatization occurred when the 
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concession bolstering the conservative argu-
ment that the growth of the modern state has 
entailed exceeding, ignoring, or demolishing 
constitutional limitations. Thus is modern 
liberalism frustrated by a more sustained 
discussion of what the Constitution really 
requires, forbids, and permits. It is from this 
perspective that Gerstle blames conserva-
tive constitutionalists for limiting the federal 
government’s ability “to address problems 
confronting the country in the twenty-first 
century.” Reinvigorating the living constitu-
tion would herald a new era wherein Ameri-
can government could be “fixed” so that it 

“works.”

But what gets defined as a “prob-
lem” to be “fixed” by a government 
that “works”? This is an eminently 

political question. A book as ambitious as 
Liberty and Coercion suffers from its facile 
assumption that benighted conservatives are 
simply wrong in calling for more local and 
private ordering, and less federal government 
intervention. Such issues are at the heart of 
constitutional politics.

Gary Gerstle writes on his book’s final 
page that the “paradoxes that have long shaped 
America’s structure of public power” will not 
be resolved because the tensions between 
liberty and the coercion necessary for order 
simply “run too deep.” At one level, his book 
recognizes that such tensions have always 
been part of the American polity—the fed-
eral polity. Its argument would have profited 
from a deeper appreciation that the Constitu-
tion was formed for, and has been formed by, 
that polity. To say that conservatives have un-
leashed “unremitting hostility to the exercise 
of public power at the federal level” is surely 
an overstatement, but Gerstle’s own analysis 
shows that today’s conservatives express a sus-
picion of central power at least as old as the 
Anti-Federalists.

Human liberty has expanded steadily 
throughout American history. This is no ac-
cident. The Constitution both accepts and 
requires that politics remains within certain 
boundaries. It is one thing to disagree with 
conservatives on where those boundaries are 
located and how they should be enforced. It 
is another to say we would be better off with 
a “living constitution” of ever-more expansive, 
centralized government, relying solely on the 
judgment of liberals convinced they know all 
that needs to be known about what consti-
tutes a problem, and a solution.

Johnathan O’Neill is professor and chairman of 
the Department of History at Georgia Southern 
University.
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federal government bargained or contracted 
with private parties to perform functions 
it was unwilling to institutionalize or was 
not constitutionally authorized to conduct. 
Prominent examples include infrastructure 
building, homefront mobilization during 
wartime, some forms of diplomacy, and na-
tional health insurance.

The concepts of exemption and 
privatization help explain the halting, 
often incoherent growth of federal 

power. Though Gerstle does not deploy them 
with great thematic rigor, he shows convinc-
ingly that federal power expanded in ways not 
consistent with constitutional authority. This 
trend is clearest in regard to the third concept, 
surrogacy, whereby a constitutional provision 
becomes the basis of federal regulatory pow-
ers that were deployed significantly beyond its 
original purposes. The provision may be spe-
cific, such as the authority to establish post 
offices and roads, or quite expansive, like the 
general welfare and commerce clauses. Much 
of the New Deal was based on the “surrogacy” 
redefinition of the Commerce Clause, which 
also was a pillar of civil rights legislation in 
the 1960s. Today, the redefined Commerce 
Clause is the basis of myriad federal regula-
tions that leave no aspect of American life 
unaffected. 

The resulting mismatch between govern-
ment power and constitutional authority has 
been a major feature of modern American 
history. “If a rhinoceros were to enter this 
restaurant now, there is no denying he would 
have great power here,” G.K Chesterton 
once told a dining companion. “But I should 
be the first to rise and assure him that he had 
no authority whatsoever.” Gerstle recogniz-
es the challenge this mismatch presents for 
modern liberalism. He concludes that tools 
of surrogacy, privatization, and exemption 
have proven inadequate for making the Con-
stitution an instrument of liberal purposes. 
Further “progress” will require amending the 
Constitution, probably more than once. Dif-
ficult as that might be, discussion of the topic 
would at least “open up an ideological space 
that allows a belief in a living constitution to 
take root and grow.”

Gerstle observes that this quintessentially 
progressive idea no longer orients the po-
litical conversation. That he, and liberalism, 
struggle with this reality demonstrates that 
conservatism and originalism have had sig-
nificant success in reorienting politics around 
the original meaning of the Constitution. He 
observes that exemption, privatization, and 
surrogacy were always “improvisational” tac-
tics rather than “transformative” strategies, a 
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Book Review by Colleen A. Sheehan

Educating Citizens
The Founders and the Idea of a National University: Constituting the American Mind, by George Thomas.

Cambridge University Press, 249 pages, $95

George thomas’s the founders and 
the Idea of a National University is 
much more than a historical narra-

tive. It is a work of civic art. The title is unas-
suming: one expects a historical study of the 
(failed) attempts to establish a national uni-
versity in the United States—and the expec-
tation is not disappointed—but the author’s 
concern is decidedly broader and much more 
ambitious. Thomas’s book is about American 
identity and the character of the nation and 
its people, and it offers a troubling prognosis 
for the political health of the country. 

How did the founders envision the nation 
and constitutional order they established? 
What did they believe was required to sup-
port and preserve it? Is our current generation 
sufficiently engaged in the civic work required 
to secure our future freedom and happiness? 

A professor of government at Claremont 
McKenna College, Thomas begins to answer 
these questions by recounting the efforts of 
American presidents and other statesmen to 
establish a national university. Many iconic 
figures tried—George Washington, Benja-
min Franklin, John Adams, Benjamin Rush, 
Noah Webster, Thomas Jefferson, James 
Madison, John Quincy Adams, Ulysses S. 
Grant, even Rutherford B. Hayes and James 
A. Garfield—and none succeeded. Thomas 
is interested in the serious political purpose 
behind these failed efforts. A “national uni-

versity project speaks to something…founda-
tional,” he writes. “[I]t speaks, at root, to the 
understandings presupposed by the Constitu-
tion that must be thought and lived” by the 
American people. 

At root, those included such notions of fed-
eralism as whether a national university would 
help cement the Union—could seal national 
consciousness by means of a sort of West 
Point for statesmen. In short order, Thomas 
expands the focus, looking beyond our con-
stitutional arrangements to the cultural, intel-
lectual, and ethical beliefs and habits that are 
necessary to make American constitutional 
politics work. Quoting from the University 
of Virginia political scientist James Ceaser, he 
argues that political culture can only be

understood ultimately by reference to 
the ideas that govern how people see 
the world and formulate their opinions. 
The task of maintaining a political cul-
ture of liberty requires the search for a 
set of philosophic ideas, capable of be-
ing embodied in the mental habits of 
citizens, that can provide people with 
the means and the will to maintain 
their freedom.

The history of the attempts to establish an 
American national university is a kind of pro-
logue to Thomas’s inquiry into the challenges 

of creating and maintaining a common civic 
commitment in America. 

One of these challenges is the 
complex relationship between reli-
gion and politics. Categorizing the 

United States as the preeminent political or-
der built on “liberal or modern constitution-
alism,” Thomas argues that men like Jefferson 
and Madison sought to “moderate religious 
beliefs” to reconcile them with secular liberal-
ism. The national university was intended to 
play a role in this momentous socio-political 
transformation. 

But what sort of religious belief can ac-
cord with Jefferson’s and Madison’s liberal 
constitutionalism? Does the moderation of 
religious belief mean that it is subordinated to 
secular liberal principles? Is this the Ameri-
can Founders’ conception of religious liberty? 
Or is there somehow a place reserved for the 
sanctity of conscience and priority of faith in 
modern liberal America? Thomas raises all 
these questions and invites his reader to an-
swer them.

The famous American solution to the ten-
sion between religion and politics is the protec-
tion of religious freedom—“the great separa-
tion” between the civil sphere and religious au-
thority. But a political order built on religious 
liberty, Thomas argues, is especially in need of 
civic education. Religious freedom and the wel-
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coming of immigrants with different customs 
and traditions result in a diverse citizenry with 
powerful centrifugal tendencies. A “shared 
constitutional mind-set” is needed that can 
counteract these tendencies and unite citizens’ 
sentiments and views. How can a civic educa-
tion in the common principles of the nation be 
accomplished? Thomas cites James Madison, 
who argued that a national university,

By enlightening the opinions, by ex-
panding the patriotism; and by assimi-
lating the principles, the sentiments 
and the manners of those who might 
resort to this Temple of Science, to be 
redistributed in due time, through ev-
ery part of the community; sources of 
jealousy and prejudice would be dimin-
ished, the features of national character 
would be multiplied, and the greater ex-
tent given to Social harmony. But above 
all, a well constituted Seminary, in the 
center of the nation, is recommended by 
the consideration, that the additional 
instruction emanating from it, would 
contribute not less to strengthen the 
foundations, than to adorn the struc-
ture, of our free and happy system of 
Government. 

According to Madison, the very purpose of 
a national university was to form a national 
character and make Americans one people. 

The thought that higher education and civ-
ic education could go hand in hand in this way 
has all but vanished in contemporary Amer-
ica. The dominant view in academia today 
is that liberal education must be grounded 
in “neutrality” toward substantive principles 
of justice. Thomas’s book raises the question 
whether a free people can remain free—or in-
deed, can be “a people” in any genuine sense—
in the absence of a common, substantive con-
ception of justice. Beyond such “neutrality” 
and mere careerism, Thomas sees, as does 
anyone with eyes to see, the anti-national—
even anti-American—sentiment that is cul-
tivated in our institutions of higher learning. 
None of the top-ranked colleges and univer-
sities in the United States requires a course 
in American government, thought, or culture, 
for example, but some do require students to 
take a course on “Global Citizenship.” 

If the founders were correct that 
liberty cannot be maintained without a 
well-informed citizenry, then the contem-

porary view and practice of liberal education 
will be catastrophic for the American experi-
ment. Is there an alternative? What if today’s 
institutions of higher learning were tasked 

with the responsibility of teaching the prin-
ciples of liberty and self-government? Or if a 
national university were formed by bringing 
together professors from America’s most elite 
universities to instill these principles in the 
minds and hearts of future American states-
men and stateswomen? Thomas does not say 
so, but he seems to imply that this might be 
akin to what we might call the Educators’ 
Dilemma: “Who will educate the educators?” 
Those who do not believe in the principles 
upon which the nation was founded are pre-
cisely the ones to whom we would naturally 
look to educate future generations in these 
principles. 

George Thomas’s book shows us eloquent-
ly that the American experiment is not self-
sustaining. Our Constitution and way of life 
were set in motion by an earlier generation 
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that understood that institutions and laws 
do not make a people. The future of America 
depends—as it has always depended—on 
the hard work of citizenship, and citizenship 
in a self-governing nation requires education 
in, and dedication to, the principles that in-
still vigor and spirit into the life of the nation. 
That education is what proponents of a na-
tional university sought to offer, and in what-
ever form we may get it, this study powerfully 
reminds us that we need that education now 
more than ever. 

Colleen A. Sheehan is professor of political sci-
ence at Villanova University, the director of the 
Matthew J. Ryan Center, and the author, most 
recently, of The Mind of James Madison: The 
Legacy of Classical Republicanism (Cam-
bridge University Press).
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Book Review by Angelo M. Codevilla

Respecting the Respectable
John Quincy Adams: Militant Spirit, by James Traub.

Basic Books, 640 pages, $35

This long biography’s publication 
just two years after an even lengthier 
one by Fred Kaplan signals a healthy 

renewal of interest in John Quincy Adams, 
the statesman who embodied the distinctive 
qualities of America's founding generation 
which contrast most fully with those preva-
lent in our time. The book consists of recur-
ring considerations of Adams’s character and 
his performance in public and private life. 

Traub, who teaches foreign affairs at 
New York University, leaves no doubt that 
Adams’s character is foreign to today’s stan-
dards in every way, and that nearly all of his 
public and private behavior is as well—and 
that Traub himself stands clearly on the side 
of these standards. And yet it is just as clear 
that Traub’s respect for Adams borders on 
reverence. Yes, Adams was as rigid with oth-
ers as he was with himself. Being his wife or 
child must have been about as pleasant as it 
was for persons dealing with him in his offi-
cial capacities. But then again, all concerned 
could count on being treated with as much 
learned attentiveness, impartiality, kindness, 
and generosity as justice allowed. As a result, 
the United States of America could hardly 
have been better served than by this throw-
back to Puritanism, who carried the found-
ing generation’s legacy into the mid-19th 
century. This biography’s attraction lies in 

the author’s unspoken but obvious wish that 
today’s America could do with maybe just a 
little of that Puritanism.

Consider the 1841 supreme court 
case that freed the Africans who took 
over the Spanish slave ship Amistad, 

which the U.S. Coast Guard had brought 
ashore in Connecticut. Lower courts had con-
cluded that the Africans had never been any-
one’s lawful property because they had been 
captured in Africa after America banned the 
slave trade. But President Martin Van Bu-
ren’s administration appealed to the Supreme 
Court that ship and cargo must be returned 
to Spain under treaty law. Eleven years after 
leaving the White House, Adams prepared 
unremittingly for months to argue for up-
holding rather than overturning the lower 
court findings. 

Speaking to the Court for two days from 
memory, he showed that the government’s as-
sertion of treaty law was invalid and its mo-
tives insincere, as revealed by the willful mis-
translation of the term by which the Span-
ish government had referred to the Africans. 
Principally, however, the government’s claims 
contravened basic legal principles, from the 
Code of Justinian to the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. Adams then drove home the con-
tradiction at the heart of the government’s 

case: how could these Africans, whom the 
government alleged to have acted as pirates, 
have pirated themselves? If they were proper-
ty they weren’t pirates, and if they were pirates 
they weren’t property. He ended by remind-
ing these mostly old Justices of their primor-
dial duty to truth, for which God would soon 
hold each of them accountable. Seven of the 
Justices were slave owners, yet Adams won 7 
to 1 (one Justice had, in fact, died during the 
trial), with Roger Taney, later the author of 
the Dred Scott decision, in the majority.

Adams’s own story, however, 
starts with eight-year-old Johnny 
witnessing the 1775 carnage at Bun-

ker Hill alongside his mother, with the fam-
ily’s mingling of patriotism and Christian 
piety, with an education consisting largely of 
Latin and Greek classics, and, as his father 
worked for independence in Philadelphia, 
with his shouldering more and more house-
hold responsibilities. These included a week-
ly 18-mile mail ride by himself to Boston and 
back. When John Adams went to Europe 
in February 1778 to negotiate the Franco-
American treaty and then secure funds from 
the Netherlands, ten-year-old Johnny went 
with him. He became fluent in French, then 
Dutch, accustoming himself to European so-
ciety while continuing his education under 
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both parents’ close watch—albeit by elabo-
rate letters from his mother, still in Massa-
chusetts.

So fully did he make his parents’ expecta-
tions his own that Adams was found, at age 
14, more fit than any American in Europe to 
act as secretary to Francis Dana, the newly 
appointed U.S. minister to Russia. He, not 
Dana, actually transacted embassy busi-
ness because he, not Dana, spoke and wrote 
French, the diplomatic language. Two years 
later, in 1782, he was his father’s assistant in 
the negotiations for the treaty by which the 
United States gained its independence. There 
followed diplomatic interludes in London and 
Paris, during which the young man dined as 
an equal with the great men of the age, and 
formed a lifelong friendship with Thomas 
Jefferson. Meanwhile, he translated Sueto-
nius from Latin to French. By the time he 
entered Harvard, he had accomplished more 
than most successful men do in a lifetime.

Traub’s biography is excellent in its 
account of how much Adams thought, 
wrote, and did as he morphed from 

love-struck law student to unhappy young 
lawyer, to George Washington’s minister to 
the Netherlands, through his marriage and 
ministership to Prussia, to his Senate career 
cut short by his adherence to principle, to 
his return to diplomacy as James Madison’s 
minister to Russia, then to negotiations for 
the end of the War of 1812, then to his min-
istership to Britain, to his spectacular tenure 
as secretary of state, to the presidency, and 
finally to his 17 years as the congressman 
who embodied America’s conscience. As the 
reader wades through the details, he must 
marvel along with Traub at the consistency 
with which Adams maintained his personal 
discipline and his principles.

Personal: Exercise daily. Walk for an hour 
or two whether it’s 30 below as in St. Peters-
burg or 95 above as in D.C. And when it gets 
too hot, swim naked in the Potomac even 
when you’re president of the United States 
or over 70. Read the Bible and pray. Be fi-
nancially responsible for yourself and for all 
who depend on you. Pass up the love of your 
life, brokenhearted, because you have not yet 
secured a solid independent livelihood. End 
up supporting parents and ne’er-do-well sib-
lings, children, grandchildren, and relations-
by-marriage. Work: Christ’s parable of the 
talents must have been burned into his brain, 
because using God’s time for the advantage of 
truth, goodness, and beauty was his constant 
preoccupation. Telling the truth come what 
may was the bridge between his personal and 
political principles.

The declaration of independence 
was the first principle of his politics. 
Because of it, enhancing the United 

States while protecting its fidelity to the 
Declaration was the paramount duty that 
de-legitimizes any and all partisanship. 
Hence Senator Adams supported President 
Jefferson’s 1803 Louisiana Purchase because 
it doubled America’s size even though do-
ing so outraged Adams’s fellow Federalists. 

He supported Jefferson's 1808 Embargo Act 
(for which he was ostracized by the Federal-
ist Party) because, albeit inadequate, it was 
the only lever vis-à-vis Britain that Ameri-
ca could use at the time. Secretary of State 
Adams, in the course of negotiating the 
Transcontinental Treaty of 1819, insisted on 
Spain’s cession of claims north of a line ex-
tending westward to the Pacific rather than 
on defining Louisiana’s border a few miles 
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versity. But Traub’s fine print shows clearly 
enough that Adams’s version of America’s 
greatness, founded as it was on strict Chris-
tian morality and near worship of the Con-
stitution’s limits as a bulwark thereof, is 
poles apart from that of our contemporaries 
who want to remake America in their own 
image.

Traub also gives the impression that the 
foreign policy Adams outlined in the July 
4, 1821 speech for which he is most remem-
bered (“America does not go abroad in search 
of monsters to destroy”) is prototypical of 
the default preference of today's bipartisan 
ruling class: minimum of force in the pur-
suit of maximum pretense. But “democracy 
promotion”—whether Wilsonian or neocon-
servative—pursued with token use of force 
is the very opposite of what Adams had in 
mind.

For example, Traub writes that the Mon-
roe Doctrine, which Adams called “the most 
important paper that ever went from my 
hands,” stated “a special protective relation” 
with Latin America and that, “in the clash 
of world systems,” the United States “would 
not permit” the new world’s commitment 

to republicanism “to be jeopardized.” But 
the Doctrine was not at all about protect-
ing Latin America. That would have been 
clearer had Traub related at greater length 
Adams’s account of the cabinet meeting pre-
ceding President James Monroe’s speech. At-
torney General William Wirth had asked 
what sort of commitment to the use of force 
this implied. Adams re-emphasized that the 
Doctrine’s force lay in what Traub calls “the 
[implicit] reciprocal bargain—no interfer-
ence in Europe in exchange for none in south 
America.” But Adams made clear that man-
aging this implicit bargain would depend on 
the balance of interests and power in any giv-
en situation. Fighting to keep Europe out of 
Cuba, for example, would make more sense 
than for keeping it out of Chile. What is 
nearest is dearest.

Like his father, adams wanted a big 
navy. He once explained to Lord Cas-
tlereagh that were America’s navy but 

one-third the size of Britain’s, no one would 
ever again hear of the Barbary pirates. By the 
same token, he passionately defended Gen-
eral Andrew Jackson’s expedition into Span-
ish Florida to shoot and hang people who had 
been terrorizing American settlers. Focused 
on the United States, Adams wanted a for-
eign policy that matched national interests 
with the capabilities to sustain them. Henry 
Clay and John C. Calhoun almost persuaded 
President Monroe to risk war with Turkey by 
helping the Greeks. But Adams had no pa-
tience with “the enthusiasm which evaporates 
in words.”

Traub writes that perhaps Adams’s main 
contribution to the Monroe Doctrine—
which, in fact, brought together many of the 
founding generation’s principles—was to 
make it more “astringent” because he added 
his own “vinegar” to it. Had his account of 
Adams’s foreign policy been more detailed—
examining, for example, his determination to 
make sure that negotiations with the Russian 
ambassador proceeded on the firm basis of 
mutual understanding—Traub might better 
have described that contribution as “mea-
sured sobriety.”

None of this is to take away from a book 
that is worth reading, about a statesman 
worth emulating. It is especially nice to sense 
the attraction that this arch-conservative poli-
tician ended up exercising on his progressive 
biographer. Good for both.

Angelo M. Codevilla is a senior fellow of the 
Claremont Institute and professor emeritus of 
International Relations at Boston University.

farther westward. Extending America across 
the continent was worth whatever criticism 
it brought forth. President Adams refused to 
bolster his political position by benefiting his 
supporters, or by courting popularity in any 
way, knowing full well that this would doom 
his reelection. Opposition to slavery, intel-
lectual and visceral, defined Congressman 
Adams’s career at a time when slavery was 
ascendant. He led his Whig Party in opposi-
tion to the admission of Texas, though this 
was likely to lead to the party’s defeat in the 
next election, because he knew that Texas’s 
admission would bring war with Mexico and 
that its status as a slave state would heighten 
the chances of civil war.

As traub contrasts adams’s prin-
ciples and behavior with those preva-
lent today, he nevertheless tries to 

show Adams as embryonic of his favorite 
modern political positions. Thus, for Traub, 
President Adams’s “internal improvements” 
agenda was prototypical of the domestic pol-
icy of today’s “liberal Democrats.” Yes, Ad-
ams wanted the federal government to build 
interstate roads, canals, and a national uni-
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Book Review by Allen C. Guelzo

Up from Slavery
The Long Emancipation: The Demise of Slavery in the United States, by Ira Berlin.

