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from the editor’s desk

I’m Offended
by Charles R. Kesler

You can’t teach at an american college these days with-
out wondering if—and at some schools, let’s face it, you wonder 
when—it’s going to happen. A student, fellow faculty member, 

or administrator is going to charge you with offending him. 
For 30 years in my introductory American government course I 

have assigned the Lincoln-Douglas debates. Most students, I think, 
regard them as a highlight of the class. But it’s easy to imagine the 
possible objections. Both speakers discuss “Negroes,” not a polite 
term anymore though it was then, and Stephen Douglas enjoys play-
ing to the audience’s passions by occasionally unloading the other, 
vile n-word. He doesn’t use it as often as (say) Huckleberry Finn does, 
but then Douglas isn’t a barefoot boy but a distinguished politician. 
And of course the debates are all about the moral status of slavery, 
and just how much equality and liberty the “Negroes” deserve.

Plenty to be offended by. Yet the drama, gravity, and high quality 
of the arguments on both sides tend to command respect, or at least 
to invite a reasoned consideration of the debaters’ claims. The fact 
that Lincoln lost that election to the U.S. Senate from Illinois brings 
students up short—an unexpected lesson that political success can-
not be the measure of justice, nor history a convenient guide to which 
is the right and which the wrong side to be on. 

Unhappily, today’s campus isn’t steeped in the spirit of the Lincoln-
Douglas debates, or of any debate for that matter. That’s where the 
new ethos of taking offense comes in. The accusation is, and is meant 
to be, a conversation stopper. “I’m offended” is not an invitation to a 
debate but a demand for a confession, retraction, and apology. One 
could respond, “Well, I’m offended that you’re offended,” but that 
leads nowhere except maybe to a brawl. The charge operates like 
Ring Lardner’s great line—“‘Shut up,’ he explained”—except that 
absolutely no humor is involved. This new readiness to take offense 
leads first to trying to halt the offending conduct or speech, and next 
to trying to outlaw it.

How different is the spirit of “I disagree.” A disagreement invites 
an exchange of reasons, hence the possibility, at least, of persuasion. 
Voltaire never said, “I disagree with what you say, but I will defend to 
the death your right to say it,” but it sounds like him, and it captures 
the broadmindedness and generosity of the older liberalism and of 

the American university in better days, when it was possible to dis-
tinguish between rights and the good or bad use of them. 

John stuart mill’s on liberty is far from a perfect book, 
but liberal-arts students used to read it a lot. I bet it was assigned 
in three or four of my courses when I was an undergraduate. Fig-

uring out its strengths and weaknesses was part of the fun. When I 
ask students today, however, almost none has read it. The culture of 
free discussion and debate is declining, and with it liberty, on and off 
the campus.

What’s behind the decline? There are many factors, but among 
the most influential is that dead-end of modern philosophy called 
postmodernism, which has had two baneful effects. By teaching that 
reason is impotent—that it can’t arrive at any objective knowledge of 
truth, beauty, and justice because there is nothing “out there” to be 
known—postmodernism turns the university into an arena for will to 
power. All values are relative, so there is no point in discussing wheth-
er the most powerful values are true, just, or good. The crucial thing is 
that they are the most powerful, and can be played as trumps: do not 
offend me, or you will be in trouble. If we say it’s racist, then it’s racist. 
Don’t waste our time trying to ask, But what is racism? 

Second, postmodernism devotes itself to what Richard Rorty 
called “language games.” For professors, especially, this is the most 
exquisite form of will to power, “a royal road to social change,” as 
Todd Gitlin (the rare lefty professor at Columbia who defends free 
speech) observes. So freshman girls became “women,” slaves turned 
into “enslaved persons,” “marriage” had to be opened to “same-sex” 
spouses, and so forth. Naming or renaming bespeaks power, and for 
decades we have seen this power rippling through American society. 
Now even sexual assault and rape are whatever the dogmatic leftists 
on and off campus say they are.

The latest threats to free speech involve campaigns to stop “micro-
aggressions” and to issue “trigger warnings” before anything disturb-
ing or potentially offensive is discussed. Perhaps students would find 
education less fearful if they were encouraged to trust and develop 
the freedom of their mind, rather than to presume reason is a slave 
of power. 
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The Right
Agenda

William Voegeli has written 
a typically thoughtful if some-
what critical essay on a group (of 
which I am a member) that has 
come to be known as “reform 
conservatives” (“The Newest 
New Right,” Winter 2014/15). 