Harvard University Press, 240 pages, $22.95

Eighty-Eight Years: The Long Death of Slavery in the United States, 1777–1865, by Patrick Rael.
University of Georgia Press, 400 pages, $89.95 (cloth), $32.95 (paper)

Self-help has a long tradition in 
American life. In its earliest form, Pu-
ritan self-help manuals offered guid-

ance to the spiritual pilgrim in detecting the 
signs of grace and whether one was on the 
path to heaven. The Enlightenment replaced 
the attainment of grace with the attainment 
of prosperity, but the titles that charted the 
new path to Mammon were still cast from the 
original self-help mold. As the new American 
republic shuffled off its aristocratic British 
connections, self-help took the form of books 
of manners, teaching the American middle 
class how to attain gentility by keeping up ap-
pearances. But the original impulse remained 
the same: you must find grace yourself, you 
must acquire success yourself, you must ab-
sorb gentility yourself.

There is, however, a darker tradition of self-
help, built not on the improvement of the self 
but on the running down of others. This is 
what we get in a fairly unvarnished way from 

free-market narcissists like Robert Ringer in 
his bestseller Looking Out for Number One 
(1977): “Life is like a giant pinspotter in a go-
liath’s bowling alley. Over the long haul, most 
people end up exactly where they deserve to 
be.” So the best advice is “work hard to look 
after your own best interests. Leave others 
to sort themselves out.” But we also get it in 
a more sophisticated form from Karl Marx. 

“The emancipation of the working class must 
be the act of the working class itself,” he in-
sisted. This is self-help fired by the determi-
nation to remain free from any taint of the 
impure. The Nazis, in just the same way, an-
nounced that “the road to emancipation” for 
Germany can only come from a “war of libera-
tion” which “draws together the consciously 
German members of every occupation and 
rank.” Whether the struggle is a proletarian 
or an Aryan one, no assistance is welcomed 
from others, since such assistance could only 
diminish the purity of the final result.

It is odd, however, to see over the 
last 25 years the emergence of a similar 
brand of self-help in the midst of the his-

tory of slave emancipation. We may think we 
know the outlines of emancipation’s history, 
beginning with the long slough of slavery in 
colonial America, then the rise of abolition 
movements, and then finally the Civil War, 
the Emancipation Proclamation, and the 13th 
Amendment. But this is the old history, and 
that history is now understood as a history 
besotted with exactly the sort of cooperative 
condescension that allows emancipation to 
be a story of what white people did for black 
people. The implication of the old history is 
that black people were passive; they accepted 
freedom from the hands of generous-spirited 
whites; and they are thereafter expected to tug 
at their caps, express gratitude, and conform 
to the expectations of white bourgeois society. 

Not incidentally, it was a Marxist, Her-
bert Aptheker, and a convert to Marxism, 
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W.E.B. Du Bois, who first questioned the 
Great White Emancipator history of slavery’s 
end in the 1930s and attributed emancipa-
tion instead to what Du Bois called a “general 
strike” staged by the slaves. In this scenario, 
enslaved blacks seized the opportunity of the 
Civil War’s outbreak as the requisite moment 
of “crisis” to sabotage the internal economy 
of the Confederacy and eventually bring it 
face-down in the dust. It is the story, Du Bois 
wrote, of “how the black worker won the war 
by a general strike which transferred his labor 
from the Confederate planter to the North-
ern invader, in whose army lines workers be-
gan to be organized as a new labor force.” 

But this “self-emancipation thesis” did not 
achieve popular status until the work of Vin-
cent Harding and Barbara J. Fields (the lat-
ter through her appearances in Ken Burns’s 
documentary series The Civil War in 1990). 
Self-emancipation now became more than 
just work-stoppages. Slaves used the disrup-
tions of the war to subtract themselves entire-
ly from the Confederacy by fleeing to Union 
military lines, by becoming the Union Army’s 
logistical corps, and by eventually exerting so 
much pressure on the Lincoln Administra-
tion that the president was forced to issue an 
emancipation proclamation and throw open 
army recruitment to blacks. At its zenith, 
self-emancipation has come to mean that the 
slaves actually started “the war themselves” 
rather than “simply waiting for either the 
Lord or the Yankees to give them freedom,” 
until “[b]y 1863, there was a full-blown inner 
civil war going on within the South.” Indeed, 
agrees Steven Hahn in Lincoln’s Proclamation 
(2009), “the slaves’ rebellion in the South...
was by far the largest of them all.” These are 
statements of good intentions and, perhaps 
more to the point, great imagination. 

The self-emancipation thesis runs 
like a gold thread through these two 
new historical surveys—one very short 

and one very long—of slavery’s end. This is not 
a surprise, since Patrick Rael was a student of 
Ira Berlin at the University of Maryland and, 
when they found themselves both embarked 
on these projects, they “swapped manuscripts” 
to let each see where the other was going. 

Despite its title, Berlin’s The Long Eman-
cipation is the shorter path; it is simply the 
expanded text of the Nathan I. Huggins Lec-
tures at the Du Bois Institute at Harvard in 
2014. But short as they are, Berlin’s lectures 
are backed by a substantial amount of schol-
arly heft. He has (until 1991) directed the 
Freedmen and Southern Society Project at 
the University of Maryland and overseen the 
publication of a landmark series of primary 

sources on slavery’s end in Freedom: A Docu-
mentary History of Emancipation (1982, 1985, 
1990, 1993). He is, nevertheless, a true believ-
er in the self-emancipation thesis. Emancipa-
tion, he begins cautiously, “was not so much a 
proclamation as a movement; not so much an 
occasion as a complex history with multiple 
players and narratives.” Opened up, however, 
what Berlin means by this complexity is that 

• “primacy” in the story of emancipation be-
longs to “black people, free and slave,” with-
out whose “resistance to captivity…there 
could be no movement against slavery.”

• The aim of the slaves was freedom, not just 
amelioration, and slaves were conscious 
political actors striving toward the politi-
cal goal of freedom.

• Once emancipated, they “not only raised 
the question of their post-emancipation 
standing,” but “answered it as well” with 
the demand for equality as well as freedom.

• Undoing slavery required violence, and 
could not have been accomplished in any 
other, less bloody, fashion.

Thus, in Berlin’s brief survey of emancipa-
tion, slaves undermined slavery by their own 
initiative, and did so by revolutionary violence, 
covering a full spectrum from simple flight 
to armed resistance. In the first case, Berlin 
claims, “by the middle years of the nineteenth 
century the slave South was leaking like a 
sieve,” at a rate of 1,000 to 5,000 fugitives a 
year between 1830 and 1860. In the second, 
Berlin believes that slave revolts created “a 
guerrilla war against slavery,” turning the an-
tebellum South into “a war zone.” Free blacks 
also had a role to play, holding up the side by 
rallying in solidarity with the fugitives, and 
using appeals to the courts to mount a judicial 
war on slavery. Although white abolitionists 
could become allies, Berlin insists that white 
sympathies for blacks were invariably limited, 
although that limitation had the unlooked-
for benefit of forcing black leaders to become 
more assertive and less deferential. Finally, 
when Southern secession brought war to 
Southern doorsteps, slave runaways “forced 
federal soldiers at the lowest level to recognize 
their importance to the Union’s cause,” while 
those still in slavery “did what they could to 
undermine the Southern war effort.” In so do-
ing, the slaves “drove the issue of emancipa-
tion to the top of the wartime agenda.” 

Berlin’s pattern conforms nicely 
to the expectations of self-help. But 
lurking behind his confident asser-

tions about self-emancipation is the spectre 
of the Portuguese historian of abolition, João 

Pedro Marques, whose The Sounds of Silence: 
Nineteenth-Century Portugal and the Abolition 
of the Slave Trade in 2006 set off an unholy 
scurry amongst the self-emancipationists. 
Marques, who surveyed a vast sample of 
slave revolts throughout the New World, 
concluded that slave revolts were essentially 
self-centered—that is, they were conducted 
by slaves seeking freedom for themselves (but 
not for others) who frequently organized 

“maroon” colonies which held slaves them-
selves. More recently, in her essay “Dodging 
Rebellion: Politics and Gender in the Berbice 
Slave Uprising of 1763,” (American Historical 
Review, February 2016), Marjoleine Kars has 
examined slave rebels in Dutch Guyana and 
discovered that large portions of the slave 
population “struggled to dodge all combat-
ants, whether the Dutch, their Amerindian 
allies, or the rebels.” Far from challenging 
the legitimacy of slavery as an institution, 
Marques’s and Kars’s insurgents were simply 
looking out for their own interests, and were 
perfectly willing to cut deals with whites, 
whether those deals helped any other slaves 
or not. This was self-help of a decidedly un-
revolutionary sort (although it could be just 
as violent) and neither these revolts nor up-
risings on slave ships in the notorious Middle 
Passage had any larger impact on slavery. To 
the contrary, says Marques,

The main concern of slaves who achieved 
individual freedom by escape or rebel-
lion was not to free other slaves, and 
they often ended up creating a social 
structure that involved the enslavement 
of other Negro and half-breed popula-
tion groups…. Their struggle was for 
revenge, for land, and for individual or 
group freedom. But they did not seek 
freedom for all, a goal that is indispens-
able in the anti-slavery conception of 
human relations.

Berlin is clearly bothered by 
Marques’s “long, contentious essay,” 
but he does not have Marques’s wide-

ranging transnational grasp of slave resis-
tance, and he does little beyond mere asser-
tion to disprove Marques’s significance for the 
American context. One can hardly blame him, 
though. There is an element of feel-good and 
a passion to promote “black agency” in the 
self-emancipation thesis which makes it dif-
ficult to dismiss out of hand. But the study of 
history is not about the search for what feels 
good. Self-emancipation, in fact, faces three 
credibility hurdles before it can be taken se-
riously and, to date, no one has managed to 
surmount them.
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(1) How many slaves actually liberated them-
selves by running away? Since no census was 
kept of such fugitives—about the last thing 
a fugitive wants is to be counted—the actual 
numbers are impossible to determine, al-
though they certainly do not lean in Berlin’s 
direction. DeBow’s Review, the South’s prin-
cipal commercial magazine, fixed the aver-
age pre-war fugitive population at 1,540 per 
annum. (Over a 20-year period, from 1840 
to 1860, that would amount to no more than 
30,800 fugitives.) Even at the height of the 
Civil War, when the conditions for fugitives 
were at their most opportune, the best esti-
mate anyone offered was Secretary of State 
William Henry Seward’s off-hand suggestion 
in 1865 of 200,000, and Berlin’s own Freed-
men and Southern Society Project concedes 
that “the number of black people” who fled 
slavery for Federal authority “can be estimat-
ed only roughly.” In a slave population of over 
3.9 million in 1860, these numbers are vanish-
ingly small. In that circumstance, can we re-
alistically talk about a “general strike” by the 
slaves, a “guerrilla war” against slavery, much 
less suggest that they possessed the critical 
political mass that “drove the issue of eman-
cipation to the top of the wartime agenda”? 
And in what way were they expected to do 
this driving? Certainly not through the vote, 

since not even Northern free blacks were, in 
most cases, enfranchised until the 14th and 
15th Amendments.

(2) For those slaves who did succeed in escap-
ing slavery, can it really be said that they “eman-
cipated” themselves? A fugitive from slavery 
was, even if successful, still only a fugitive, 
and under the terms of the Fugitive Slave 
Law of 1850 could be returned to slavery un-
der procedures which make the words “due 
process” fail on the lips. What was required 
for emancipation, and not just escape, was 
a change in the slave’s legal status, and that 
could come in only two ways: manumission 
by an owner, or a mass federal emancipation 
in time of war, as a military necessity. The lat-
ter, of course, was the path Abraham Lincoln 
took in the Emancipation Proclamation; and 
even then, he was unsure enough about the 
standing of presidential “war powers” that he 
sought a “king’s cure for the evil” in the form 
of the 13th Amendment. Absent the Eman-
cipation Proclamation, then, every fugitive, 
every “contraband” sheltered by the Union 
Army, would have been legally liable to ren-
dition at the close of the war. And had the 
war ended with the election of George Mc-
Clellan in 1864 rather than the re-election of 
Lincoln, then the likeliest result would have 
been a negotiated peace with an independent 

Confederacy, in which case rendition would 
have been made part of the peace settlement 
(as it had been after the American Revo-
lution and after the War of 1812). What 
standing would “self-emancipation” have in 
that environment?

(3) Did the slaves really create a fifth column 
of resistance that collapsed the Confederacy 
from within? It is hard to see how, consider-
ing that the Confederacy held out for four 
years under the pounding of Northern mili-
tary might without any significant internal 
challenge, black or white. Herbert Aptheker 
struggled to uncover evidence of slave revolts 
in American Negro Slave Revolts (1939), and 
most recently, in “Rose’s War and the Gen-
dered Politics of a Slave Insurgency in the 
Civil War” (Journal of the Civil War Era, De-
cember 2013), Thavolia Glymph has offered 
an account of a slave uprising in Pineville, 
South Carolina, that was both racial and 
gendered—but which only took place in the 
last week of March 1865. If anything, Ohio 
congressman William Holman was annoyed 
that “three and a half or four millions of Af-
ricans remain right in the very hotbed of this 
rebellion”; yet, “they have remained perfectly 
indifferent and passive until your Army has 
reached them, idle spectators of the war.” 
Bear in mind, though, that the failure of the 
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emancipated slaves to stage such a revolt was 
actually offered as an argument in favor of 
emancipation, since it proved the restraint 
and self-control the slaves possessed, even 
in the face of easy and bloody opportunity. 

“Nine-tenths of the able-bodied Southern 
population have been in arms for more than 
two years” and “the President’s Emancipa-
tion Proclamation was made public nearly 
a year ago,” concluded Francis Wayland, Jr., 
in the Atlantic Monthly, and yet none of “the 
old men, women, and children remaining at 
home” had been slaughtered, massacred, or 
brutalized. This was not because the slaves 
loved the ol’ massa or found slavery the easy 
yoke Southern apologists tried to make it 
seem, but because the risks of revolt were 
so high and the federal armies sufficiently 
near. “When the negroes can gain nothing 
by rising against their masters,” Joel Prentiss 
Bishop remarked, “but everything by keep-
ing quiet, they will not rise.” 

And yet, there is no quick jump 
from this point to the smarmy as-
sumption that the slaves were simply 

inert all during the war. Over 179,000 blacks, 
mostly from the Confederacy, fought in Union 
blue; another 18,000 served in the U.S. Navy. 
Just by donning the uniform of the United 

States, they fashioned an argument for their 
permanent freedom that few among even the 
most recalcitrant white politicians would have 
found easy to deny. But in a much larger sense, 
the slaves did not need to resort to flight to de-
stabilize the Confederacy. They destabilized 
it just by remaining where they were, and let-
ting white slaveowner fantasies about slave 
insurrections keep critical numbers of white 
males out of the Confederate armies and in 
local slave patrols and militias. 

If the slaves in any way moved Northerners 
closer to supporting emancipation, it was not 
by flight, but by being drafted for menial duty 
by the Confederate armies. Northern whites 
did not relish the prospect of their sons dig-
ging and toiling in trenches under a Southern 
sun, while white rebels used black slaves to do 
the same thing, and then used the entrench-
ments to shoot Northern soldier-boys. In his 
splendid study of The Peninsula Campaign and 
the Necessity of Emancipation (2012), Glenn 
David Brasher makes the telling point that 

“if the North did not emancipate the slaves, 
the Confederacy would use them on a larger 
scale.” Hence, an Emancipation Proclamation 
was just the thing to entice the slaves to desert 
the labors imposed on them by their Confed-
erate military masters. This is as much an ex-
ample of “black agency” as self-emancipation. 

But notice the order: the Proclamation first, 
the flight from slavery following.

Patrick rael’s eighty-eight years—
with 329 densely packed pages of 
text—constitutes a much longer road 

to emancipation than Berlin’s, and one which 
is substantially more attentive to the details. 
Rael organizes his account of the long-term 
demise of slavery around sociologist Im-
manuel Wallerstein’s “world-systems” analy-
sis, which casts the workings of a society in 
terms of its geography—the metropole, the 
semi-periphery, and the periphery. Almost all 
of the great slave emancipations of the 19th 
century occurred as they did because slavery 
was a feature of a regime’s periphery; emanci-
pation could take place without excessive con-
flict because slaveholding was located far from 
the metropole, where the decisions about slav-
ery were really made. Think of West Indian 
emancipation. The abolition, first of the slave 
trade, then of slavery itself, was a decision 
made in Westminster about a labor institu-
tion on the British empire’s periphery; the re-
sistance of the West Indian planters in Parlia-
ment grew increasingly feeble, and finally had 
to yield. In the United States, however, slavery 
and slaveowning politics sat in the very seats 
of the metropole in Washington, thus making 
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the task of ripping slavery up by the roots in-
finitely more difficult, and, ultimately, impos-
sible short of civil war. Rael is shy of speaking 
of this as an example of American exception-
alism, but he does admit that, in this case, ab-
olition “took a unique form in America.”

Rael’s book is a comprehensive history 
of slavery’s end, well-informed, subdued in 
tone, and in most cases forgiving. He does 
not believe (as David Waldstreicher, Paul 
Finkelman, and George van Cleve do) that 
the founders were unqualified hypocrites 
who cunningly crafted a pro-slavery Consti-
tution, and he is more willing than most to 
acknowledge that it was the rise of bourgeois 
notions of property rights which made prop-
erty in human beings seem repulsive in an 
age which had abandoned hierarchy as the 
governing principle of social life. The Consti-
tutional Convention, Rael says, made three—
but only three—bargains with slaveholding 
(the three-fifths clause, the rendition of fu-
gitives, and delaying the criminalization of 
the foreign slave trade until 1808), and even 
then only because the members of the Con-
vention were confident that the institution of 
slavery was on its way out anyway. That was 
before, of course, the unlooked-for explosion 
of a single commodity—cotton—as the most 
valuable raw material of the new industrial 
age. In pursuit of cotton profits, Southern-
ers forgot all about their embarrassment 
over slavery and promoted whatever policies 
would help slavery thrive: Indian removal, 
nullification, opposition to internal improve-
ments, the gag rule, censorship of the mail, 
Texas annexation, and finally, the Mexican 
War. 

But not even rael can resist the 
obligatory bow to self-emancipation. 
As Southerners made more and more 

outrageous demands for special treatment, 
their Northern neighbors began lending a 
sympathetic ear to the complaint of free blacks 
and escaped slaves. These black activists, in-
sists Rael, created strategies of direct action, 
while the fugitives presented insoluble moral 
and political problems. (No one illustrated 
those problems more dramatically than Har-
riet Beecher Stowe in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, but 

Stowe gets only five sentences in Eighty-Eight 
Years.) The ultimate symbol of the willingness 
of free blacks and Northern whites to take 
action was John Brown. The raid on Harpers 
Ferry in 1859 was a sign of a new conjoining 
of slave resistance and metropolitan sympathy, 
and a cause of white Southern horror that 
led directly to secession. The ensuing Civil 
War brings emancipation, but Rael is care-
ful to remind us that “African Americans in 
the South…were not property, lacking agency 
and will.” 

There are moments when I wish Rael was 
right, and that emancipation represented 
a “rainbow” moment of racial oneness and 
united racial heroism. The problem is that 
most white Northerners (including more 
than a few abolitionists) were more inter-
ested in attacking slavery as a medieval and 
aristocratic labor system, to be replaced by 
free markets and free labor, than they were 

if slavery shall be planted within them. 
Slave States are places for poor white 
people to remove from; not to remove to.

Sadly, peasantry is in fact what 
triumphed—not in the territories, 
but in the South. The slaveholding 

states had been drifting away from the En-
lightenment origins of the American polity 
for 40 years before the Civil War, egged on 
by Romantic enthusiasts for hierarchy and 
vassalage like James Henry Hammond and 
George Fitzhugh. Stymied by the Civil War 
from building hierarchy on slavery, they did 
the next best thing, which was to build it on 
tenancy. Protected in their landownership 
by the folly of President Andrew Johnson’s 
amnesties, the defeated planter class, as Rael 
says, set about regulating the lives of the 
freedmen, economically and socially, around 
vagrancy laws “[r]esurrected from medieval 
origins.” 

Which, in turn, raises the question of 
“black agency” from a different perspective: 
if free blacks and fugitive slaves were as ef-
fective in undermining slavery as Aptheker, 
Du Bois, Hahn, and Berlin want them to be, 
what accounts for the ease with which the 
old plantation elite, its war-damaged con-
dition, imposed its new serfdom on them 
in Reconstruction? Many Marxist histori-
ans of Reconstruction, from Eric Foner to 
Robin Blackburn, construe Reconstruction 
as a missed moment for uniting the labor 
energies of black agricultural workers and 
Northern factory workers in a single revolu-
tionary phalanx. I suspect, however, that the 
real story of Reconstruction is not about how 
free labor managed to subvert this budding 
proletarian alliance, but about how serfdom 
and vassalage, in their new Romantic forms, 
defeated free labor and free markets in the 
South. In the hierarchical world created by 
black codes, sharecropping, and Jim Crow, 
any appeal to self-help had little opportunity 
of being heard.

Allen C. Guelzo is the Henry R. Luce Professor 
of the Civil War Era at Gettysburg College, and 
the author, most recently, of Gettysburg: The 
Last Invasion (Alfred A. Knopf).

in liberating black people from bondage. The 
United States of the 1860s was not yet the 
industrial giant it would become before the 
century’s end, and the most important issue 
for Northern whites was whether the west-
ern territories could be set aside for free la-
bor and family farms, rather than swallowed 
up by slavery and plantations. Slave labor 
was synonymous in their minds with tenancy 
for whites (and no wonder, since Southern-
ers owning more than 50 slaves owned 42.7% 
of the South’s cultivated land). Rather than 
acquiesce in the prospect of being reduced 
to a peasantry, Northern whites fought 
back against Southern aggrandizement, and 
hence the Civil War. As Lincoln explained in 
the Peoria speech of 1854,

We want them [the territories] for the 
homes of free white people. This they 
cannot be, to any considerable extent, 

The study of history is
not about the search for 

what feels good.
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Book Review by Anthony Esolen

Song of Troy
The Iliad, by Homer, translated by Peter Green.

University of California Press, 544 pages, $29.95 (cloth), $16.95 (paper)

Sometime around the 14th century 
before Christ, a wealthy city near the 
coast of modern Turkey was destroyed 

by raiders coming from the west, and the 
plains of windy Troy knew her no more. Then 
the raiders themselves and their civilization, 
centered, we believe, in the city of Mycenae 
in Greece, overrun by invaders, also passed 
away, along with their language and their sys-
tem of writing, and centuries of cultural dark-
ness descended upon the land. But the stories 
of Troy did not pass into utter oblivion. It is 
hard for modern men to grasp how powerful 
the human memory can be, when praise of 
the gods or of bygone heroes is crafted in song. 
Troy fell, but the names and the deeds of her 
legendary attackers and defenders, whether 
or not they existed in fact—Agamemnon, 
Achilles, Menelaus, Odysseus, Paris, Aeneas, 
Hector—did not.

Imagine journeying on foot through a vast 
cold upland desert, here and there littered 

with signs that men once dwelt there and 
flourished; a broken column, shards of pottery, 
an arm from a statue, a sword riddled with 
rust. Then you climb a high ridge and all at 
once you see below you a town bustling with 
action. There are gardens and orchards, and a 
broad deep river, and men building barges to 
float their goods to other towns downstream. 
There are large, handsome public buildings, 
with scribes recording the proceedings. There 
is a knot of boys sitting on the ground in front 
of a man with a white beard, instructing them 
in heroic song. Something like that is what 
happened when Greece awoke from her dark 
age, and, according to tradition, a blind poet 
named Homer, at the dawn of Western civi-
lization itself, composed what many people 
consider to be our first and greatest songs, the 
Iliad and the Odyssey.

Modern scholarship has not so much cast 
that legend in doubt as it has enriched it and 
made it appear, in some ways, more wondrous 

still. For whoever composed the Iliad—we 
may as well call him Homer—was living in an 
age that saw the beginning of what we know 
as the Greek polis, while “remembering” a civi-
lization of kings and the brute ethics of the 
warrior. He was living in an age that saw the 
beginning of philosophical and scientific in-
vestigation, while “remembering” the intrac-
table passions that beat in the heart of man. 
He wove together songs from the misty past 
for the people who lived in his own time, with 
many a mysterious word and custom surviv-
ing in his poem like clues to a world gone by.

Even his religion partook of this 
strange, enriching half-memory. The 
peoples of the Mediterranean wor-

shiped fertility gods, associated with the dark 
bowels of the earth-mother, the womb of all 
things and their destined tomb. The invaders 
who destroyed Mycenae, rich in gold, did not. 
They came from the steppes of Eurasia, with 
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the great open sky above them. Their gods 
dwelt above, in light. They spoke an Indo-
European language, related to what their cul-
tural cousins would be speaking in Italy and 
Scandinavia and the British Isles and Persia 
and India. From them the Greeks derived 
their new, youthful gods of Olympus, dwell-
ing atop the mountain where they drank not 
blood but ambrosia, where, along with the in-
trigue and violence that are inseparable from 
all polytheistic systems, they knew celebra-
tion and laughter and song. The fertility gods 
were banished to the underworld, where they 
too were “remembered,” just as Mycenae was 
remembered: Mother Earth, Night, Cronus, 
most of the Titans, the Furies, and Death, 
most hated of all the gods, because Death will 
not listen to appeal. 

And so it was that the Greeks were fairly 
compelled to ask the questions that we as-
sociate with the height of their intellectual 
flourishing: What is the relationship between 
reason and the passions? What do we make of 
the conflict between a man’s desire for glory 
and his duty to his companions? What is the 
authority of a ruler when the common good 
is in question? In what does a truly good life 
consist? No matter what my beloved Plato 
said when he banished the poets from his 
imaginary republic, Homer had long ago 
asked the philosophical and moral questions 
that Plato asked, and we might justifiably say 
that only Greece, so strangely situated as she 
was, could have brought us both.

I have deemed this brief cultural in-
troduction necessary to scout any notion 
that Homer’s Iliad is either a pastiche of 

old and sometimes incompatible songs and 
traditions, or a cartoon epic, full of long epi-
sodes of carnage, interjected with scenes of 
adolescent grouching and trash-talk. It is a 
profoundly philosophical and therefore hu-
man poem, asking great questions and ven-
turing but tentative answers. It exhibits order 
in and among all its parts, each reflecting and 
deepening the other, so that we cannot think 
of Achilles and his ambiguous devotion to 
glory without thinking of Hector and his 
more grudging choice of glory over the sweet-
ness of the family life and civic life he so deep-
ly loves; nor can we think of Helen and her 
dangerous charms without thinking of the 
artless Andromache; or the stubborn sulking 
of Achilles without thinking of his longing for 
the homeland and the father he knows he will 
never see again.

So a new translation of the Iliad warrants 
attention, especially when it is executed by so 
eminent an elder scholar in the classics as Pe-
ter Green. Green has done about everything 

that a classical man of letters could do. He has 
written acclaimed chronicles of the Hellenis-
tic world, including a biography of Alexander 
the Great and the cultural history The Shad-
ow of the Parthenon (1972). He has written 
fiction inspired by that world: Robert Graves 
gave us the fictional memoirs of Claudius, and 
Green went back to the source of the deca-
dence, giving us the fictional memoirs of the 
warlord with a reformist streak, Sulla. Green 
has translated Ovid and Juvenal and Apollo-
nius of Rhodes, and now, to fulfill a long-held 
desire, he gives us his translation of the Iliad. 

Green combines prodigious knowledge 
of the language of the poem and the history 
surrounding it, with the astute judgment that 
used to characterize the scholar, weighing evi-
dence, suggesting possibilities, never compel-
ling a work of art to dance to a modish political 
or theoretical tune. Not surprisingly, he makes 
the more conservative of the two paradigmatic 
choices of the translator. That is, Green wishes 
above all to make the strangeness and the Greek 
peculiarity of the original available to the read-

camp, speaking to each of the leaders in turn. 
Sometimes he praises; more often his words 
are laced with masculine insults, some of 
them meant well, others not so well. When he 
sees the wily Odysseus, who has not yet heard 
the call to action, Agamemnon accuses him of 
being an idler (Achilles has by now retreated 
to his tent, on the outs with Agamemnon), a 
profiteer (Agamemnon himself has alienated 
Achilles because of his greed), and quicker to 
feast than to fight (Agamemnon will end up 
sending Odysseus to have dinner with Achil-
les and to try to persuade him to rejoin the 
ranks). Odysseus won’t put up with it. Here is 
how Lombardo renders his reply:

What kind of talk is that, Agamemnon?
How can you say we are slack in battle 
Whenever the Greeks engage the Trojans?
You will have a chance to see, if you really care,
How Telemachus’ father mixes it up 
With the horse-whipping Trojans.
What you’re saying now is a lot of hot air.

The translation doesn’t preserve the roll of 
Homer’s long hexameter, nor does it proceed 
line by line, nor does it possess any audible me-
ter of its own, with the lines ranging from three 
to five strong stresses. Its strength is its imme-
diacy and its spirited colloquialism. Its climax, 

“a lot of hot air,” is a clever way to get across 
the Greek anemolia: big winds, bluster. Lom-
bardo includes Homer’s common epithet for 
the Trojans, usually rendered as horse-breaking 
or breakers of horses: it will indeed be the final 
word in the poem, applied to the body of the 
dead Hector, which Achilles at last surrenders 
to the grieving King Priam of Troy. But he feels 
no need to include it everywhere it appears, so 
he omits it from his third line above, not want-
ing to slow the pace of the reader.

Here is Green’s translation:

Son of Atreus, what’s this talk that’s escaped  
 the barrier of your teeth?
How can you say that we hold back from the  
 fighting whenever
we Achaians make bitter war on the horse-  
 breaker Trojans?
You’ll see—if you care to, if you have the 
 slightest interest—
Tēlemachos’s dear father engaged with the   
 front line fighters
of these same horse-breaker Trojans. Your   
 words are empty wind.

All translators must choose what 
they will have at all costs, what they 
will strive hard to attain if it is possible, 

what they will concede, and what they will 
take as the gift of a capricious Muse. Green’s 

er without Greek, rather than to render the 
Greek into a current argot. The former sort of 
translator strives for accuracy and is willing to 
put up with—or to embrace—a certain dis-
tance from the reader; the latter sort strives for 
an immediate impression and is willing to lose 
what is strange, sometimes even what is grand. 
The former sort of translator preserves, for ex-
ample, the suggestiveness of the Hebrew, and 
writes, “And Adam knew his wife,” while the 
second abandons the original verb, and writes, 

“And Adam had relations with his wife.” Of 
course there are quite a few variations of these 
paradigms, not to mention translations that 
waver between them, with varying degrees of 
fidelity to the bumps and grooves of literal or 
figurative language.

Let me give an example by compar-
ing Green with a very good translator 
of the second sort, Stanley Lombardo. 

The scene is in Book 4. Agamemnon, having 
been shamed in front of all his men at the 
beginning of the poem, is now making the 
rounds of the troops, going from camp to 

More than a translation, 
Peter Green has given 

us the distilled results of 
decades of his close reading 

and careful research.
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lines are mighty and sonorous where Lombar-
do’s are not. They are mainly cast in an accen-
tual English hexameter, which can roll along 
swiftly enough, but which sometimes suffers 
the logjam of a series of English monosyllables. 
They are one to one with the Greek, preserving 
Homer’s word-order and his emphasis, begin-
ning and ending lines where Homer began and 
ended them. If Homer uses a figure of speech, 
Green wants that figure, come what may. 
Hence the risky business about words that 
have “escaped the barrier of your teeth.” If that 
sounds strange to us, perhaps it should sound 
strange. We might think of the fighting man as 
his own walled city, holding hard words within 
the ramparts, lest they engage in a foolish sally 
and meet misfortune. It certainly does empha-
size, as Lombardo’s phrasing does not, one of 
the poem’s central problems: the speaking of 
words that cannot be taken back. Green is very 
fine at unlocking figurative Greek compounds, 
which are really quite like the kennings of 
Anglo-Saxon epic. Here for instance is Achil-
les, blowing up at Agamemnon at the outset 
of the poem. The insecure king has grudgingly 
agreed to give one of his hostage women to her 
father, a priest of Apollo who paid Agamem-
non back for his initial insults and refusal. The 
priest begs Apollo to rain down upon them 
the far-striking arrows of plague, and the god 
gladly obliges. So now Agamemnon is shamed 
before his men, and deprived of the girl, with-
out any ransom. Humility and repentance are 
good Christian virtues. They are dread prob-
lems for the Greek. Agamemnon declares 
that he will seize someone else’s girl hostage 
to make up for his loss—and the someone else 
proves to be Achilles. Then the swift-footed 
young man bursts out:

You wine-sodden wretch, dog-faced, deer-  
 hearted, not once
have you dared to arm yourself for battle with  
 your troops,
or joined in an ambush with the Achaian 
 chieftains!
Oh no, such things spell death to you. Better  
 by far
to range here through the broad camp of the  
 Achaians
and take back the gifts of whoever speaks out  
 against you!
A king that feeds off his commons!

That first line is muscular, with its battery 
of compounds, leading off with “wine-sodden” 

—oinobares—and descending into more and 
more shameful accusations, until we come 
to demoboros—“a king that feeds off his com-
mons.” He who should be the shepherd to his 
people is a belly-swagging wolf with the cour-
age of Bambi.

One of the most difficult tasks 
for the modern translator is how to 
treat subtle changes in the linguis-

tic register, when our current patois is so flat 
and monochrome. If German is for speaking 
to your horse, today’s English is for writing a 
memorandum to your accountant. The horse 
is more interesting. The trouble is especially 
acute when we are dealing with whatever 
pierces beyond the bounds of ordinary life: 
worship, death, love. Then the translator too 
often becomes like a jaded visitor to an old 
cathedral when Mass is going on; he coughs, 
looks aside, and ducks out as fast as he can. I 
have observed the phenomenon in plenty of 
translators, who cannot help themselves but 
must indulge a need to reduce the original 
and render it tame. Not Green. He has an 
ear for the shadings of ceremony in Homer’s 
rhetoric; he is not shy of the kind of formal-
ity that can elevate human feeling, quietly 
and surely, to the sublime. Here is Hector, 
speaking to his wife within the walls of Troy, 
sadly foreseeing the end he has striven so 
long to delay:

For this I know well, in my heart and in my  
 mind:
A day will come when sacred Ilion will 
 perish,
with Priam, lord of the fine ash spear, and 
 Priam’s people.
Yet it’s not the Trojans’ coming miseries that so 
 concern me—
not what Hekabē will endure, or our sovereign  
 Priam,
or my brothers, so many, so valiant, who all  
 may end up
trodden into the dust by their hate-filled 
 enemies—no,
it’s your grief I think of, when some bronze-
 corsleted Achaian
will lead you away, weeping, your day of 
 freedom gone.

Other than “concern”—that note slightly 
flat—this is all quite fine, and all the better 
for its elevation. Nothing less should suffice 
for the courtly Hector and his gentle wife.

We may well recall that moment 
when, near the end of the poem, 
Hector must at last face his en-

emy Achilles in single combat, the best of the 
Greeks and the best of the Trojans, and Hec-
tor, hoping against hope, wonders whether 
he could persuade Achilles to accept a gener-
ous peace. But Hector knows better, and the 
man’s mind returns—Green rightly calls the 
language “unbearably moving”—to the peace 
he loves better than war:

There’s no way now, from oak tree or from rock,
to sweet-talk him, oh, like a girl and her young  
 man—
a girl and her young man!—flirting with one  
 another 

Perfect, that. I should like to end with a 
crucial consideration. Peter Green has given us 
more than a translation here. He has given us 
the distilled results of decades of his close read-
ing and careful research into Greek history and 
civilization. In other words, he has given us a 
fine textbook for teachers and students, and for 
readers who are not unfamiliar with Homer, 
but who are not on easy terms with him either. 
This is something that many a translator these 
days either cannot do or refuses to do. The book 
is buttressed with a helpful introduction, a syn-
opsis, copious but not ostentatiously scholarly 
notes, an enormous glossary or onomasticon, 
explaining who’s who and where’s where, and 
an index to help the reader find exactly where 
which person in the poem is doing what. The 
notes are blessedly free of the wrecking ball 
of literary theory, which reduces many a great 
work of art to rubble, one heap pretty much 
indistinguishable from another. Everything is 
oriented towards helping us to understand the 
poem on its terms, and to appreciate its intri-
cacy and subtlety, its grandeur and pathos, and 
its incomparable beauty.

Anthony Esolen is a professor of English at 
Providence College and translator of clas-
sic works, including Dante’s Divine Comedy 
(Modern Library). 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2016
Page 54

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Book Review by Robert K. Faulkner

Killers, Saviors, Heroes
The Heroic Heart: Greatness Ancient and Modern, by Tod Lindberg.

Encounter Books, 232 pages, $24

It’s hard to clarify human great-
ness, especially amid today’s reductionist 
psychologies and theories of equal con-

cern and respect. Welcome to Tod Lindberg’s 
stimulating new book, then, which returns to 
fresh experiences and sets out a comprehen-
sive inquiry.

 The Heroic Heart calls our attention from 
the start to self-evident examples, such as the 
heroism of Lindberg’s wife’s uncle, a patrol-
man who risked his life to rescue a child from 
a burning home. But the book is no simple ex-
hortation. A research fellow at the Hoover In-
stitution, Lindberg seeks to clarify greatness in 
general and the version that befits democracies 
of equal rights, in particular. And his whole ar-
gument is shadowed by Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
indictment of democratic mediocrity.

The book is subtitled Greatness Ancient 
and Modern, and it seeks to chronicle a his-
torical transition from one to the other. The 
ancients’ “slaying hero,” preoccupied with his 
own greatness, has been replaced by the mod-
ern “saving hero,” who sacrifices self to save 

others. Both types risk their lives. Risking 
one’s life is Lindberg’s mark of a hero. But the 
ancient type, callous about others in general, 
seeks deeds worthy of his or her sense of in-
ner greatness. Homer’s Achilles is Lindberg’s 
characteristic example. The modern type, a 
humanitarian, sacrifices himself to preserve 
others, even strangers—as Doctors Without 
Borders do, for exmple. We get a more or less 
chronological movement of chapters, from the 
self-fulfilling hero to the “generous.” We get 
a correspondingly rich spread of thumbnail 
sketches, ranging from Achilles, Gilgamesh, 
and Cicero’s bloody defense of his republic, 
to the sacrifice of Jesus, Thomas Carlyle’s vol-
umes on heroism, and the New York City fire-
men on 9/11. No short review can do justice to 
these many portraits. Nevertheless, the recur-
ring measure, the touchstone, is the heroism 
of modern police, firemen, and military per-
sonnel. Lindberg on the self-understanding of 
Medal of Honor recipients, so different from 
the victimhood that postmodern intellectuals 
impute, is itself worth the price of admission. 

The author’s purpose is moral, or 
rather moral-political, and certainly not 
merely historical. Against what he fears 

is the grain of our thinking, Lindberg teaches 
an appreciation of modern heroism. Don’t let 
fashionable theories blind us, he warns. Look 
about. We benefit from governments of law at 
home and of “democratic peace” abroad. Bred 
to customary equality, Western peoples regard 
themselves as a community of “likes” (as Face-
book has taught us to say), not as warring classes 
of subjects, serfs, nobles, and despots. Nor are 
we smothered among soft bourgeois sheep, as 
alleged by Ernst Jünger and other semi-Nietzs-
chean promoters of a “vestigial heroism.” Ad-
mittedly, World War I’s bloodbath produced 
a revulsion from warrior glory, and something 
of this overreaction continues in the “anti-hero” 
culture. (Lindberg’s sympathetic description of 
the Vietnam Memorial is another gem). But we 
need no resuscitations like Carlyle’s 19th-cen-
tury “men of ideas,” which slighted the risk at 
the core of heroism and was already alien to an 
increasingly democratic age. Look about now. 
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We have Medal of Honor recipients perfectly 
capable of heroic deeds, whom we increasingly 
honor for saving their buddies rather than for 
destroying the enemy. Western military inter-
ventions are often to save victims of disasters, 
or to protect from conquests rather than to 
extend one’s own territory. In short, today’s he-
roes are of a “higher type,” with unprecedented 

“generosity” and a “caring will” extended to 
strangers and even to all of humanity. Their 
caring is “universal,” reflecting something “pri-
mal” in this talking animal and culminating in 
the model of a supremely self-sacrificing Christ. 
One of Lindberg’s earlier books located in The 
Political Teachings of Jesus (2007) the origin of 
modern “freedom and equality.” In a similar 
vein The Heroic Heart presents modern history 
as a necessary product of developing political 
constraints but also, perhaps, as a providential 

“bequest.”

Modern heroes so construed 
punch above their weight—that is, 
they signify more than their par-

ticular deeds because they fill a moral “void.” 
They counter an enervating relativism that 
holds nothing worthy or superior. They thus 
save democracy from Nietzsche’s indictment. 
While our “egalitarian” politics of universal 
rights protects the “quiet life,” Lindberg wor-

ries, it fails in guiding us toward a worthy life. 
It satisfies bourgeois desires for “safety, com-
fort and pleasure,” which people commonly 
and naturally want, but it fails in distinguish-
ing “good” from “bad” desires. The modern 
hero shows to democracy the self-sacrificing 
life, the life moral and good rather than aim-
less. The saving hero is a model in protect-
ing others and, at his peak, in protecting the 
democratic order itself, especially against a 
return of the slaying hero. A Hitler or Osama 
bin Laden is eternally possible abroad, as is 
a charismatic demagogue at home. Lindberg’s 
book concludes with the obstacles to a suc-
cessful saving of liberal democracy. The chief 
obstacle is internal decay, and the crucial de-
cay would be a gradual abandonment of the 

“classical liberal principles” that supply moder-
nity its “dynamism.”

Lindberg’s recurrence to heroism points to 
a virtually undeniable oasis in today’s artifi-
cially bleak intellectual landscape. But if one 
indeed looks about, does his argument en-
compass our experience of human greatness 
in general? I think not.

The very identification of greatness with 
heroism slights other undeniable forms of 
greatness. The heroic fireman is great. So, 
however, is the fire chief who trains and or-
ganizes his men for the most success with the 

least risk. So, too, the great general. During 
the American Revolution, General George 
Washington on his white horse refrained 
from risking his life, except at battles such as 
Trenton and Princeton where independence 
hung by a thread and depended on victory. 
Washington would have been a blameworthy 
fool to risk loss of the indispensable com-
mander and resolute upholder of a fragile 
republic. The hero’s precise virtue is courage, 
in extraordinary and admirable degree, but in 
particular circumstances involving this fight 
or that buddy. Courage as virtue, admirable 
as it is, pales before the greatness of soul and 
judgment that can overcome whole enemy 
armies and navies. 

Actually, willingness to risk one’s 
life seems not an adequate mark of 
even the hero. Contemptible gang-

sters and rash youngsters willingly risk their 
lives. The hero in a precise sense must aim for 
some just or admirable goal, some deed right 
or good that takes great effort and thus sacri-
fice, including in extreme cases the supreme 
sacrifice. Achilles risking his life on a wild 
rampage to show his greatness against friend 
as well as enemy was no hero; Achilles risking 
his life to defend the Achaeans, or to roll up 
their enemies, seemed a hero.
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Also, what of the many forms of obvious 
greatness not involving politics, heroism, or 
defense of one’s country? If greatness ema-
nates from heroism alone, if it essentially in-
volves risking life, how describe the admirable 
stature of a Hawthorne or Shakespeare, a 
Mozart or Arthur Rubinstein, a Thucydides 
or Tacitus, this architect or that? 