Voegeli’s basic argument is 
that while reform conservatives 
may have some good policy ideas 
here and there, we’re in favor of 

“leashing rather than reforming 
government.” Reform conserva-
tives “are going to try to win by 
playing a game liberals invent-
ed.” We focus too much on how 
government can improve rather 
than on whether government 
has a legitimate authority to ad-
dress every need or concern.

Voegeli zeroes in on what 
he deems to be the fundamen-
tal flaw of reform conservatism 
when he writes:

What will be harder to 
overcome is some conserva-
tives’ fears that the reform 
conservative project entails 
conceding more than the 
inescapable need for ex-
pertise in formulating and 

implementing public poli-
cies. If it concedes, instead, 
the legitimacy of the New 
Deal and Great Society 
to-do lists for government, 
and confines its critique of 
liberalism to the use of bad 
means for achieving good 
ends, many conservatives 
are going to go AWOL 
rather than fight for those 
circumscribed goals. Such 
defections would make it 
difficult for reform con-
servatism to be the path, 
or even a path, to making 
conservatism more elector-
ally competitive. The core 
conservative argument to 
voters would become that 
our five-point proposals for 
dealing with this or that 
social need and concern 
are bounded, decentral-
ized, and nimble, while lib-
erals’ eight-point propos-
als are bloated, intrusive, 
and ineffective. Even if 
completely true, that dec-
laration doesn’t rank with 

“Give me liberty or give me 
death!” and “Extremism in 
the defense of liberty is no 
vice” when it comes to stir-
ring conservatives’ blood.

In addressing these concerns, 
let’s start with what I consider to 
be Voegeli’s flawed premise. The 
agenda laid out by reform con-
servatives in the e-book Room to 
Grow: Conservative Reforms for a 
Limited Government and a Thriv-
ing Middle Class hardly quali-
fies as “circumscribed goals” and 
mere “tinkerings.” 

I’d encourage people to read 
the essays for themselves. What 
they will find is that the ideas 
contained there—in the areas 
of health care, higher educa-
tion, taxes, safety net programs, 
and the financial sector, among 
others—would amount to a far-
reaching conservative reconstitu-
tion of government. The reforms 

are ambitious, systemic rather 
than marginal, and would inject 
choice and competition into gov-
ernment programs and empower 
people to address the problems 
they confront while moving away 
from centralized control. These 
proposals would, if they became 
law, substantially change for the 
better the relationship between 
the citizen and the state. 

The reforms we’re advocat-
ing, then, would reduce the size 
of government. But there’s more 
to it than that. In the words of 
Yuval Levin, one of the leaders 
of the reform conservative move-
ment, “what’s proposed [in Room 
to Grow]…is a much bolder con-
servative leap to the right than 
just cutting the level of federal 
spending. This is about recon-
ceiving the role of government 
along the lines of the conserva-
tive vision of society.” 

Now let me turn to Voegeli’s 
statement that conservatives 
should not concede “the legiti-
macy of the New Deal and Great 
Society to-do lists for govern-
ment.” If by that he means con-
servatives should challenge the 
basic structures of Social Security, 
Medicare, and Medicaid, then 
he and reform conservatives are 
fully aligned in their views. As 
I have already tried to suggest, 
reform conservatives go right at 
the heart of the way antiquated 
and often crushingly inefficient 
programs operate—for example, 
by moving from a defined benefit 
to a defined contribution plan in 
health care as a means to create a 
consumer marketplace that will 
force providers to offer lower-
cost options. To be clear, how-
ever: the goal is to reform the 
programs in order to save them 
for future generations. 

But if Voegeli is arguing, as 
he seems to be, that the federal 
government ought to have no 
role in constructing a safety net 
below a dynamic market econo-
my, then he and reform conser-

vatives like me do have a funda-
mental disagreement. I reject the 
proposition that government in 
principle should not and in prac-
tice cannot play some role in pro-
viding security to people who are 
insecure and vulnerable. 

Beyond that, if Voegeli be-
lieves that the New Deal and the 
Great Society are inherently ille-
gitimate and conservatives ought 
to wage a full-scale, fundamental 
assault on them—that conser-
vatives should proudly prom-
ise to uproot every last vestige 
of them—then he will destroy 
conservatism as a viable politi-
cal movement. The eminent po-
litical scientist James Q. Wilson 
summarized this political reality 
when he said, “Telling people 
who want clean air, a safe envi-
ronment, fewer drug dealers, a 
decent retirement, and protec-
tion against catastrophic medical 
bills that the government ought 
not to do these things is wishful 
or suicidal politics.” 