On similar grounds it seems arbitrary to 
narrow ancient greatness to the province of 
Achilles, Gilgamesh, and other bloody war-
riors and despots. Why exclude famous repub-
lican statesmen and generals, such as Pericles 
of Athens and Brasidas of Sparta, who were 
not without concern for others? The remark-
able philosopher-general Xenophon, of the 
Anabasis, saved a Greek army of ten thousand. 
There is much evidence against the supposition 
that the emblematic ancients were decisively 
without reasonable justice, even if they were 
not compassionate humanitarians. Lindberg 
goes so far in this direction as to take Machia-
velli’s prince as an authoritative description of 
ancient greatness. What of The Prince’s anti-
moral pronouncement, precisely against previ-
ous “writers,” that a prince must disdain “what 
should be done,” not least generosity, in favor of 

“what men do,” that is, in favor of safety, wealth, 
and glory? Lindberg attributes to ancient great-
ness the alleged realism and real anti-morality 
that Machiavelli bequeaths to Thomas Hobbes, 
Friedrich Nietzsche, and other hardheaded 
modern thinkers.

But even Homer’s Achilles is not the “slay-
ing hero,” without care for most other hu-
man beings, that Lindberg describes. Achil-
les’ rampage against the Trojans is spurred 
by disillusionment with justice. He, king 
of the Myrmidons, had fought on behalf of 
Agamemnon’s Argives for long years, only to 
find himself a mere tool of lesser men and 
without due regard for his saving greatness. 
One could learn something about the explo-
sive reaction of superior men exploited by the 
lesser “others” they protect. Besides, Achilles 
in Hades comes eventually to doubt his pur-
suit of greatness. Losing one’s life may not be 
worth it. Achilles is more thoughtful, more ra-
tional, more doubting of heroism, than Lind-
berg’s sketch suggests. And the author Homer 
raises his own doubts about his wrathful hero. 
Lindberg could attend more to such authorial 
appraisals. Thucydides in his so-called His-
tory, Xenophon in the Anabasis and Cyropae-

dia, and others of the ancient writers discuss 
thematically the various types of would-be 
greatness, Greek and non-Greek. One cannot 
speak so simply of “ancient greatness,” espe-
cially as Machiavellian.

Lindberg’s tacit disparagement of 
republican statesmen seems particular-
ly counterproductive, given his concern 

for our democracies. Liberal democracies rest 
on a plan (“classical liberal principles”); great 
statesmen work to establish and protect some 
version of the plan; reverence for founders 
and statesmen helps preserve their work. This 
does not come through in this book. The op-
posite comes through, what with the focus on 
ordinary heroes, a supposition of obsolescence, 
and a Machiavellian psychology of the strong. 
While The Heroic Heart mentions gener-
als Washington and Dwight Eisenhower, its 
theme is how their self-centeredness became 
other-directed through popular pressures or 
retrospective popular reputation. Thomas 
Jefferson appears with the counterculture’s 
feet of clay—as the slave-owner and abuser 
of Sally Hemings. Though Abraham Lincoln 
would save the Union, his reputation as saving 
hero and martyr-president originated with 
the assassination, which had little to do with 
the war’s outcome. James Madison, Franklin 
Roosevelt, Ronald Reagan, etc., do not appear. 
Better, for Lindberg’s own purposes, the judi-
ciously patriotic David McCullough on Harry 
Truman, Harry Jaffa and James McPherson 
on Lincoln—and, yes, Lin-Manuel Miranda 
on Alexander Hamilton!

It seems counterproductive, too, to under-
stand modern peoples generally as wanting 
merely “quiet,” in radical contradistinction to 
the “higher” saving heroes who protect them. 
Is safety, comfort, pleasure truly enough for 
most people, at least most decent people? 
Consider their care of children and their intu-
itions, reasonable or not, of right rather than 
wrong, high rather than low, and the divine 
rather than the impious. What of the obvious 
possibilities of citizen education and religious 
education? Would not such a divide between 
resentful sluggards and caring heroes exacer-
bate an already growing gulf between a caring 
state and majorities conceived as dependent 
victims? Better to learn from the pre-modern 
psychologies and to follow the old constitu-
tional (and Lockean) path of equal opportu-

nity. Universal rights, indeed, but a version 
that blends the enterprising with the industri-
ous and fosters self-reliance and thus a spirit 
of freedom. Yes, enlightened safety, comfort, 
and pleasure, but for the most part through 
one’s own efforts. Modern middle classes, too, 
need duties, virtues, accomplishments, and 
justifiable pride, as well as rights.

Lindberg’s practical thinking is 
hindered by his turn to Hobbes as au-
thority for classical liberal principles. 

Hobbes was seminal as to equal rights, nar-
rowed psychology, and sovereign government, 
but he also insisted on absolute sovereignty, 
state religion, and monarchy. Lindberg never 
mentions John Locke or Montesquieu. It was 
they, however, who showed how to combine 
equal rights with free society, religious tol-
eration, growing wealth and power, and gov-
ernment limited, constitutional, and popular. 
Lindberg’s priority of “quiet life” reminds one 
of Hobbes’s priority of “peace.” But Hobbes 
had no space for heroism or human greatness 
and left a very insecure space for the “free-
dom“ and “dynamism” that Lindberg would 
protect and that Locke’s natural right to the 
fruits of one’s labor promotes. For similar rea-
sons, Locke would not speak of equal rights 
as “egalitarian” and of popular government as 
simply “democratic.” In such a country fire-
men, policemen, and other potential heroes 
need not be expected to act solely for others 
and for what is right. They act also for a com-
munity that is their own and benefits them 
accordingly, if not equally. They too should 
participate as fellow citizens and contributors 
in a humane country, not merely as idealists in 
an amorphous and distant humanity.

Tod Lindberg has been considering his he-
roes, those he looks up to, “all my life,” he writes. 
That shows in his book’s warm anecdotes going 
back to his parents, the appreciation of admi-
rable souls, the frank and yet finished prose, 
and the unorthodox yet extended investiga-
tions. One may question the full adequacy of 
this or that thesis, characterization, or defini-
tion, but one cannot doubt that Lindberg’s is a 
book about great hearts from the heart. 

Robert K. Faulkner is research professor of politi-
cal science at Boston College and the author, most 
recently, of The Case for Greatness: Honorable 
Ambition and Its Critics (Yale University Press).
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Book Review by Michael Nelson

Politicians with Benefits
The City and Sex: Private Vice and Public Scandal in the American Republic, by Mary Beth McConahey.

Rowman & Littlefield, 188 pages, $80

“Can a people dispossessed of the 
virtues and the talents they impart 
remain long self-governing?” asks 

Mary Beth McConahey. If the title of her book, 
The City and Sex, brings to mind the HBO 
series Sex and the City, or even Leo Strauss’s 
The City and Man (1964)…well, it’s supposed 
to. It may also, by design, remind readers of 
a certain vintage of House Ways and Means 
Committee chairman Wilbur Mills, who was 
one of Washington’s most powerful politi-
cians before he pursued exotic dancer Fanne 
Foxe (the “Argentine Firecracker”) into the 
Jefferson Memorial’s Tidal Basin in 1974. He 
became one of D.C.’s biggest laughingstocks 
afterwards. 

Enjoy the wordplay of this book’s title, but 
it’s the subtitle, Private Vice and Public Scan-
dal in the American Republic, that describes 
its thesis and alerts us to what’s at stake. 
McConahey, who manages Saint Vincent 
College’s Center for Political and Economic 
Thought, grounds a deeply serious concern 
for the republic in the works of the “ancients” 
(especially Aristotle), the “moderns” (notably 
Strauss), and the “Americans” (including Ben-
jamin Franklin, James Madison, and Alexan-

der Hamilton). Her question about virtue’s 
relationship to governance is more than theo-
retical, and her answer is, emphatically, “No!” 
Virtue and liberty “are related in a meaningful 
way,” she argues, which means “that a decline 
in the former may result in the death of the 
latter.” McConahey sees this mortal danger in 
the United States today, where sex scandals 
involving political leaders are increasingly—
and, in her view, dangerously—dismissed as 
irrelevant to those leaders’ ability to perform 
their public duties well.

Who regards scandal so casual-
ly? Three important sets of political 
actors, according to McConahey: 

the offending politicians themselves, the me-
dia, and the citizenry. Her treatment of politi-
cians is especially persuasive. Starting “in the 
1970s,” she argues, “offenders began openly 
asking their constituents to acknowledge 
their ‘private’ sins as truly and only private and 
to evaluate them based solely on their ‘official’ 
job performance.”

Maybe, she suggests, that was a roughly 
reasonable approach at one time. As shown in 
her original and thorough canvas of the his-

torical record, in the 111 years between the 
ratification of the Constitution and the end of 
the 19th century, only 13 “national-level public 
officers”—that is, members of Congress, de-
partment heads, and presidential candidates—
were involved in sex scandals. Just two of them 
were found to have used their offices to com-
mit graft or other “unsavory official practices.” 
That’s not altogether surprising, she argues: 
“the behaviors that prompted [the sex] scandals 
really weren’t so terrible” in this era. Think 
Andrew Jackson: he wed a woman whose di-
vorce from her first husband was not yet of-
ficial, something neither Andrew nor Rachel 
Jackson knew at the time. Grover Cleveland 
allegedly fathered a child out of wedlock long 
before seeking the presidency, but assumed fi-
nancial responsibility for raising him.

Things got worse in the 20th century. By 
McConahey’s count, the sex scandals of 53 na-
tional public officers came to light in this era. 
It appears that 44 of these occurred starting 
in or after 1974—just when, in her account, 
politicians began telling voters that scandal-
ous sexual conduct is irrelevant. 

The 20th-century scandals also were baser 
than their predecessors, according to The City 
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and Sex’s “degeneracy points system.” The 
term is inspired, and the system is useful. For 
example, the “rape of a non-child” garners four 
points, but “scandalous actions involv[ing] his 
or her professional subordinates” merits only 
one. And 20th-century sex scandals more 
frequently featured abuses of official power. 
Fully 30% of the guilty parties in these scan-
dals were grafters as well. Among presidents, 
Warren G. Harding and John F. Kennedy led 
the league for depraved sexual behavior, each 
scoring 15 points on McConahey’s degen-
eracy index. Then came Bill Clinton, whose 
degeneracy score of 22 points is first-ballot 
hall-of-shame material.

No serious allegations of sexual miscon-
duct have attended 21st-century presidents 
George W. Bush and Barack Obama, but the 
overall pace of scandal has continued to accel-
erate: 37, by McConahey’s count, in the centu-
ry’s first 14 years, with more than a fourth of 
the offenders implicated in graft as well. Do 
the names Mark Foley, Newt Gingrich, John 
Edwards, Larry Craig, David Vitter, Her-
man Cain, and Anthony Weiner ring a bell? 
Google any that don’t, and you’ll see why they 
made her list.

Mcconahey is rightly alarmed 
by the particularly craven behavior 
of contemporary politicians. “Ev-

ery few months, it seems, a political figure 
struggles through a sex scandal, fitting per-
fectly into what has become a sadly familiar 
pattern.” First come the emphatic denials, like 
Bill Clinton’s about Monica Lewinsky. Then 

“he asks publicly for God’s pardon.” Finally, he 
(and all but a handful have been he’s) “express-
es regret to his humiliated spouse and/or fam-
ily—who are blameless and will stand by him 
unselfishly—before he apologizes obliquely to 
anyone he has disappointed or offended with 
his behavior.”

So much for the politicians—and for the 
notion that private morality has nothing to 
do with public morality. What about the me-
dia, second on her list of those who discount 
the importance of sexual scandal? Here Mc-
Conahey is more equivocal. She identifies 
the 40 years from Harding to Kennedy as 
the nadir of American political journalism. 
Harding’s “amorous activities seem to have 
wholly consumed him, leaving [the presi-
dent] distracted to the level of impairment” 
as “the thieving scoundrels with whom he 
surrounded himself…carried out one large-
scale corruption after the next right under 
his nose.” Kennedy’s sex-crazed “carelessness 
constituted a clear dereliction of duty. His 
allegedly ‘private’ life…left him wide open to 

blackmail” and required “public funds, build-
ings, and employees to facilitate and cover up 
his activities.” In both cases, “paternalistic” 
reporters knew much of what was going on 
behind closed White House doors, but kept 
that knowledge to themselves, a practice 
that “frustrates civic vigilance and confuses 
public opinion.” In doing so, they appointed 
themselves the arbiters of what mere citizens 
needed and deserved to learn about their 
elected officials. 

Watergate “spawned an entirely new breed 
of American journalist,” McConahey writes. 
Troubled, even embarrassed, by the cozy re-
lationships with politicians that had caused 
their predecessors to pull so many punches, 
reporters began to draw back the curtain on 
misconduct, including scandalous sexual be-
havior. Their motives for doing so may have 
been prurient, iconoclastic, or even anarchic, 
but the results often revealed serious corrup-
tion, making the revelations’ consequences for 
the public, on balance, good.

Less good, in her view, is the media’s 
strengthening conviction that private mo-
rality inhabits a separate domain from pub-
lic morality and that the two can, therefore, 
be “compartmentalized” by political leaders 
so that one has no bearing on the other. As 
McConahey observes, when a sex scandal is 
unmasked by reporters, modern “[m]embers 
of the commentariat” typically argue that “a 
public official’s ability to remain faithful to 
his wife and/or not engage in taboo sexual 
behaviors has nothing to do with his compe-
tence in office.” The old media turned a blind 
eye to scandals because revealing them would 
have been so damaging. The new media reveal 
scandals and then tell us they’re trivial.

In the end, mcconahey’s concern for 
the republic’s future hinges less on poli-
ticians’ actions and journalists’ decisions 

than on citizens’ judgments. Actually, con-
cern is too weak a word. What she offers is 
something approaching panic. “[T]he flame 
of virtue flickers” is one typical alarum, and 

“it is virtue that makes all the difference be-
tween liberty and slavery in America.” She 
indicts the American public as “a feeble and 
dependent one unable to discern right from 
wrong and no longer possessing the skills of 
active citizenship.” 

According to McConahey, the people’s 
insistence on rectitude is not just weak but 
declining. “Hamilton and other early public 
officials involved in sex scandals were mostly 
held to account,” she observes. Throughout 
much of the 20th century, “Americans still 
mostly acknowledged the importance of vir-

tue, agreed on moral questions, and though 
evidence of grave sexual misconduct by public 
officers never really came to light, it is reason-
able to assume that perpetrators would have 
been held to account by a predominantly 
indignant and unforgiving American pub-
lic.” But “since the 1970s, politicians involved 
in sex scandals seem only to suffer electoral 
repercussions if their scandalous behavior is 
criminal or truly cruel.”

Really? If McConahey is right, then the 
past four decades should offer many exam-
ples of politicians whose careers survived 
sex scandals. That does not appear to be the 
case, which vindicates her countrymen more 
than her thesis. In The City and Sex’s list of 
60 prominent politicians whose scandalous 
behavior was revealed between 1974 and 
2015, 48 were either rejected by the voters or 
withdrew from campaigns in order to avoid 
certain electoral defeat. And at least two of 
those who survived in the short term—Sen-
ator David Vitter of Louisiana, who was re-
elected in 2010, three years after admitting 
he patronized prostitutes; and Clinton, who 
finished out his second term—have discov-
ered that sex scandals never really go away. 
Vitter’s 2015 campaign for governor foun-
dered on revived public revulsion at his being 
a customer of the “D.C. Madam.” Clinton 
became an issue in this year’s presidential 
election when Hillary Clinton charged that 
Donald Trump had “demonstrated a pen-
chant for sexism.” He replied by describing 
her husband as “one of the great woman 
abusers of all time.” Mrs. Clinton has not 
raised the issue again.

But even if the city and sex over-
states its case, that case is a very good 
one. Mary Beth McConahey’s census 

of scandals over the course of American histo-
ry provides evidence that politicians do seem 
to be getting worse. And the commentariat—
not just in the media but also in academia—
clearly has become more willing to define per-
sonal morality as irrelevant to performance 
in public office. The American people remain 
more vigilant than she gives them credit for—
if they ever cease to be, her jeremiad may 
someday be regarded as prophetic.

Michael Nelson is the Fulmer professor of politi-
cal science at Rhodes College and a senior fellow 
at the University of Virginia’s Miller Center. His 
book Resilient America: Electing Nixon in 
1968, Channeling Dissent, and Dividing Gov-
ernment won the Richard E. Neustadt award for 
best book on the presidency and executive politics 
published in 2014.
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Book Review by James V. Schall, S.J.

Deep Down Things
A Deeper Vision: The Catholic Intellectual Tradition in the Twentieth Century, by Robert Royal.

Ignatius Press, 619 pages, $26.95

When i was over halfway 
through Robert Royal’s A Deeper 
Vision, I received an e-mail from 

a friend who was also reading it. He found 
it a fine book, but too “irenic.” Royal calmly 
spells out explosive issues with a cool hand, 
covering terrible things without yelling about 
them. Yet, while we may be justified to take 
horror at a Dachau or an abortion clinic, we 
still need to confront and understand them 
in an almost clinical manner. My own reac-
tion was that this book is a remarkably even-
handed presentation of issues fundamental to 
every mind, not just Catholic. More than just 
a survey of its subject matter, A Deeper Vision 
is a well-grounded judgment on the core of 
Catholic intelligence, on what it means. In-
deed, through the lens of Catholic intelligence, 
it is a judgment about the overall thought of 
the century with which it deals.

The founder and president of the Faith & 
Reason Institute and editor-in-chief of The 
Catholic Thing website, Royal divides his book 

into two general parts. The first, “faith and 
reason,” deals with the revival of Thomism 
after Pope Leo XIII in the 1890s and its rela-
tion to various modern philosophies. In this 
light, through two world wars and eventually 
leading up to and beyond the Second Vatican 
Council in the early 1960s, Royal attends to 
the status of Catholic theology and Scripture 
studies. 

This book is not about merely 
Christian but specifically Catholic 
thought, though that requires that it 

concern itself with Protestantism as well as 
with other religions and philosophies. Indeed, 
this “dealing” with all pertinent contenders to 
the name of truth and reason is the hallmark 
of Catholic intelligence’s conception of itself 
as the inheritor of Aquinas and Augustine, of 
the Greeks and the Romans.

“Creed and culture,” the second section 
of the book, was a most pleasant surprise. 
Royal’s own higher studies at Brown and the 

Catholic University of America were in litera-
ture, and we see the fruits of that study here. 
He takes us through primarily English and 
French novelists, poets, and writers of the 
20th century—G.K. Chesterton, Hilaire Bel-
loc, Evelyn Waugh, Graham Greene, J.R.R. 
Tolkien, François Mauriac, Charles Péguy, 
Georges Bernanos, Paul Claudel—with some 
attention to the Germans, and ends, interest-
ingly, with a discussion of the Polish poet and 
philosopher Czeslaw Milosz. 

That Royal would include the literary un-
der the heading of “intellectual tradition” is 
more than significant. Catholicism has to 
justify itself in the light of other intellectual 
traditions, but it also must make sense to the 
most simple and humble of its adherents: 

Unlike other intellectual traditions, 
the Catholic intellectual tradition has 
to withstand scrutiny by two different 
sets of criteria. It must, of course, be 
true to itself as an intellectual enterprise, 
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which is to say, it must be able to hold 
its own in terms of self-consistency, rig-
or, and human scope, and at the same 
time—impossible though it might 
seem—answer to the demand that in 
its ultimate results it correspond to the 
simplicity of the Gospel itself.

Not all Catholics need to be philosophers, but 
they all, including philosophers, need to save 
their souls.

This book represents a massive amount 
of erudition. Royal has read widely, and well. 
He is able to explain complex theological and 
philosophical issues in clear but not simplistic 
terms. 

The title comes from the english 
poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, from 

“the dearest freshness deep down things” 
that constantly illuminate what is. At first sight, 
one might think that the core of this book was 
found in a philosopher like Jacques Maritain, 
or a theologian like Hans Urs von Balthasar, or 
a historian like Christopher Dawson, each of 
whom is treated with great insight. 

But it is Hopkins and Péguy who begin 
and end the book, almost as if to say that hu-
man thought can only end in human concrete 
reality, in its encounters with all that is, seen 
best by the poet and novelist. The last words 
of the book are from a poem of Péguy to Our 
Lady of Chartres: “Let us, O Queen, preserve 
at least our honor, / And along with it our 
simple tenderness.” This is neither Hobbes 
nor Heidegger. When we recall that Péguy 
was killed at the front in the first year of the 
Great War, we get some sense of what Roy-
al is driving at in this book, something that 
shows us what is at stake when minds cease to 
conform to reality. 

Even when poets and philosophers end in 
honor—even in the grave—the final ques-
tions remain: How did they live? What did 
they think themselves to be? Or, as Royal 
puts it, speaking of the hero of Waugh’s Men 
at Arms, “The various personal and military 
fiascoes he encounters lead Guy to realize that 
the Christian life is really about personal acts 
of charity and kindness in a world that, in 
peace as war, is wildly out of our control.”

The same point is made about Tolkien, 
whose Lord of the Rings is often considered “the 
best book of the millennium.” “[T]emptations 
to evil,” writes Royal, “not always resisted, ap-
pear among the ‘good’ characters in Tolkien 

as well. The battle between good and evil is, 
as always, fought out in every human heart.” 
Though Royal does not mention him, this was 
also the final view of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn 
from the worst Gulag of the 20th century.

Royal sees the more visible ethical ques-
tions in the light of metaphysics. Though 
Aristotle had already argued the same thing, 
this is a hard saying for those who will not 
admit any relation between how we think 
and how we ought to live. The intellectual 
import of this book, seen in discussions of 
the works of Alasdair MacIntyre, Bernard 
Lonergan, Karol Wojtyla, Joseph Ratzinger, 
and others, is precisely its spelling out the 
way that the Catholic mind draws on its own 
long tradition to deal with ideas and systems 
that, in effect, broke the link between what 
men think and how they are to act in the light 
of what they are.

Few writers have expressed this as 
forcefully as Chesterton. Royal finds 
Chesterton’s most profound book to 

be The Everlasting Man, which addresses the 
aberrations of the scientific mind on its own 
terms as mind. I have always considered Or-
thodoxy to be the greatest book of the 20th 
century, but I was pleased to see that Royal 
cited the prophetic last words of Chesterton’s 
1905 book, Heretics:

We [believers] shall be left defending, not 
only the incredible virtues and sanities of 
human life, but something more incred-
ible still, the huge impossible universe 
which stares us in the face. We shall fight 
for visible prodigies as if they were in-
visible. We shall look on the impossible 
grass and the skies with a strange cour-
age. We shall be of those who have seen and 
yet have believed [emphasis added]. 

The word “courage” is right. The most cou-
rageous thing that the Catholic intellect has 
to tell us is what Thomas Aquinas taught—
truth is the conformity of mind with reality. 

The largely successful modern effort to 
eliminate nature and given being from our 
lives is contained in these lines. The few who 
see that babies are babies, that what we see 
is what is there, are those who believe. That 
the function of revelation is to inform us not 
merely of what we need to know for our salva-
tion, but of what we need to know to see what 
is, is the supreme irony of intelligence. 

Though the book is long enough, 
there are three things I would like to 
have seen more discussed. First, some 

attention to music in the 20th century, espe-
cially sacred music, along the lines of Robert 
Reilly’s Surprised by Beauty (2003), would be 
welcome.

Second, something more needs to be said 
on the relation of the hard sciences to Catholi-
cism. It is the one issue that seems to justify 
the most ambiguous or hostile views of reli-
gion in general, despite the fact that science 
and Catholicism in many ways are growing 
closer. Books like Stanley Jaki’s The Road of 
Science and the Ways to God (1978), and Rob-
ert Spitzer’s New Proofs for the Existence of 
God: Contributions of Contemporary Physics 
and Philosophy (2010), spell some of this out, 
as does Michael Chaberek’s Catholicism and 
Evolution (2015), with attention to intrinsic 
design and the anthropic principle that seems 
to be present in the structure of the universe. 

Finally, although this book is primarily 
about the 20th century, the recent turn away 
from Catholic intellectualism needs more at-
tention. This is, no doubt, a topic for another 
book. Royal is aware that efforts to bring the 
Church “up to date” have often resulted in 
confusion. That confusion too is part of the 
story he tells here, though there seems to be 
more confusion now than anytime in the past 
century. Royal was present at the recent syn-
ods and knows Roman trends well. But the 
rather stark difference on intellectual matters 
and their place within the Catholic tradition 
between John Paul II and Benedict XVI, on 
the one hand, and Pope Francis, on the other, 
has more than a few puzzled as to how a line 
of coherence remains.

Robert Royal’s A Deeper Vision is worth 
attentive study and reflection. No other book 
presents such a wide and carefully articulat-
ed understanding of 20th-century thought 
seen through the eyes of a Catholic tradition 
that is ordained to comprehend it. The book 
is a major intellectual achievement; an oc-
casion of deep meditation and wide-ranging 
analysis of the modern mind, Catholic and 
otherwise.

James V. Schall, S.J., served as professor of politi-
cal philosophy at Georgetown University for 35 
years, and is the author of several books, includ-
ing The Modern Age (St. Augustine’s Press) 
and The Mind That Is Catholic (The Catholic 
University of America Press).
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Book Review by Benjamin Balint

Here There Is No Why
The Complete Works of Primo Levi, edited by Ann Goldstein.

Liveright, 3,008 pages, $100

In his first book, the memoir if this 
Is a Man (1947), Primo Levi describes his 
arrival at Auschwitz in February 1944. 

After the number 174517 is tattooed on his 
left forearm, he and other Italian deportees 
are shut into an empty barrack. “Driven by 
thirst, I eyed a fine icicle outside the window, 
within reach of my hand,” Levi writes. 

I opened the window and broke off the 
icicle, but at once a large, heavy guard 
prowling outside brutally snatched it 
away. “Warum?” [Why?] I asked in my 
poor German. “Hier ist kein warum” 
[Here there is no why], he replied, shov-
ing me back inside.

Levi was born in Turin in 1919, to a family 
that had settled in the Piedmont region after 
the expulsion of Jews from Spain four centu-
ries earlier. Despite the Race Laws, enacted in 
1938, he graduated with a degree in chemis-

try from the University of Turin, though his 
diploma identified him as “of the Jewish race.”

In September 1943, when northern Italy 
was occupied by German troops, Levi joined 
an inexperienced unit of partisans fighting in 
the foothills of the Italian Alps. His career as 
a partisan, he says, was “short, painful, stupid, 
and tragic.” Betrayed by an informer, he was 
captured that December. Under interroga-
tion, he confessed his Jewishness, “in part out 
of weariness, in part also out of an irrational 
point of pride.”

The following February, Levi, aged 24, 
was deported on a train of 12 closed freight 
cars to Auschwitz. “The railroad convoy,” he 
wrote, “contained 650 persons; of these 525 
were immediately put to death.” He himself 
was sent to Monowitz, a sub-camp seven ki-
lometers from Auschwitz. Many of his fellow 
prisoners, Levi writes, deprived of a name, 
dignity, and the right to question why, were 
degraded to “non-men who march and labor 

in silence, the divine spark dead within them, 
already too empty to truly suffer.” Death had 
become trivial and anonymous. After a year 
of enslavement in the camp, as memories of 
his previous life dimmed, Levi was a broken 
man. “I’m not even alive enough to be able to 
kill myself.”

Serious writers must sooner or 
later confront something like the 
Psalmist’s question: “What is man that 

thou art mindful of him?” If an individual is 
of no worth, why make him the subject of lit-
erature? Levi was forced by circumstances to 
confront the question at its extremity: how do 
you write about a man who is no longer a man, 
living a degraded existence in which there is 
no why?

Heir to the long secular humanistic tra-
dition of Italian Jews, Levi never cultivated 
a religious sensibility. In his childhood, he 
had thought of Jewishness as “a cheerful little 
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Third, Levi contracted scarlet fever in Janu-
ary 1945, just before the Germans evacuated 
the camp. Spared the death march westward, 
he endured the ten days between the hasty de-
parture of the SS and the arrival of the Red 
Army in the camp’s makeshift infectious dis-
ease ward. 

At the moment of liberation, Levi writes, 
he “was overwhelmed by a new and vaster suf-
fering, which had been buried and relegated 
to the margins of consciousness by other, 
more urgent sufferings: the pain of exile, of 
my distant home, of solitude, of lost friends, 
of lost youth, and of the multitude of corpses 
all around.”

In his second book, the truce (1963), 
Levi describes his tortuous nine-month 
journey home after liberation—an odys-

sey of senseless wandering between refugee 
camps, where months passed “sluggish and 
eventless.” Detoured through Poland, White 
Russia, Ukraine, Romania, Hungary, and 
Austria, he felt “condemned to orbit for eter-
nity through the Russian spaces, like useless 
spent stars.”

When Levi at last made it to Turin, he 
writes, “I felt closer to the dead than to the liv-
ing, and guilty for being a man, because men 
had built Auschwitz.” He returned to live in 
the apartment where he was born. “No one 
was expecting me. I was swollen, bearded, and 
in rags, and had difficulty in making myself 
recognized.” 

On his return, Levi succeeded in weaving 
around himself what he called “a ‘painted veil’ 
made of family affections, friendships, travel, 
writing and even chemistry.” He married and 
found a job as a chemist and specialist in wire 
enamels at a paint factory, where he would 
work for the next three decades. 

But he was haunted by the taunting of the 
SS: “Not one of you will be left to bear wit-
ness; but, even if someone were to escape, the 
world will not believe him.” Levi’s “pathologi-
cally precise” memories pressed into him an 
urgent need to bear witness. With his char-
acteristic poise, he met that need by unflinch-
ingly describing the inhumane in a humane 
way. He wrote at night, on the commuter 
train, in the factory canteen. “It seemed to me 
that I had this book ready in my head, that I 
had only to let it out, let it fall onto the paper.” 
He describes the result, If This Is a Man, as 

“an interior liberation.” 
But his was a message without an audience. 

Levi took the manuscript to the publisher 
Einaudi in late 1946 or early 1947, where 
the distinguished novelist and editor Nata-
lia Ginzburg rejected it. After being turned 
down by five other Italian publishers, If This 

Is a Man was issued by a small press in 1947, 
and hardly noticed. The same year, the Eng-
lish version of the memoir was turned down 
by Little, Brown and Company with the ver-
dict: “no one wants to hear about this thing.” 
In 1955, Levi noted that it was still thought 

“indelicate” to speak of the camps. Only in 
1957, when Einaudi agreed to reprint the 
book, did Levi gain wide recognition in Italy.

Constricted by the autobiograph-
ical mode, Levi began to permit him-
self the luxury of invention. He wrote 

stories that veer off into the surreal realm of 
science fiction, where machines replace hu-
man beings (collected under the titles Natu-
ral Histories [1966] and Flaw of Form [1971]). 
In his only novel, If Not Now, When? (1982), 
Levi chronicles the exploits of a brave band of 
Eastern European Jewish partisans fighting 
the Germans, desperate to “survive, do the 
maximum damage to the Germans, and go to 
Palestine.”

Levi also sought to “unbar the door,” as he 
put it, in his poetry (superbly translated in 
The Complete Works of Primo Levi by Jonathan 
Galassi). “Adorno wrote that after Auschwitz 
there can be no poetry,” Levi remarks, “but my 
experience is the opposite. At the time (1945-
46) it seemed to me that poetry was more 
suitable than prose to express what weighed 
inside me.” One of the most anguished of his 
poems gave his memoir its title:

Consider if this is a man,
Who toils in the mud
Who knows no peace
Who fights for half a loaf
Who dies by a yes or a no.

In Italy, Levi was acclaimed more as mem-
oirist than as novelist or poet. In the United 
States, he remained all but unknown until 
1984, when the critic Irving Howe and the 
translator Raymond Rosenthal persuaded 
Schocken Books to publish his collection of 
short stories The Periodic Table (1975), which 
correlates human types and experiences with 
chemical elements. The reviews were lauda-
tory in the extreme. 

In April 1985, Levi made his only visit to 
the U.S. for a publicity tour. He was received 
rapturously in New York (where he and Saul 
Bellow shared a fiction award), Claremont 
McKenna College, the University of Indiana, 
and Boston. He was on his way to becoming 
the most widely cited Holocaust survivor in 
the world. 

But with every passing year, Levi was aware 
that his experiences during the war were 
growing more alien to his audiences. He felt 

anomaly,” he says. “At Auschwitz I became a 
Jew,” he writes. “The consciousness of feeling 
different was forced upon me.” 

But this consciousness afforded no conso-
lation. After one of the periodic “selections,” 
Levi notices an old prisoner named Kuhn 
praying aloud, thanking God that he was not 
selected for extermination. 

Kuhn is out of his mind. Does he not 
see, in the bunk next to him, Beppo the 
Greek, who is twenty years old and is 
going to the gas chamber the day after 
tomorrow, and knows it…? Does Kuhn 
not understand that what happened 
today is an abomination, which no pro-
pitiatory prayer, no pardon, no expia-
tion by the guilty—nothing at all in the 
power of man to do—can ever heal? If 
I were God, I would spit Kuhn’s prayer 
out upon the ground.

Even in this infernal factory for “the demo-
lition of a man,” Levi never lost what he calls 
his “curiosity about the human soul.” On ar-
riving in the Lager (as he calls the concentra-
tion camp in German), he felt like a “natural-
ist who finds himself transplanted into an en-
vironment that is monstrous, but new—mon-
strously new.” 

The first monstrosity was the 
camp’s polyglot confusion, “a perpetual 
Babel” of shouted orders and threats. 

He describes “the degraded, often satanical-
ly ironic jargon of the concentration camps.” 
Levi is attuned to the violence done to lan-
guage. “In German,” he writes, “I know how 
to say eat, work, steal, die.” And another word. 

“Häftling [prisoner]: I have learned that I am a 
Häftling.” 

Häftling 174517 survived with the help of 
a firm conviction and three lucky breaks. The 
conviction, learned from a prisoner named 
Steinlauf: “precisely because the Lager was a 
great machine to reduce us to beasts, we must 
not become beasts.”

Levi’s first stroke of luck was to meet an 
Italian civilian bricklayer named Lorenzo 
Perrone, who brought him a piece of bread 
every day for six months. Levi writes that Lo-
renzo “reminded me by his presence, by his 
natural and plain manner of being good, that 
a just world still existed outside ours…a re-
mote possibility of good, but for which it was 
worth surviving.”

Second, because of his training as a chem-
ist, after ten months of hard outdoor labor 
Levi was chosen to work indoors at the Buna 
synthetic rubber plant adjacent to the camp, 
owned by German industrial giant I.G. Farben.
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it was “becoming harder and harder to speak 
with young people.” He suffered bouts of de-
pression. In April 1987, at age 67, months 
after completing his book The Drowned and 
the Saved, a series of essays meditating on the 
varieties of dehumanization at Auschwitz, he 
threw himself from the fourth-floor landing 
outside his apartment and plunged to his 
death in the stairwell. “Primo Levi died at 
Auschwitz forty years later,” Elie Wiesel said. 
Levi was survived by his wife, Lucia, and their 
two children. His marble headstone bears the 
number 174517.

Inevitably, as with other writers of 
the Holocaust who took their own lives 
(the poet Paul Celan, in 1970; the Vienna-

born philosopher Jean Améry, in 1978), some 
interpreted Levi’s work in the light of his sui-
cide. A piece in the New Yorker went so far as 
to suggest that “the efficacy of all his words 
had somehow been canceled by his death—
that his hope, or faith, was no longer usable 
by the rest of us.” “For many people,” the nov-
elist William Giraldi suggested, “the circum-
stances of his death still take precedence over 
the deathlessness of his work.” 

The Complete Works of Primo Levi, some 
15 years in the making, testifies to that 
deathlessness. Ann Goldstein, an editor at 

the New Yorker, has gathered all 14 of Levi’s 
books—memoirs, fiction, essays, poetry, 
newspaper columns—until now available 
in English only piecemeal. Thirteen of the 
books appear here in new translations by ten 
translators. 

Levi conceded that he would not have be-
come a writer if it were not for Auschwitz. 
But he came to the accidental accompanied by 
all the essentials. Most essential of all—and 
most sharply brought into focus in this three-
volume collection—is the scientific detach-
ment that lent its modesty and sober rigor to 
Levi’s unpretentious prose, marked through-
out by a rejection of hatred, self-pity, and sen-
timentality. “I deliberately assumed the calm 
and sober language of the witness,” he wrote, 

“not the lament of the victim or the anger of 
the avenger.” His profession, he added, “edu-
cated me to concreteness and precision, to the 
habit of ‘weighing’ each word with the same 
scrupulousness as someone carrying out a 
quantitative analysis.” Levi’s model, he told 
Philip Roth in 1986, “was that of the ‘weekly 
report’ commonly used in factories: it must 
be precise, concise, and written in a language 
comprehensible to everybody in the industrial 
hierarchy.”

But Primo Levi never entirely lost sight of 
that other factory, the one dedicated to de-

molishing man and meaning. Levi concludes 
The Truce with a recurring dream:

I am at the table with my family, or 
friends, or at work, or in a verdant coun-
tryside—in a serene, relaxed setting, in 
other words, apparently without ten-
sion and pain—and yet I feel a subtle, 
profound anguish, the definite sensa-
tion of a looming threat. And in fact, 
as the dream proceeds, little by little 
or brutally, each time in a different way, 
everything collapses and is destroyed 
around me, the scene, the walls, the 
people, and the anguish becomes more 
intense and more precise. Everything 
has now turned into chaos; I am alone 
at the center of a grey and murky void, 
and yes, I know what this means, and 
I also know that I have always known 
it. I am again in the Lager, and nothing 
outside the Lager was true.

Benjamin Balint is the author of a cultural history 
of Commentary magazine, Running Commen-
tary: The Contentious Magazine That Trans-
formed the Jewish Left into the Neoconserva-
tive Right (PublicAffairs) and co-author (with 
Merav Mack) of the forthcoming Jerusalem: City 
of the Book (Yale University Press).
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Book Review by Daniel Gordis

Witness
Rywka’s Diary: The Writings of a Jewish Girl from the Lodz Ghetto, by Rywka Lipszyc, edited by Anita Friedman.

HarperCollins, 240 pages, $35

In august 1944, with the red army 
fast approaching, Germany began the fi-
nal liquidation of Poland’s Lodz ghetto. By 

the time the Soviets arrived, only 800 of the 
230,000 Jews living in Lodz in 1939 remained. 
Some were murdered in the ghetto; most were 
deported, to be killed at Auschwitz or Chelm-
no. Rywka Lipszyc was among those deported 
to Auschwitz, along with her sister, Cipka, and 
three cousins. Her journey from childhood to 
death camp is sadly similar to that of many 
other European Jewish children during the 
Holocaust. Unlike almost all of those taken 
to Auschwitz, however, the 14-year-old Rywka 
managed to leave behind a testimony of these 
horrors—a fascinating, heartrending narrative, 
lost for almost 70 years, now published as Ryw-
ka’s Diary.

Born September 15, 1929, and raised in a 
deeply religious home, Rywka was the eldest of 
Yankel and Miriam Sarah Lipszyc’s four chil-
dren. Both of her parents died in the ghetto—
her father after a beating in 1941, her mother 
in 1942. She was “adopted” with her siblings 
and cared for by uncles and aunts, but after the 
szpera (“curfew”) in September 1942—when 
15,000 Jews under the age of 10 and over 65 

were deported—only Rywka and Cipka re-
mained. They were taken in by their 20-year-
old cousin, Estusia, and survived both the ghet-
to’s liquidation and the journey to Auschwitz. 

Rywka’s diary was found in the ruins of the 
ovens of Auschwitz-Birkenau by Zinaida Be-
rezovskaya, a physician serving with the liber-
ating Red Army. The appearance of a slightly 
singed book that somehow survived the cre-
matorium apparently moved Berezovskaya, 
who took the diary home with her to Siberia. 
It stayed there until she died, when her effects 
were sent to her son in Moscow. He paid the 
book no notice, and when he died his belong-
ings went to his wife, whose daughter, Anas-
tasia Berezovskaya—an emigrant to San Fran-
cisco—recognized what a treasure they held. 

Anastasia found experts in the Bay Area 
who made the diary accessible to a wide read-
ership. It was published in 2014 by the San 
Francisco Jewish Family and Children’s Ser-
vice Holocaust Center under the expert and 
caring shepherding of Anita Friedman; Harp-
erCollins’s new edition joins to the diary a se-
ries of thoughtful essays, adding depth and 
nuance to our appreciation of a misleadingly 
simple text. Alexandra Zapruder, an expert 

on the Holocaust, provides an introduction 
and thoughtful reflections on the gradually 
emerging identity of a young woman under 
circumstances extraordinary and horrifying. 
Historian Fred Rosenbaum’s essay on the 
Lodz ghetto describes the context in which 
Rywka wrote, while Hadassa Halamish, the 
daughter of one of Rywka’s two surviving 
cousins, recounts her mother’s and aunt’s rec-
ollections of the time they spent with Rywka. 

It is impossible for such a diary not 
to invite comparisons to the diary of Anne 
Frank, a classic of Holocaust literature. 

Rywka Lipszyc and Anne Frank were very dif-
ferent young women from very different sorts 
of Jewish homes. Anne’s diary is the more self-
aware, reflecting both the horror of her life un-
der Nazi occupation and, at the same time, her 
budding sexuality. Rywka, in contrast, seems 
determined to ensure that her nascent wom-
anhood nowhere informs her writing. 

Yet Rywka’s Diary reveals other, no less in-
structive struggles. Rywka began writing the 
only surviving volume of her diary shortly af-
ter her 14th birthday. Comprising 112 hand-
written pages, it covers October 1943 to April 
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1944, when she suddenly stopped writing. 
Aside from the anguish and loneliness, the 
fear and the hunger, there slowly emerges—
mostly between the lines—a shifting attitude 
to the idea of the creation of a Jewish State. 

Antebellum Eastern Europe’s religious 
Jews were ambivalent about, if not unabash-
edly opposed to, Zionism. After centuries of 
dispersion they had come to believe that they 
had a religious duty to remain in exile until 
God redeemed them. To them, Zionism—
which sought to place the fate of the Jews in 
human hands—was a violation of the essence 
of Judaism’s submissiveness. That most Zi-
onist leaders were rabidly anti-religious con-
firmed this sense. The religious railed against 
the Zionists, and often banished from their 
communities anyone who would dare to 
breach the separation.

This antipathy to zionism is evident 
in an early entry in the diary (January 
20, 1944), a rather naïve paragraph in 

which Rywka writes, “That’s why I’m not sur-
prised anymore that the Zionists put Palestine 
in the first place, and the Torah in the second 
place. Others don’t care about the Torah at 
all…. Poor things!” But the Holocaust gradu-
ally shifted religious Jews’ attitudes, a change 
apparent in the diary. Just two weeks after the 
January 20 entry, Rywka imagines with plea-
sure the possibility of Jews returning to their 
homeland: “Bala [her teacher] asked us to write 

how we imagined our arrival in Palestine…. 
There are different girls in the class and she 
wants to know…whether they are Zionists…. 
[H]ow much longing I have for this land!”

In an era in which talk about the State of 
Israel focuses heavily on the Israeli-Palestin-
ian conflict, Rywka’s Diary is a reminder that, 
at its core, Zionism was a political movement 
designed to save the Jewish people. As Ryw-
ka’s situation becomes more desperate, the 
image of the Jewish people situated in their 
ancestral homeland—a notion she had once 
seen as heretical—becomes more appealing. 

To drive home the point that, despite its 
complications, the Jewish State has given 
the Jewish people a new lease on life, a pho-
tograph of Rywka’s two cousins—the only 
family members to survive the Holocaust—
follows several pages later. Unlike Rywka 
and her sister, her cousins Mina and Esther 
survived the war, liberated by the Red Army 
and sent to Sweden for medical care. They 
eventually made their way to Israel, married, 
and raised families. By the time of the photo 
they are elderly women, surrounded by their 
families—some 75 people—who are to all 
appearances observant Jews. The point can 
be lost on few. Eastern Europe’s anti-Zionist 
Jewish leaders were wrong: their faith did 
not save them, and what remains of their 
communities has thrived, by and large, in 
the state they refused to help create before 
the war. 
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Towards the end of the volume 
Rywka’s cousin Esther writes, “With 
the finding of the journal…it was re-

vealed to us that she remained alive for a 
number of months after we left. In a docu-
ment from September 1945 that was found, 
she wrote that she wanted to come to Eretz 
Yisrael [the land of Israel]. However, we still 
don’t know where she went.” Then, the essay 
concludes, “Perhaps this book, once published 
and publicized, will help reveal her fate.” 

There can be little doubt concerning Ry-
wka’s fate: gravely ill at the war’s end, she 
almost certainly died in 1945. We might be 
tempted to imagine that we have not much 
more to gain from reading yet another heart-
breaking Holocaust story. But the combina-
tion of Rywka’s musings on Zionism, the 
breathtaking photo of her cousins’ families, 
and the knowledge that she, too, could have 
been saved had her community heeded the 
warnings of secular, Zionist Jews makes this 
volume not only a compelling window into 
the lives of Jews in the Lodz ghetto on the 
eve of extermination, but a moving reminder 
of the occasional dangers of theological cer-
tainty, when faith fails to take into account 
the horrifying dynamics of a rapidly chang-
ing world. 

Daniel Gordis is senior vice president and Ko-
ret Distinguished Fellow at Shalem College in 
Jerusalem.
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Book Review by Adam Keiper

Destined for Freedom
Killer Apes, Naked Apes, and Just Plain Nasty People: The Misuse and Abuse of Science in Political Discourse, by Richard J. Perry.

Johns Hopkins University Press, 232 pages, $24.95

The ancients may have wondered at 
the Fates snipping away at the threads 
of life; the churchmen may have de-

bated predestination and providence; Hegel 
and his followers may have thought they 
glimpsed the tides of History; but in our 
science-besotted days, disputes over human 
destiny tend to be conducted in the language 
of biology. To what extent do our genes deter-
mine our future? Should divergent social out-
comes between ethnic groups be chalked up 
to innate differences or cultural factors? Have 
men and women been “programmed” by evo-
lution? Can our supposedly rational beliefs be 
explained in terms of neurobiology?

The answers to these sorts of questions 
shape how we understand ourselves and one 
another. They bear on our moral and politi-
cal lives—often in surprising ways. And their 
public discussion is frequently attended by ac-
cusations of racism, sexism, censorship, and 
political correctness.

Richard J. Perry stakes out what appears to 
be an extreme position in these debates: that 

human “biological determinism”—the idea, as 
he puts it, that our biological makeup “strong-
ly influences, molds, guides, impels, and limits 
how we feel, how we react, and what we’re like-
ly to do”—is “noxious,” false, unscientific, and 
in need of constant rebuttal. Now retired after 
more than three decades as a professor at St. 
Lawrence University in northern New York, 
Perry is an anthropologist whose doctoral re-
search and much of his subsequent fieldwork 
involved stints on an Apache reservation in 
Arizona. He has in the past forcefully defend-
ed his discipline against postmodernists and 
naïve multiculturalists, and to some extent the 
arguments in his irritating new book, Killer 
Apes, Naked Apes, and Just Plain Nasty People, 
arise from his longstanding belief that schol-
ars in other fields really ought to bone up on 
anthropology.

Perry is chiefly motivated, however, by an 
admirable concern about the ways that biolog-
ical determinism can lead to injustice—and 
the record of the past would seem to give him 
plenty of material with which to work. “[B]io-

logically themed arguments,” he writes, have 
long “asserted the necessity, inevitability, or 
‘naturalness’ of slavery, of colonialism, of the 
inferiority of people designated a particular 
‘race,’ of aggressive interpersonal behavior, of 
male dominance over females, of selfishness, 
and of war based on territorial ‘imperatives.’” 
After a quick and superficial sketch of only 
somewhat relevant ancient and early modern 
history, he plunges into the bad old days of 
eugenics.

Although perry does a poor job 
of connecting the dots, the dots 
themselves are likely to be so famil-

iar to anyone reading the book that it is easy 
to make out the whole ugly picture. From 
Charles Darwin comes the idea of natural se-
lection, which Herbert Spencer gave its famil-
iar catchphrase “survival of the fittest.” From 
Gregor Mendel and Francis Galton comes a 
simple understanding of genetic inheritance. 
These legitimate scientific theories combined 
with pseudoscientific claptrap, racialist beliefs, 
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and Progressive ideology to give rise to eugen-
ics—first as an intellectual enterprise, then as 
a set of well-heeled social-reform campaigns, 
then as a popular movement.

To the eugenicists, the new understanding 
of human biology made it seemingly possible 
to ameliorate or even eliminate social prob-
lems that had been considered intractable, 
like poverty and crime and sickness. Improv-
ing mankind in this way would require letting 
the unhealthy die off—one reason some eu-
genicists condemned charitable institutions, 
which, by alleviating suffering, encouraged 
the survival of the unfit.

Improving mankind would also require 
preventing or slowing the natural increase of 

“inferior” individuals or groups, sometimes 
through coercion. “By the 1930s,” Perry 
writes, “more than thirty states had passed 
mandatory sterilization laws for numerous 
categories of people,” such as the “feeble-
minded,” the poor, Native Americans, and 
inmates in prisons and asylums. These poli-
cies, and the eugenic arguments supporting 
them, directly inspired Nazi efforts to elimi-
nate those deemed unfit and to promote “ra-
cial hygiene,” culminating in the death camps, 
the gas chambers, the fires that turned living 
flesh and bone to ash.

Other authors have told the 
grim story of eugenics much more 
intelligibly and interestingly than 

Perry—indeed, his short, disjointed account 
relies heavily on two excellent books, Ed-
win Black’s War against the Weak (2003) 
and Daniel Kevles’s In the Name of Eugenics 
(1985)—but Perry’s point is clear enough and 
undeniably correct: a crude form of biologi-
cal determinism gave rise to great cruelty and 
bloodshed. Subsequent debates about differ-
ent strains of biodeterminism take place in 
the shadow of this horrible fact.

Perry soon sets his sights on the intelligence 
test, the subject of some of the most promi-
nent biodeterminism controversies of recent 
decades. He offers, again, a hurried historical 
account. Alfred Binet, a French psychologist, 
devised some of the earliest intelligence tests 
to “identify children who needed remedial 
help in school to catch up to their peers.” Al-
though Perry does not mention it, Binet was a 
model of scientific caution who explicitly wor-
ried about potentially harmful applications of 
the empirical study of intelligence.

Binet was right to worry. Intelligence quo-
tient (I.Q.) testing would become “a tool for 
weeding out the less fit, determining winners 
and losers at an early age,” Perry notes. Some 
early I.Q. tests were flawed in a way that is ob-
vious today, and it is too bad that Perry’s mo-

dus operandi throughout his book is to make 
sweeping generalizations instead of offering 
illustrations, for here he could have supplied 
many risible examples—such as these mul-
tiple-choice questions that appeared on the 
intelligence exams administered by the U.S. 
Army to draftees in the early 1920s:

12. Chard is a: fish, lizard, vegetable,  
 snake
13. Cornell University is at: Ithaca, Cam- 
 bridge, Annapolis, New Haven
14. Bueno Ayres is a city of: Spain, Bra- 
 zil, Portugal, Argentina
15. Ivory is obtained from: elephants,  
 mines, oysters, reefs
16. Alfred Noyes is famous as a: paint- 
 er, poet, musician, sculptor

Those are neither the most difficult nor the 
most strange questions to appear on the 
Army’s intelligence exams—so it is no won-
der the resulting scores were low. The testers 
found that the drafted white soldiers given 
the exam supposedly had an average “mental 
age” of about 13 years, while the drafted black 
soldiers fared even worse.

Perry doesn’t mention my favorite 
absurd practice from the history of 
I.Q.: estimating I.Q.s for dead histori-

cal personages. According to the granddaddy 
of such studies, published in 1926, Oliver 
Cromwell had an I.Q. of 115, Darwin clocked 
in at 140, and Mozart at 155. Although the 
illegitimacy of such estimates should be self-
evident, the silly practice somehow lingers 
on. In 2006, for example, a psychologist at 
the University of California, Davis, offered a 
retrospective assessment of the I.Q.s of all the 
U.S. presidents to date. John Quincy Adams 
ranked highest, with an estimated I.Q. of 175; 
Ulysses S. Grant was on the bottom with just 
130.

Many of the problems with early I.Q. tests 
were rectified by researchers in subsequent 
decades, and experimental techniques for 
studying human intelligence became more 
sophisticated. In their book, The Bell Curve 
(1994), Richard Herrnstein and Charles 
Murray were able to supplement their own 
analysis of intelligence and class structure 
in America with the findings of a substan-
tial body of other researchers’ work. The 
Bell Curve, however, met with an explosive 
reception. Anyone willing to wade through 
the debris, carefully sidestepping the shards 
of calumny, can find among the reviews bits 
and pieces of very intelligent criticism of its 
biodeterministic arguments. Perry, however, 
gives no indication of having actually read 
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The Bell Curve or the literature responding to 
it. His treatment of Herrnstein and Murray’s 
book is short (just a couple of paragraphs), 
weak (with a bad paraphrase and a lame in-
sult), and careless (he wrongly puts Murray at 
the Heritage Foundation, when he has long 
been at the American Enterprise Institute).

There is today wide agreement on many of 
the fundamental facts in this area: the results 
of I.Q. tests are imperfect indicators of hu-
man intelligence, but I.Q. is nonetheless high-
ly predictive of performance in several spheres 
of life; intelligence is in some degree inherited, 
and it correlates with certain physical charac-
teristics of brains (even though we know very 
little about specific genetic markers or specific 
brain structures that might be linked to I.Q.); 
different ethnic groups have average I.Q.s that 
are quantifiably different; and many countries 
are witnessing a rise in average I.Q. (the “Fly-
nn effect”), for which there are several com-
peting explanatory hypotheses. There are still 
many contested conceptual and philosophical 
questions related to I.Q.—including ques-
tions about just what intelligence is—and 
there are many unanswered questions about 
the social causes and effects of intelligence. 
But to suggest, as Perry does, that the whole 
field is merely a jumble of racism and fraud is 
to do a disservice to the respectable hard work 
of many scholars across many years.

There is much less empirical evi-
dence supporting sociobiology, which 
Perry targets next. Darwin taught 

that, like the other animals, we human be-
ings evolved in response to many natural 
pressures and threats. Sociobiology—first 
proposed in the 1970s by Harvard biolo-
gist E.O. Wilson and later amplified and 
extended by the work of other scientists and 
theorists—goes further by claiming that 
evolutionary theory doesn’t explain just our 
bodies, it also explains our social behavior. 
Sociobiology holds that, in Perry’s words, 

“many individual traits—shyness or aggres-
sive behavior, for example—are due to the 
presence or absence of particular genes.”

Such a deterministic account leaves “little 
room for the operation of many phenomena 

that appear to be unique to the human spe-
cies—language, culture, and the ability to 
process and create information with high 
levels of complexity.” Sociobiologists tend 
to write about “generic human beings” with-
out acknowledging the cultural differences 
that Perry and his fellow anthropologists are 
primed to notice. And sociobiologists often 
resort to an illogical and unscientific kind 
of analysis—what Perry calls the “since..., 
then...” argument: “The reasoning is that 
‘since’ a given form of behavior has a genetic 
basis, then it must have originated earlier in 
human evolution.”

Similarly faulty logic is sometimes 
employed in evolutionary psychology, 
the field Perry calls “the foster child 

of sociobiology.” Evolutionary psychologists 
have often been accused of fabricating “ just-
so stories” to explain the evolutionary origins 
of human behavior and culture; they “begin 
with the result and then devise an explanation 
for how it ‘must have’ originated,” writes Per-
ry. Their unwarranted assumptions are suffi-
ciently sizeable that evolutionary psychology 
remains controversial even among scientists 
whose work focuses on evolution.

In making his case against biological 
determinism, Perry takes aim at Richard 
Dawkins’s “selfish gene” theory, at Raymond 
Dart’s “killer ape” theory (the idea that vio-
lence and aggression made us human), and 
at Desmond Morris’s description of humans 
as “naked apes.” Perry also squeezes off a 
drive-by shot at the vogueish research pur-
porting to show that our political beliefs 
are largely rooted in our biology—a notion 
with troubling implications for democratic 
politics. And he spends much of a chapter 
criticizing Steven Pinker, the Harvard cog-
nitive psychologist who, especially in his im-
pressive book The Blank Slate (2002), argues 
against behaviorism, social constructionism, 
and other flavors of “denial of human nature.” 
But Perry oversimplifies and mischaracter-
izes some of Pinker’s arguments, reading 
him about as uncharitably as Pinker himself 
reads those he disagrees with—which is say-
ing something indeed.

Misreading pinker is hardly per-
ry’s worst feature, however. He has 
a stunningly weak grasp of intellec-

tual and political history, and the book suffers 
especially from his ignorance of, and bitterness 
toward, conservatism. For conservatism, you 
see, is the reason biodeterminist arguments 
won’t stay dead no matter how often they 
are defeated. “The idea that [human beings 
and society] are the way they are because of 
inherent biological factors, and therefore are 
not susceptible to rapid change, has an inher-
ently conservative appeal,” he maintains. Perry 
imagines connections between biodetermin-
ism and the Iraq war, the gender pay gap, Mitt 
Romney’s immigration proposals, Paul Ryan’s 
budget, and on and on. In his eyes, conserva-
tives are just social Darwinists who want the 
unwashed to die off; conservatives believe in 
nature so as to avoid having to pay for nurture.

The crankishness is exacerbated by pain-
fully bad writing and, apparently, no editing. 
What a pity. A popular critique of the excess-
es of biological determinism would be wel-
come. Perry is right to say that these ideas are 
influential, even if he grossly mischaracterizes 
how their influence works. But for such a cri-
tique to be worth anyone’s time, it would have 
to come from someone less eager to caricature 
his opponents and more savvy about the role 
of ideas in political life.

It is unlikely that any amount of future 
research will definitively settle the heredity-
versus-environment debates. But that very un-
certainty—the knowledge that we are stuck in 
between nature and nurture—may prove to be 
a crucial bulwark of our freedom. On the one 
hand, knowing that human beings can in im-
portant respects rise above our biological limi-
tations means that we are and must be free and 
responsible moral and political actors. On the 
other hand, the fact that we are subject to limi-
tations imposed by our embodiedness means 
that utopian social engineering schemes and 
tyrannies grounded in a denial of human na-
ture are always in the long run doomed to fail. 
It seems we are destined to be free.

Adam Keiper is editor of The New Atlantis and 
a fellow at the Ethics and Public Policy Center.
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Essay by Algis Valiunas

A Historian’s Craft

Scholarship was once considered a 
dispassionate vocation. The honorable 
scholar conducted his investigations 

and had little emotional stake in the findings: 
what mattered was telling the truth, getting it 
right. Now it is the scholar’s passion, his ar-
dent parti pris, his advocacy for an outlook or 
a cause, the outpouring of his own vital nature, 
that speak loud and clear in his or her work.

The great Swiss cultural historian Jacob 
Burckhardt (1818–1897) seemed perfectly 
suited by temperament for a disinterested call-
ing. He was inclined to see life in shades of 
gray, and actually warned scholars not to enjoy 
themselves unduly. Early sorrow, the death of 
his mother when he was 12 years old, darkened 
the family happiness that had warmly enfolded 
the boy, and the loss marked him for life, as 
he wrote of himself in old age in remarks to 
be read at his funeral: “Thus very early in life, 
notwithstanding an otherwise cheerful tem-
perament, in all likelihood inherited from his 
mother, he received an indelible impression of 
the great frailty and uncertainty of all earthly 
things, and this determined his view of life.” 
Life was not to be loved incautiously or trusted 
very far. A hard lesson to learn at 12.

The Professor from Basel

Burckhardt’s native city of basel, 
where he spent most of his life, was 
purse-proud and stodgy, and it gave 

him cause for occasional loud complaint. 
Hometown tedium made him long for the 
mental excitement and sociability of Berlin, 
where he had studied with Leopold von Ran-
ke, the grandmaster of German political his-
toriography, or for the open-air sweetness of 
Italy, with the lemon groves that had enchant-
ed Goethe and the superabundance of great 
art. But mostly he was content in the quiet 
backwater. Offered the professorial chair in 
Berlin that Ranke had held, he turned down 
the honor. He never married, never really 
came close. Basel’s most distinguished profes-
sor, he lived alone in two rooms over a bakery.

He was a preacher’s son who lost his faith 
while preparing for the ministry at the Uni-
versity of Basel. In those days one could not 
be a Christian divine without believing in 
the divinity of Christ, but one could remain 
a righteous soul, and subscribe to the spirit of 
the Word even without accepting the letter. 
Ineradicable Christian decency and that in-

born cheerfulness of his sustained Burckhardt. 
But art was his principal sustenance. He set 
Goethe’s poetry to music at 19; entertained 
company by playing the piano reduction of a 
Haydn or Beethoven Mass and singing all the 
vocal solos; frequented the opera, of which he 
could enjoy even “bungled” performances.

In 1869 Burckhardt welcomed to the Uni-
versity of Basel the newly appointed 24-year-
old professor of classical philology, Friedrich 
Nietzsche, and during the nine years of Ni-
etzsche’s tenure the two remarkable men en-
joyed a cordial reciprocal admiration; close 
friendship was not in the cards, however, for 
Burckhardt maintained a normal appetite for 

“the excellent daily bread ‘good and evil,’” and 
Nietzsche was soon pursuing dark ecstasies 
far beyond the sober professorial reach. They 
did continue a warm correspondence after 
Nietzsche left, though, and it was to Burck-
hardt that Nietzsche wrote from Turin in the 
grip of madness: “I would rather be a profes-
sor from Basel than God.”

Mostly, Burckhardt worked. For him his-
tory was “poetry on the grandest scale.” The 
Age of Constantine the Great (1852) portrays 
the famously Christian Roman emperor 
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as “essentially unreligious,” all his energies 
“directed to the great goal of dominion,” by 
way of “the streams of blood of slaughtered 
armies.” The Cicerone (1855), a vade me-
cum for art-besotted travelers, takes in just 
about all the Italian sculpture, architecture, 
and painting there is, and at a forced march, 
though Burckhardt lingers to swoon over 
Fra Angelico, Giovanni Bellini, Leonardo 
da Vinci, Raphael. Recollections of Rubens 
(1897) is his testimonial to “one of the very 
greatest artists [who] was at the same time a 
perfectly luminous human being,” but here 
Burckhardt natters and yammers and dem-
onstrates the unfortunate tics and crochets 
of an art historian of a certain era thankfully 
gone.

It is by three other works, however, that 
he is known today: the most enduring work 
of 19th-century historiography, Die Kultur 
der Renaissance in Italien (1860), translated 
as The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy; 
Griechische Kulturgeschichte (posthumously 
published in 1898–1902), a massive edited 
version of university lectures he gave from 
1872 to 1885, available in four volumes in 
German, and in a single severely abridged but 
invaluable English volume as The Greeks and 
Greek Civilization; and Weltgeschichtliche Be-
trachtungen (1905), put together by his neph-
ew from lecture notes, originally translated in 
1943 as Force and Freedom and later retitled 
Reflections on History. Burckhardt’s writings 
constitute the most important treatment of 
ancient, Renaissance, and modern history 
composed by one scholar.

The Renaissance

The civilization of the renais-
sance in Italy famously opens with a 
long chapter on “The State as a Work 

of Art,” and the strongmen Burckhardt de-
scribes are a piece of work. Frederick II, of 
the Norman Empire of Lower Italy and Sicily, 
was “the first ruler of the modern type who 
sat upon a throne,” and he commanded with 
the mailed fist of strictly centralized power. 
With Ezzelino da Romano, Frederick’s vicar 
and son-in-law, “for the first time an attempt 
was openly made to found a throne by whole-
sale murder and endless barbarities, by the 
adoption, in short, of any means with a view 
to nothing but the end pursued.” The histori-
cal devil is in the details, and Burckhardt fur-
nishes copious diabolical details. Giovanni 
Maria Visconti of Milan was “famed for his 
dogs, which were no longer, however, used 
for hunting, but for tearing human bodies.” 
In 1409, during wartime famine, the starv-
ing Milanese gathered in the streets to cry 

for peace, and after Giovanni’s mercenaries 
had cut down 200 people from the crowd, 
the words pace and guerra, peace and war, 
were proscribed upon penalty of death, and 
the priests forbidden to utter the liturgical 
phrase dona nobis pacem, grant us peace, but 
required to substitute tranquillitatem. Tran-
quilization by terror.

Then there is Machiavelli. Burckhardt 
introduces him with a shudder. Writing of 
conspiracies ancient and modern in the Dis-
courses on Livy, Machiavelli “classifies them 
with cold-blooded indifference according to 
their various plans and results.” Not whether 
the conspiracies serve good or evil, but how 
and whether they work, is Machiavelli’s con-
cern, and Burckhardt is troubled. Burckhardt 
returns to Machiavelli again and again, as 
to a sore tooth he cannot leave alone. Once 
Burckhardt demonstrates a nearly Machiavel-
lian understanding of Machiavelli. Consider-

it the vast authority of classical philosophy, 
and how he erected on their ruins the brutal-
ist modern structure of brazen immorality in 
the service of unbridled appetite. Burckhardt’s 
chapter “The Revival of Antiquity” celebrates 
the “new civilization” whose “active repre-
sentatives became influential because they 
knew what the ancients knew, because they 
tried to write as the ancients wrote, because 
they began to think, and soon to feel, as the 
ancients thought and felt.” But the foremost 
philosophical mind of the Renaissance was no 
revivalist of the ancient philosophers; defining 
the really new civilization, he was bent on ex-
tinguishing the ancient philosophic wisdom, 
and engineering what Saul Bellow called the 
biggest jailbreak ever. Although Burckhardt 
makes Machiavelli the major political figure 
in his history and considers him a masterly 
innovator of the state as work of art, he is far 
from comprehending how high and deep the 
innovation extends.

Burckhardt is more in his element when 
he can praise exceptionally gifted men of un-
exceptionable qualities. His pleasure over-
flows in describing the men who exercise 
gloriously every worthy human capacity; he 
rejoices as they do in the power and grace of 
the athletic body, the focus and sweep of the 
disciplined mind, the artist’s uncanny hand, 
the orator’s flowing eloquence, the musician’s 
spellbinding gravity and levity. The hero of 
this history is the superb being we now call 
the Renaissance Man. Burckhardt cannot 
contain himself when he encounters the very 
best of the best: “among these many-sided 
men, some who may truly be called all-sided 
tower above the rest.” Leon Battista Alberti, 
famous down the centuries as artist and ar-
chitect, could perform marvels at anything 
he chose to do:

In all by which praise is won, Leon Bat-
tista was from his childhood the first. 
Of his various gymnastic feats and ex-
ercises we read with astonishment how, 
with his feet together, he could spring 
over a man’s head; how, in the cathe-
dral, he threw a coin in the air till it 
was heard to ring against the distant 
roof; how the wildest horses trembled 
under him. In three things he desired 
to appear faultless to others, in walk-
ing, in riding, and in speaking. He 
learned music without a master, and 
yet his compositions were admired by 
professional judges. Under the pres-
sure of poverty, he studied both civil 
and canonical law for many years, till 
exhaustion brought on a severe illness. 
In his twenty-fourth year, finding his 

ing Cesare Borgia’s connivance at the utter 
destruction of the Vatican power, Burckhardt 
intuits “the real reason of the secret sympathy 
with which Machiavelli treats the great crimi-
nal; from Cesare, or from nobody, could it 
be hoped that he ‘would draw the steel from 
the wound,’ in other words, annihilate the 
papacy—the source of all foreign interven-
tions and of all the divisions of Italy.” But the 
decent professor fails to go far enough. Ma-
chiavelli would have welcomed the fall of the 
papacy, but his great ambition was the extinc-
tion of Christianity itself. 

And when Burckhardt describes “how the 
doctrines of Aristotle, chiefly drawn from the 
Ethics and Politics—both widely diffused at 
an early period—became the common prop-
erty of educated Italians, and how the whole 
method of abstract thought was governed by 
him,” there is not the slightest inkling how in 
The Prince Machiavelli demolished the Nicom-
achean Ethics virtually word by word and with 
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Burckhardt’s writings 
constitute the most important 

treatment by one scholar of 
ancient, Renaissance, and 

modern history composed.

memory for words weakened, but his 
sense of facts unimpaired, he set to 
work at physics and mathematics. 

The catalogue of wonders goes on for an-
other full page; Burckhardt, and the awe-
struck reader, cannot get enough. “It need not 
be added that an iron will pervaded and sus-
tained his whole personality; like all the great 
men of the Renaissance, he said, ‘Men can 
do all things if they will.’” Alberti’s byword 
might stand as the epigraph to every history 
of the Italian Renaissance ever written.

And surpassing even Alberti was Leo-
nardo da Vinci, “as the master to the dilet-
tante.” Leonardo was so extraordinary that 
Burckhardt encapsulates his incomparable 
excellence in but three brief sentences, for 

“[t]he colossal outlines of Leonardo’s nature 
can never be more than dimly and distantly 
conceived.” True perhaps, yet to memorial-
ize such a man is plainly the work that brings 
Burckhardt the fullest happiness, and one 
wishes he had said more and more on this 
supreme master.

Burckhardt feels bound to devote page af-
ter page, however, not only to the liberation 
of life-enhancing energies for the newly free 
individual, but also to the loosing of demon-
ic forces that were the black aspect of the 
new individuality. There are after all sides 
to many if not most individuals better left 
undeveloped, Burckhardt ruefully admits. 
The final chapter, “Morality and Religion,” 
details the era’s considerable traffic in im-
morality and irreligion. Too many human-
ists proved all too human; sexually profligate, 
avaricious, obsessed with rank and comfort, 
men without qualities or beyond good and 
evil, they brought disgrace upon the vocation 
that had promised a new epoch of benevolent 
wisdom. 

“The restraints of which men were con-
scious were but few. Each individual, even 
among the lowest of the people, felt him-
self inwardly emancipated from the control 
of the state and its police, whose title to re-
spect was illegitimate, and itself founded on 
violence; and no man believed any longer in 
the justice of the law.” Murderers who faced 
the hangman with bold indifference inspired 
public admiration. Paid assassins, small-
scale condottieri, never wanted for business. 
The more intense the sense of one’s individ-
ual significance, the more inconsequent and 
even spectral the other lives that got in one’s 
way.

And yet: “By the side of profound corrup-
tion appeared human personalities of the no-
blest harmony, and an artistic splendor which 
shed upon the life of man a luster which nei-

ther antiquity nor medievalism either could 
or would bestow upon it.”

The Greeks

It is greek antiquity, however, and 
most especially the period of Athenian de-
mocracy, that is still sometimes seen, and 

was emphatically seen in Burckhardt’s day, as 
the acme of human flourishing: of peerless 
beauty, excellence, happiness; physical, intellec-
tual, artistic, political. But Burckhardt mounts 
quite a case to the contrary in The Greeks and 
Greek Civilization, portraying the terrible price 
the Greeks paid for their achievement, and the 
fatal erosion of that achievement by self-de-
structive currents amounting to mass insanity. 

The transports with which the German 
neo-humanists exalted the Greeks shaped 
German self-perception as the nation formed 
itself throughout the 19th century; the mod-
ern German love for ancient Greek ways 
proved that Germans were the next best 
things to Greeks ever and unquestionably 

and trend-setting critic as “the reincarnation 
of ancient man—insofar as that may be said 
of anyone in our time.” Taught to see and to 
feel by Winckelmann and his Greeks, Goethe 
expounds the ultimate humanist optimism, 
for which the beautiful and joyous human be-
ing is the pinnacle of Creation.

When man’s nature functions soundly 
as a whole, when he feels that the world 
of which he is part is a huge, beautiful, 
admirable and worthy whole, when this 
harmony gives him pure and uninhib-
ited delight, then the universe, if it were 
capable of emotion, would rejoice at 
having reached its goal and admire the 
crowning glory of its own evolution.

This is what it meant to be a Greek, and what 
it means to be the inheritor of the Greek lega-
cy, like Winckelmann or Goethe. At its high-
est, Greek art proffers intimations of human 
divinity. In the Olympian Zeus, by Phidias 
from the 5th century B.C.—a lost sculpture 
that Goethe had only read about—“A god 
had become man in order to make man into 
a god. [The Greeks] saw supreme majesty and 
were inspired by supreme beauty.” The work 
of a serious modern soul is to make oneself, as 
Winckelmann had, “receptive to such beauty,” 
and consequently happy beyond the reach of 
sooty gray modernity.

So proclaims the neo-humanist tradition 
in which Burckhardt was schooled, but in 
his caustic reappraisal, such loose talk of the 
Greeks’ world as a “beautiful, admirable, wor-
thy whole,” radiating endless delight, could not 
be more mistaken. In fact, Burckhardt makes 
his case, Greek culture was shot through with 
the terror of life, shaken by social disorder, fe-
rociously competitive yet joyless in the striv-
ing, riddled with malicious envy of outstand-
ing men, overseen by gods whose power only 
fortified their immorality and outright wick-
edness, and given to an unsparing lucidity 
that made dying seem the happy alternative 
to living in such misery.

He begins with the esteemed place that 
criminal horror occupied in the mythos: “the 
fathers who killed their daughters, the moth-
ers who killed their sons, the marital murders, 
suicides, murders of relatives and so on, with 
three examples of those whose own children 
were served up for them to feast on.” And the 
gods were more cruel than men. The pathos of 
beauty overwhelmed the pleasure to be taken 
in its flowering. It was a life in which every-
thing they clung to could be lost. Greek mili-
tary law mandated the destruction of the van-
quished city: “the execution of the men, the 
enslavement of women and children, so that 

the finest people of their own time. The art 
historian Johann Joachim Winckelmann set 
the terms and the tone of this admiration. 
In the booklet Reflections on the Imitation of 
Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture (1755), 
Winckelmann declares,

The general and most distinctive char-
acteristics of the Greek masterpieces 
are, finally, a noble simplicity and quiet 
grandeur, both in posture and expres-
sion. Just as the depths of the sea al-
ways remain calm however much the 
surface may rage, so does the expres-
sion of the figures of the Greeks reveal 
a great and composed soul even in the 
midst of passion.

To be capable of rendering such grandeur, the 
Greek artist had to be a man of sterling mag-
nanimity himself; such artists were philoso-
phers, Winckelmann avers, whose wisdom 
spoke in their touch.

In the long essay “Winckelmann and His 
Age” (1805), Goethe hails the path-breaking 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2016
Page 74

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

of countless Greek cities nothing but a heap 
of ruins remained. For those who experienced 
it, the transition from a life they had lived in 
its utmost intensity to this total annihilation 
must have entailed appalling human misery 
and rage.”

The Greeks did not require the torturous 
intellectual apparatus of 19th-century nihil-
ism in order to fear and hate their lives: they 
simply had to live them. Burckhardt finds lit-
erary authority in abundance on fundamental 
human wretchedness. Herodotus is full of 
the ineradicable sadness of existence. Priority 
is disputed for Sophocles’ famous declaration 
that “not to be born is best”; many before him 
knew it and said so, and the relevant collec-
tion of anecdotes “amount[s] almost to an an-
thology of Greek pessimism.”

Suicide was the easiest way out, and cho-
sen often on “slight provocations.” ‘“Only a 
coward or a fool,’ says Sophocles, ‘will cling 
to life in misfortune.’” Excessive love of life 
was condemned as cowardice; servants and 
slaves were especially prone to such ignomi-
ny, which free men despised. Of the 11 pages 
Burckhardt devotes to suicide, half describe 
mass suicides as the prudent alternative to be-
ing slaughtered or enslaved by a triumphant 
enemy. 

Burckhardt determined the Greek polis 
to be a pathological phenomenon, penetrat-
ing every thought and feeling of a citizen’s life, 
more intrusive and oppressive than modern 
tyranny. In his monumental History of the Art 
of Antiquity (1764), Winckelmann had writ-
ten, “With regard to the constitution and 
government of Greece, freedom was the chief 
reason for their art’s superiority…. Through 
freedom, the way of thinking of an entire 
people sprang up like a fine branch from a 
healthy trunk.” Burckhardt pronounces the 
entire growth rotten, with unfreedom at the 
root. The Greek political arrangements were 
utterly inimical to the thinking of modern 
men, who value the state insofar as it assures 
their personal freedom. The polis consumed 
the individual. It was for the sake of the polis 
that every citizen lived, and there was no es-
caping its control.

Internally, the polis was implacable to-
ward any individual who ceased to be 

totally absorbed in it. Its sanctions, often 
put into practice, were death, loss of civic 
rights, and exile…. The absence of indi-
vidual freedom went hand in hand with 
the omnipotence of the State.

The Athenian democracy, vaunted citadel of 
freedom and individuality, was most perni-
cious of all. “Although this enslavement of 
the individual to the State existed under all 
constitutions, it must have been at its most 
oppressive under democracy, where the most 
villainous men, ridden by ambition, identi-
fied themselves with the polis and its inter-
ests and could therefore interpret in their 
own way the maxim salus reipublicae suprema 
lex esto (‘let the safety of the Republic be the 
highest law’).” The law of the polis was in-
stinct with mythic authority, so that “funda-
mentally the polis was [the Greeks’] religion,” 
and a hard faith it was.

Modernity

Yet if burckhardt was the most se-
vere critic going of ancient unfreedom, 
he detested even more what the men of 

his time were doing with their unexampled 
freedom. His correspondence seethes with 
loathing for the multitudes on the rise and 
the politicians and intellectuals who service 
them. To his mind, proles, petit-bourgeois, 
and their paladins alike make up the insuffer-
able masses. Republicanism offers the illusion 
of progress and freedom, while it condemns a 
once rich culture to spiritual destitution. 

His passionate animadversions against 
modernity spill over into the university lec-
tures collected as Reflections on History. He 
deplores “the modern centralized state, domi-
nating and determining culture, worshipped 
as a god and ruling like a sultan.” Like Alexis 
de Tocqueville, Burckhardt sees centralized 
power advancing in lockstep with equality, 
and even more acutely than Tocqueville he 
fears that these conjoined forces will drive 
what remains of true freedom and individual-
ity to the wall. This omnipotent state is the 
proving ground for the latest ideas of what 
humanity ought to be, with “the most turbu-
lent individuals demanding the most extreme 
control of the individual and the community.” 

As the masses demand more and more of the 
state, expecting it to fulfill their ever burgeon-
ing desires, they plunge it into debt it can nev-
er climb out of—“the chief, miserable folly of 
the nineteenth century.”

Burckhardt lays waste the confidence in 
progress of both the Hegelian philosophy of 
history and the Whig interpretation of his-
tory that celebrate it.

Our profound and utterly ridiculous self-
seeking first regards those times as happy 
which are in some way akin to our nature. 
Further, it considers such past forces and 
individuals as praiseworthy on whose 
work our present existence and relative 
welfare are based. Just as if the world 
and its history had existed merely for our 
sakes! For everyone regards all times as 
fulfilled in his own, and cannot see his 
own as one of many passing waves.

Ranke had deemed all ages equidistant from 
eternity; Burckhardt sees them all equally 
remote from happiness, a word he wishes to 
banish from “the life of nations,” while re-
taining for the historian the very useful and 
apposite word unhappiness.

To search the world’s unhappiness to the 
bottom is the historian’s task, and such work 
is the closest thing to happiness he will know—
though it is best even here not to speak of such 
a thing as happiness. For “life, as it becomes 
self-conscious in and through history, can-
not fail in time so to fascinate the gaze of the 
thinking man, and the study of it so to en-
gage his power, that the ideas of fortune and 
misfortune inevitably fade…. Instead of hap-
piness, the able mind will, nolens volens, take 
knowledge as its goal.” Sublime disinterested-
ness, then, is the purest passion. The histori-
an’s ideal, and such happiness as he enjoys, is 
very like the Greek philosopher’s, like Aristo-
tle’s in particular. How far Jacob Burckhardt 
upheld that ideal is a question that historians 
and political men will continue to dispute in 
time to come, for his is a mind that matters, in 
its passion and dispassion. 

Algis Valiunas is a fellow at the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center and a contributing editor to The 
New Atlantis.
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If you find your amazon expenditures 
exceeding your budget each month, take 
heart: great-souled men are no penny-

pinchers.
That’s a proposition amply demonstrated 

in this book by first-time author David Lough, 
which offers an entertaining look at Winston 
Churchill’s life from an entirely new angle: 
the great statesman’s personal finances.

Lough’s title is a bit misleading. True, in a 
moment of apparent retrenchment, Churchill 
did tell his wife that they had to cut out the 
bubbly. But the prohibition seems never to 
have gone into effect. Even during the Depres-
sion, when he was on the back bench politi-
cally and losing tens of thousands of dollars 
in the American stock market, Churchill con-
sumed at least five half-bottles of champagne 
a week. For lunch. With oysters.

By profession Lough is a financial advisor. 
I too have spent much of the last 20 years ad-
vising some of the wealthiest individuals and 
families around the globe. Typically, their ex-
travagances resemble the sort that Churchill 
encountered in his late-in-life association with 
Aristotle Onassis, who gave the Churchills 
several cruises on his 325-foot yacht, Chris-
tina. On board Churchill found lapis-lazuli 
baths, jade and gold icons, onyx tables, and a 
glass-topped bar with models of ships sailing 
beneath: the conspicuous consumption of the 
first-generation wealth-creator.

Churchill’s spending aimed at pleasure rath-
er than show. He came from well-heeled fami-
lies on both sides, but his parents managed to 
deplete most of their resources. Yet from an 
early age Winston excelled in overdrawing his 
bank account on fine wine and spirits, clothes, 
and, of course, cigars. Nor was this just boy-
ish excess. During the single month of May 
1949 (when Churchill was 74), his household 

consumed 36 bottles of whisky (Black Label), 
38 bottles of port, and no less than 95 bottles 
of Pol Roger champagne. It is no wonder that 
upon his death in 1965, Madame Odette Pol-
Roger “instructed that a black band of mourn-
ing” be placed around the family label. 

To pay for these delicacies Churchill’s first 
resort was to borrow. He fully tapped pri-
vate banks Cox & Co. and Lloyds. When he 
played the stock markets he often did so on 
a 100% margin. He borrowed as much as he 
could from the trust set up under his father’s 
estate. (He could not get at the principal, as 
it was designated for his children.) He kept 
tabs running, sometimes for years, with his 
lawyers, clothiers, cigar makers, and above all 
his wine merchant.

But borrowing alone would not 
have taken Churchill far. And so he 
made the most of his formidable intel-

lectual capital. Lough’s book is as much an ac-
count of Churchill’s prolific publishing as it is 
a story of his prodigious spending. Churchill 
began by making five or ten pounds an article 
writing from the front lines of the Spanish-
American War in Cuba, or on the march to 
Khartoum in the Sudan. His real break was 
the Boer War, which won him a salary of over 
£1,000 from the Morning Post. His epic treat-
ment of the Great War—The World Crisis—
and his biography of his famous ancestor, Marl-
borough: His Life and Times, were commercial 
successes. He liberally used “his” state papers 
to support his writing, particularly of his final 
memoirs, The Second World War, which earned 
over half a million pounds.

A less public part of Churchill’s economic 
life, which Lough narrates with the verve of a 
prizefight, is his many-decade struggle against 
the taxman. As a young author and M.P., 

Churchill seemed content to pay his roughly 
20% income tax. But as his income grew, and 
as the marginal rate rose—first to over 50% 
during World War I and then to 97.5% during 
World War II—Churchill spent immense en-
ergies avoiding taxes. His main strategy was 
to make sure that his payments for writing 
were treated as capital gains, for which there 
was no tax at the time. Also, during his times 
as a minister, Churchill declared himself a “re-
tired author,” which shielded any income he 
received in his “retirement.”

Churchill’s brushes with bank-
ruptcy, taxes, and wealth make a 
charming story. But it can also feel 

at times like an ant’s-eye view of an elephant: 
negotiations over loans or book contracts oc-
cupy page after page, while the Dardanelles 
campaign or the Battle of Britain flits by in a 
paragraph or two. 

Besides its novelty, however, the advantage 
of Lough’s focus is that it allows one to revisit 
the old question of whether the art of politi-
cal rule and the art of household management 
are one and the same. The political tone-
deafness of many businessmen, the economic 
illiteracy of many politicians, and the diver-
gence of political science and economics all 
suggest they are not. But perhaps the sort of 
man who can smoothly keep his creditors at 
bay, convince publishers to pay him millions 
for his thoughts, and enjoy the private plea-
sures to their fullest is just the sort who can 
also rebuild a country’s military might, rally 
a people in despair, and remind others what’s 
truly worth fighting for.

Keith Whitaker is president of Wise Counsel 
Research, a think tank devoted to studying issues 
of wealth and philanthropy.

Book Review by Keith Whitaker

What Price Glory?
No More Champagne: Churchill and His Money, by David Lough.
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Enemy of the People

Like many americans, i have been 
watching the Republican presidential 
campaign degenerate into a back-alley 

pissing contest, and wondering what on earth 
has been happening to our political discourse. 
On the morning of his disastrous showing in 
the New York primary, Ted Cruz called the 
Trump campaign “a Kim Kardashian reality 
show.”

Waved aside by MSNBC pundit Joe Scar-
borough, Cruz’s comment did smack of sour 
grapes. But it wasn’t entirely wrong. Indeed, 
it contained an important lesson—and warn-
ing—about the role of commercial television 
in the resistible rise of Donald Trump.

Trump is a master of Twitter and other 
social media, but his natural habitat is tele-
vision. In March, a firm called mediaQuant 
tracked the amount spent by each candidate 
on TV and radio ads, compared with the 
amount (calculated in advertising dollars) 
each received in unpaid coverage. For Cruz, 
the figures were $22 million and $313 million, 
respectively; for Bernie Sanders, $28 million 
and $321 million; for Hillary Clinton, $28 
million and $746 million. But Trump was off 
the chart: only $10 million in paid exposure, 
and $1.9 billion in “unpaid” exposure.

I put “unpaid” in quotes because those many 
hours of exposure were paid for, lavishly, by ad-
vertisers. Ever since the party reforms of the 
1970s, the process of nominating the president 
has been shaped by commercial television as 
much as by the parties. Despite bouts of worry-
ing that television was becoming the more pow-
erful partner, the two worked pretty much in 
tandem until 2008, when the Internet joined 
the mix, followed by social media in 2012.

To many observers, the entry of social me-
dia into the nomination process means an end 
to the influence of commercial television. But 

that’s not what we are witnessing this year. 
What we are witnessing is an alliance be-
tween social media and commercial television 
to dominate the process—and, deliberately or 
not, wrest control of it away from the parties.

The reason for this is simple. Instead of 
replacing commercial television, social media 
seem to be enhancing its power and extend-
ing its reach far beyond any previous imagin-
ing. When every stumble, gaffe, blooper, and 
insult goes viral, the prize goes not to the best 
debater or leader but to the best getter and 
keeper of popular attention. And I don’t have 
to tell you who that is.

Not a True Tribune

In the early stages of trump’s cam-
paign, some of my savvy political friends 
found him refreshing. Yes, he’s obnoxious, 

they said, but he’s raising issues that both par-
ties have been avoiding. And he’s defending a 
group of struggling Americans—low-income 
whites, especially men without a college de-
gree—who have no other defenders at the 
moment.

In other words, my friends defined Trump 
as a populist. This is accurate in the sense 
that, however much our political elites may 
dislike Trump’s huffing and puffing, the is-
sues he huffs and puffs about are real: the 
heavy-handed enforcement of “diversity” in 
education and the workplace; the lack of con-
trol over America’s borders; the massive shift 
of jobs overseas; the willingness to capitulate 
to America’s enemies; and the general feeling 
that the American Dream is fading. 

Not only that, but when elite critics ac-
cuse Trump of sexism, racism, nativism, ho-
mophobia, and militarism, his support only 
grows. This should not be surprising. Of all 

the demographic groups in America, the one 
most frequently tarred with these accusations 
is low-income white men without a college de-
gree. No wonder they cheer when Trump says, 

“The hell with political correctness!” 
But here’s the rub. If Trump were a true 

tribune, cutting through the moral evasive-
ness and verbal smog that passes for cam-
paigning nowadays, this election would be 
exciting instead of dispiriting. But he is not a 
true tribune, or even a populist in the usual 
sense. Instead, he’s a creature of reality TV.

There are two kinds of reality TV: the tal-
ent-based kind, where singers, dancers, chefs, 
and other ambitious amateurs compete on the 
basis of hard work and skill; and the exhibition-
ist kind, where naïve, deluded people compete 
on the basis of foolishness and shamelessness—
and we the audience are invited to laugh at, and 
feel superior to, the greed, stupidity, and asi-
nine preening of our fellow citizens.

Donald Trump spent 11-plus years of his 
life immersed in this world—a fact that has 
received amazingly little attention from se-
rious political observers. His original show, 
The Apprentice, started off as talent-based 
(sort of) but quickly devolved into an exhi-
bitionist circus. During each season, more 
than a dozen contestants tried to win a sala-
ried position in Trump’s investment com-
pany by performing certain tasks, such as 
selling a product, creating a commercial, or 
negotiating a deal. At regular intervals, the 
contestants would gather in the “board-
room,” where Trump would choose the win-
ners—and crush the losers with his famous 
line, “You’re fired!”

Over time, the boardroom became the 
whole point, with Trump taking sadistic plea-
sure in pitting the contestants against one 
another, even after the job applicants were 
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replaced with C-listers and relaunched as 
Celebrity Apprentice. The nastier and more 
shameless the behavior in the boardroom, the 
greater his pleasure. But don’t take my word 
for it. Here’s an online review by one disillu-
sioned fan:

For the first couple of seasons, I thought 
“The Apprentice” was a highly engag-
ing and exciting show…. The new sea-
son 6 is nothing more than a big joke 
and it has absolutely nothing to do 
with business…. [T]he focus is mostly 
in the boardroom where the contes-
tants are expected to do everything to 
keep them on the show (that means 
lying, trash-talking, backstabbing etc.) 
The boardroom can be entertaining to 
watch, but it’s entertainment at it’s low-
point…. The tasks on the show are, at 
most, boring and mostly a showcase for 
the companies who are dumb enough 
to pay NBC for the publicity. In earlier 
seasons at least some of the contestants 
had a bit of integrity, now it seems like 
the contestants would kill their own 
mother.... It also seems like Donald 
Trump’s massive ego becomes bigger 
and bigger…. [T]o be honest, I can’t 
see why anyone with a common sense 
would want to work for him. [H]e just 
likes to trash people.

In the entertainment media, this is main-
ly a matter of bad taste. In politics, it is 
something far worse: a rupture of the barrier 
between political discourse and degraded 
entertainment. There’s an old adage about 
a vat of wine standing next to a vat of sew-
age. Add a cup of wine to the sewage, and 
it is still sewage. But add a cup of sewage to 
the wine, and it is no longer wine but sewage. 
Is this what Donald Trump has done to our 
politics? 

Some Crucial Distinctions

Can the damage be reversed? on 
the positive side, it is true that “Little” 
Marco Rubio self-destructed when 

he tried to out-trash-talk Big Donald. But 
on the negative side, it is hard to imagine 
the commercial TV networks being able to 
resist the next exhibitionist candidate. Un-
like the parties in their old king-making days, 
the networks refuse to take responsibility for 
their role in the nomination process. When 
Trump swept all five states in the April 26 
primary, Joe Scarborough bragged about the 
accuracy of his predictions compared to those 
of other pundits. But like his fellow talking 

heads, Scarborough denies having the slight-
est influence over voters’ perceptions of the 
candidates.

This refusal of responsibility is under-
standable but disturbing. It’s understandable 
because the networks have made the nomi-
nation process so damn entertaining—and 
profitable—it’s hard to imagine either they 
or the audience wanting to go back to the old 
restrained ways. But it’s disturbing because 
when restraint is abandoned, the American 
tradition of free speech is threatened.

If you think this fear exaggerated, allow me 
to make the case. At the heart of our tradition 
is a crucial distinction between three kinds of 
limits on speech: 1) coercive censorship im-
posed by a state; 2) self-censorship practiced 
by an individual or institution under threat of 
state coercion; and 3) voluntary restraint ex-
ercised by individuals or institutions in accor-
dance with accepted norms of civility, decency, 
and propriety.

As I have argued previously in these pages, 
1) and 2) are closely related. Properly de-
fined, self-censorship is when an individual 
or group chooses not to say, publish, or post 
something for fear of being harassed, ar-
rested, imprisoned, or physically attacked 
by agents working directly or indirectly for 
the state. By contrast, voluntary restraint is 
when an individual or group chooses not to 
say, publish, or post something for reasons 
freely arrived at.

It is not easy to draw the line between self-
censorship and voluntary restraint. But today, 
most Americans do not even try. Instead, we 
confound the two, characterizing every sort of 
voluntary restraint as self-censorship.

In part, this is because we regard freedom 
of speech as an absolute, uncompromising 
principle, according to which all limits on 
speech, from legal censorship to voluntary 
restraint, are condemned, and all excesses 
of speech, from obscenity to slander to blas-
phemy, are accepted. Indeed, we are exhorted 
to applaud offensive speech as proof that we 
really, really believe in free speech. If coercive 
state censorship is simplistic and dangerous, 
so is this absolutist view.

Columbia historian Henry Steele Com-
mager once wrote, “Censorship always de-
feats its own purpose, for it creates in the 
end the kind of society that is incapable of 
exercising real discretion.” Let me turn that 
around, and suggest that without real discre-
tion—that is, without a strong tradition of 
voluntary restraint—a society invites coer-
cive censorship.

Every society places some limits on speech, 
but some are repressive tyrannies and oth-
ers are, for all intents and purposes, free. In UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH PRESS
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accounting for the difference, a key factor is 
whether a given society can maintain a shared 
sense of what is, and is not, appropriate in a 
particular setting. To put it simply, we are in 
trouble if we can no longer agree that what is 
funny in a reality show is not funny in a presi-
dential debate.

From Russia with Trash

Returning to television, let us 
step outside the American bubble for a 
moment, and consider a curious fact—

namely, that exhibitionist reality shows were 
a staple of Russian TV in the mid-2000s, just 
as Vladimir Putin was consolidating his power 
and preparing to crack down on press freedom.

This was not an accident. Putin’s media 
wizards encouraged exhibitionist shows, for 
three reasons. The first and most obvious was 
money: this type of programming attracts 
eyeballs, and therefore advertising revenue. 
The second, less obvious reason was image: 
Putin and his cronies wanted desperately to 
appear cool and hip; they would have done 
anything to avoid looking like dull, dowdy 
Soviet apparatchiks.

The third reason is not obvious but in my 
view important: exhibitionist reality TV has a 
dampening effect on the growth and health of 

civil society. Think about it. By making ordi-
nary citizens look stupid and offensive, reality 
TV fosters cynicism and hostility, as opposed 
to hope and cooperation.

Here’s an example: in 2001, a show called 
Behind the Glass (Za steklom) placed six young 
contestants in an apartment where they were 
continually filmed by 26 cameras—and 
watched by a TV audience extending from 
Russia to Ukraine, the Baltics, and Central 
Asia.

Unlike their counterparts in the West-
ern reality show Big Brother, who for all their 
shamelessness rarely disrobed, the partici-
pants in Behind the Glass frequently stripped 
and engaged in sexual foreplay. And when 
two of them finally had sex on camera, the 
tabloid Komsomolskaya Pravda crowed, “Max 
and Margo finally did it!”

In Soviet times, Komsomolskaya Pravda 
was the high-minded, heavily didactic official 
paper of the Communist Union of Youth. So 
it was ironic to see it praising young Russians 
who, in the words of veteran pundit Vladimir 
Pozner, “have nothing to believe in…no moral 
fiber, no ideals.”

Behind the Glass was followed by a slew 
of even trashier shows, featuring scream-
ing arguments and physical fights that were 
encouraged, not stopped, by the producers. 

Were these shows created with the deliberate 
intention of stunting democracy? It’s hard to 
say, but consider: civil society in post-Soviet 
Russia was a fragile new growth, pushing up 
through the cracks of the old regime. It need-
ed sunshine and nutrients, in the form of in-
dependent associations, social trust, and open 
political debate. 

But Russian civil society did not get sun-
shine and nutrients. Instead, it got herbicide, 
in the form of crime, corruption, social disor-
der—and, I would add, degrading entertain-
ment. And it’s hard not to see a certain calcu-
lation behind the degradation. In the words of 
Valery Komissarov, a Putin loyalist who pro-
duced some of the worst reality shows during 
that time, “When people ask me, ‘why do you 
pick so many idiots?,’ I know that I have done 
my job correctly.”

In closing, I would remind the reader of 
what happened next. Young Russians did find 
something to believe in—or rather, someone. 
A strong, all-knowing leader named Vladi-
mir Putin, who promised to clean up the 
mess and make Russia great again. America 
is not Russia, and Trump is not Putin. But 
our democracy is ailing right now, and per-
sonally, I would rather give it the sunshine 
and nutrients of a real populist movement 
than the herbicide of Donald Trump.
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Bonaparte 
1769–1802
Patrice Gueniffey

“Magnificent . . .  Patrice Gueniffey’s 
Bonaparte is beautifully written, and 
its portrait of Talleyrand is masterly. If 
you need more Napoleon, Gueniffey’s 
next volume is a good bet.”   

—Denis Boyles, Claremont Review

“[A] magisterial and often exhilarating 
biography.”   

— Alan Forrest, Literary Review
Belknap Press | $39.95

Notes Toward a 
Performative Theory  
of Assembly
Judith Butler

“One of the boldest and most radical 
thinkers of our time, Butler examines 
the contemporary state of popular 
sovereignty, resistance, and other 

‘concerted actions,’ as Hannah Arendt 
termed them, of political engagement 
in this series of essays expanding on 
her theory of performativity.”   

— Publishers Weekly
$27.95

Self and Soul
A Defense of Ideals 
Mark Edmundson

“[Edmundson’s] bold and ambitious 
new book is partly a demonstration 
of what a ‘real education’ in the 
humanities, inspired by the goal of 

‘human transformation’ and devoted 
to taking writers seriously, might look 
like . . . [It] quietly sets out to challenge 
many educational pieties, most of the 
assumptions of recent literary studies—
and his own chosen lifestyle.”   

— Mathew Reisz,  
Times Higher Education

$29.95

Fighters in the Shadows
A New History of the  
French Resistance
Robert Gildea

“An important new book . . .  [Gildea] 
blends top-down history with the 
bottom-up stories of those who 
schemed, improvised, grabbed 
chances and risked their lives.”    

—The Economist

“[An] ambitious overview of the Vichy 
years . . . [Gildea] provides a context for 
the individual acts of courage, which 
he celebrates in moving detail.”    

—Caroline Moorhead, The Guardian
Belknap Press | $35.00

The Annotated Poe
Edgar Allan Poe
EditEd by KEvin J. HayEs

ForEword by william Giraldi

“Poe startles and enchants, but he 
springs traps for the unwary. There is 
no better guide through Poe’s magic 
house of mirrors than Kevin Hayes, 
who brings a wealth of expertise to his 
annotations. This handsomely produced 
edition is a treasure-house for Poe 
novices and initiates alike.”    

—Nicholas Frankel
Belknap Press | $39.95

The Story of Alice 
Lewis Carroll and the Secret 
History of Wonderland
Robert Douglas-Fairhurst 

H  A New York Times Book Review  
Editors’ Choice

H  A Time Magazine Best Book of 2015

“Brilliantly brings together the stories 
of Carroll, Alice Liddell and the Alice 
phenomenon to provide the most 
nuanced and convincing picture yet 
of Wonderland’s quirky, self-effacing 
creator.”

— Michael Saler, Wall Street Journal
Belknap Press | $29.95 
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Defense Is Missing in Action

In this powerful nation with founding principles and latent 
capacities second to none, politics have become fit for the fall of 
Rome, the culture is sick with self-destruction, and the rule of law is 

routinely perverted. Though politics, culture, and law are the arch of the 
nation, the keystone without which they cannot hold is defense. For war 
transforms whole peoples and threatens their sovereignty and national 
existence more decisively than any other force.

You would hardly know this from the current presidential campaign. 
Most of the candidates seem unaware that the prospects of catastrophic 
war in the not-so-distant future are burgeoning because of a fundamental 
change in the international system, driven by accelerating adjustments in 
relative military power.

Russia, China, and Iran have been racing ahead, stimulated by a 
disintegrating Europe that neither spends sufficiently on its defense nor 
defends its borders; and by a United States, strategically blind in the 
Middle East, that failed to replenish and keep current its military under 
President George W. Bush, and now surrenders, apologizes, bluffs, 

“leads from behind,” and denigrates its military capacities and morale as 
President Obama either embraces enemies or opposes them only with 
exquisite delicacy.

As the U.S. allows its nuclear forces to stagnate and decay into de 
facto unilateral disarmament, Russia has been modernizing its own. 
The Kremlin has added systems, such as road-mobile, intercontinental 
ballistic missiles with multiple independently targetable warheads, that 
we neither have nor envision. In the absence of “soft power” parity with 
the U.S., Russia dangerously relies on a permissive nuclear doctrine 
and promiscuously rattles its atomic sabers. Its nuclear adventurism, 
naval and land force modernization, unopposed reintroduction into 
the Middle East, invasion and annexation in Ukraine, and the ability to 
recapture the Baltic states in an afternoon are yet another impeachment 
of “the end of history.”

With little resistance, China incrementally annexes the South China 
Sea while embarked on a naval buildup inversely proportional to the 
smallest U.S. fleet since 1916, and further aggravated by China’s ability, 
once its naval technology matures, to surge production in its 106 major 
shipyards as opposed to America’s six. More importantly, China is 
expanding its nuclear forces—to what extent we do not know, because 
the Chinese program’s infrastructure is hidden within 3,000 miles 
of tunnels largely opaque to U.S. intelligence. As if China were not a 
major rival, the Obama Administration, ever infatuated with accords, 
has made no effort to include Beijing in a nuclear-arms-control regime. 
Why not?

We pay Iran for allowing us to stabilize its acquisition of nuclear 
armaments, and discount both the North Korean threat and missile 
defense, the only means of opposing it. As North Korea and Iran work 
up to minimal nuclear capacity, this administration works down to 
it, thus (in a mistaken conception of nuclear sufficiency) encouraging 

proliferation and eventual parity among a large number of nuclear states. 
Nothing could be more dangerous.

Should these trends continue unaddressed, the world 
will see three great powers—China, Russia, the U.S.—each with 
a complex and shifting system of alliances in unstable areas subject 

to proxy wars and opportunistic territorial expansion, the beginnings 
of which are now apparent in Ukraine, Syria and the South China Sea. 
As Wilhelmine Germany was either unwilling or unable to restrain 
Austria from invading Serbia despite the latter’s abject submission, thus 
precipitating World War I, no single power will be able effectively to 
discipline its allies.

With rapid shifts in the correlation of forces among near equals, nations 
seeking protection will migrate among the blocs and arm to protect 
themselves, provoking their neighbors to do the same. Such conditions, 
absent since World War II, will be remarkably unstable, especially given 
the emergence of semi-medieval crazy-states armed with nuclear warheads 
on ICBMs. To prevent or weather these dangers, the next Congress and 
administration must rearm America and insist that our allies follow suit. 
The American nuclear deterrent must be refreshed and augmented. China 
must be brought into a nuclear-arms-control regime. The U.S. and its allies 
must take a much harder line and accept greater risks to halt proliferation, 
starting with our greatest failure to date, Iran.

In Europe, U.S. forces in divisional strengths must combine with 
similar British, French, and German formations to deploy in France and 
Germany, like a movable piston, subject to advance or retreat governed 
by either the provocative or reasonable behavior of Russia. The varying 
rotation and basing of detachments on the periphery would work as a 
similar means of signal and deterrence. We send weak forces eastward 
now as a message, but behind them is virtually nothing of force or will.

In combination with Japan, India, Vietnam, and the Philippines, 
newly armed with long-range antiaircraft and coastal-defense missiles, 
an American fleet at least half again its present size, and the F-22 tactical 
fighter brought back from the dead, can frustrate Chinese claims to the 
South China Sea. Those claims are as much of a portent and even less 
legitimate than the Third Reich’s claim to the Sudetenland.

The U.S. 2015 base budget defense appropriation (excluding overseas 
contingency funding) was just less than 3%, as opposed to 5.7% in 
the peacetime years during the period from 1940 to 2000. Though, 
embarrassingly, it would take Churchillian statesmanship to return 
merely to the norm, doing so would help arrest the slide toward a perilous 
international system such as existed before World War I. But in a 
presidential campaign in which most candidates and their partisans see 
only what is at their feet, perhaps it is too much to expect that they look 
toward the horizon.

An earlier version of this essay appeared in the Wall Street Journal.
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POLARIZED
The Rise of Ideology in American Politics
By Steven E. Schier and Todd E. Eberly
$75 · Cloth

“While various analysts have described and explained 
party sorting--the growing relationship between par-
tisanship and ideology--Schier and Eberly advance the 
discussion via a nuanced and thoughtful tracing of the 
consequences of party sorting for the operation of our 
national institutions.” 

—Morris P. Fiorina, Stanford University

New in Paper
ECONOMICS OF THE UNDEAD
Zombies, Vampires, and the Dismal Science
Edited by Glen Whitman and James Dow
$18.95 · Paper

“Those who are looking to get their finances in order for 
the coming Zombie apocalypse should definitely buy 
this book.” 

—Megan McArdle, Bloomberg View

CONVENTIONAL WISDOM AND 
AMERICAN ELECTIONS
Exploding Myths, Exploring Misconceptions
THIRD EDITION
By Jody C Baumgartner and Peter L. Francia
$90 · Cloth

“This book is political science at its best.” 
(Previous Edition Praise) 

—Costas Panagopoulos, Fordham University

PRIDE AND PROFIT
The Intersection of Jane Austen and Adam Smith
By Cecil E. Bohanon and Michelle Albert Vachris
Lexington Books · $80 · Cloth

“What do Adam Smith and Jane Austen have in com-
mon? This tour de force ties the worlds of economics 
and literature together, leaving the reader delighted 
and informed along the way.” 

—Tyler Cowen, George Mason University

INSIDE THE EQUAL 
ACCESS TO JUSTICE ACT
Environmental Litigation and the Crippling 
Battle over America’s Lands, Endangered Species, 
and Critical Habitats
By Lowell E. Baier
$75 · Cloth

“[Lowell Baier] poses the serious question of how the 
public land mass comprising one-third of the United 
States can be effectively managed in the 21st century, 
and the consequences the remaining two-thirds will 
suffer from unchecked litigation.” 

—Representative Cynthia M. Lummis, (R) Wyoming

JACKIE ROBINSON
An Integrated Life
By J. Christopher Schutz
$38 · Cloth

J. Christopher Schutz reveals the real Robinson, as a 
more defiant, combative spirit than simply the ‘turn the 
other cheek’ compliant ‘credit to his race.’ . . .Examining 
this key figure at the crossroads of baseball and civil 
rights histories, Schutz provides a cohesive exploration 
of the man and the times that made him great. 

THE LIVELY EXPERIMENT
Religious Toleration in America 
from Roger Williams to the Present
Edited by Chris Beneke and Christopher S. Grenda. 
Foreword by Jon Butler
$65 · Cloth

“Top-notch scholarship on a topic of great contemporary 
importance. Essential.”

—Choice

A CHOICE Top 25 Outstanding Title for 2015

STALIN’S SINGING SPY
The Life and Exile of Nadezhda Plevitskaya
By Pamela A. Jordan
$39.95 · Cloth

“Was Plevitskaya a Red Mata Hari? Read this book and 
find out. ” 

—Rochelle Goldberg Ruthchild, Harvard University

AIR POWER
A Global History
By Jeremy Black
$38 · Cloth

“Jeremy Black’s Air Power is destined to be the go-to 
book on the subject.” 

—Jason W. Warren, U.S. Army War College

THE SEARCH FOR THE MAN 
IN THE IRON MASK
A Historical Detective Story
By Paul Sonnino
$35 · Cloth

“Sonnino’s search allows readers to participate in the fun 
of unmasking a legendary figure from the era of the Sun 
King and The Three Musketeers.”

—Publishers Weekly
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