There is plenty of evidence that 
Americans are unhappy with the 
performance of modern govern-
ment; there is little evidence to 
suggest that they are unhappy 
with the aims of modern gov-
ernment. It is not as though the 
New Deal was snuck through by 
a crafty Franklin Roosevelt and 
has been resented by the Ameri-
can people ever since. Whether 
conservatives like it or not, the 
pillars of the New Deal and most 
of the Great Society have been 
strongly and consistently reaf-
firmed in election after election, 
both congressional and presi-
dential. Since the New Deal, in 
fact, no national politician has 
been elected promising to undo 
it, including the conservative 
icon Ronald Reagan.

As Henry Olsen and I pointed 
out in our essay in Commentary 
magazine, “If Ronald Reagan 
Were Alive Today, He Would Be 
103 Years Old,” many people are 
familiar with Reagan’s legendary 
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“There you go again” rejoinder to 
Jimmy Carter in their debate in 
1980, but what few of them real-
ize is that it came in the context 
of an answer that made it clear 
that he was against doing away 
with Medicare—a program not 
from the New Deal but from the 
Great Society. Here’s how the 
exchange went:

Carter: Governor Reagan, 
as a matter of fact, began 
his political career cam-
paigning around this na-
tion against Medicare. Now, 
we have an opportunity to 
move toward…a national 
health insurance, important 
to the American people. 
Governor Reagan, again, 
typically is against such a 
proposal….

Reagan: There you go again. 
When I opposed Medicare, 
there was another piece of 
legislation meeting the same 
problem before the Con-
gress. I happened to favor 
the other piece of legislation 
and thought that it would 
be better for the senior citi-
zens and provide better care 
than the one that was finally 
passed. I was not opposing 
the principle of providing care 
for them. [Emphasis added.]

Once in office, Reagan never 
sought to eliminate Medicare or 
any other major entitlement pro-
gram. The most Reagan attempt-
ed to do was early in his presi-
dency, when he approved a plan 
to cut Social Security benefits for 
prospective early retirees—a plan 
that came under fierce attack and 
which Reagan soon scrapped. (In 
1983 Reagan actually increased 
payroll taxes in order to shore up 
Social Security.) 

It’s worth noting that while 
Reagan won two landslide elec-
tion victories, the person Voegeli 
did quote (twice)—Barry Gold-
water—was obliterated in his 
1964 race against Lyndon John-
son. So was his party. (In the 
wake of the election Democrats 

controlled 68 out of 100 Senate 
seats and 295 House seats versus 
140 for Republicans.) This wasn’t 
just a political defeat; the Demo-
cratic majority that swept into 
power allowed President Johnson 
to implement the Great Society 
pretty much as he wanted. There 
was no check on progressivism’s 
soaring ambitions. 

One of the main reasons for 
Goldwater’s defeat is that he was 
seen, in some respects unfairly, 
as questioning the New Deal’s 
legitimacy. As Theodore White 
wrote in The Making of the Presi-
dent 1964, “Out of the vast mass 
of his many statements and 
speeches, [Democrats]…chose to 
hook and hang him on one issue: 
Social Security. Goldwater was 
general in his denunciation of 
big government; the Democrats 
chose a specific for response, and 
they could not have chosen bet-
ter.” To reopen that fight today 
would be politically catastrophic 
for conservatives. 

And for all the claims that 
Goldwater’s defeat set the stage 
for Ronald Reagan’s victory 16 
years later, the truth is that Rea-
gan ran a very different cam-
paign from Goldwater’s, with far 
less rhetorical fervor. Don’t get 
me wrong; Reagan offered a bold 
and far-reaching governing agen-
da. But rather than celebrating 
extremism, Reagan succeeded in 
inoculating himself against the 
charge.

A final observation: It is one 
thing for conservatives to say 
that if we had the chance to do 
it over again we might redesign a 
particular program from scratch. 
But in terms of most entitlement 
programs, that moment was 
lost long ago, and conservatism 
properly understood takes into 
account historical circumstances. 
It does not seek to traumatize so-
ciety by making dramatic breaks 
with certain settled assumptions 
and deeply entrenched habits 
and ways of life. When it deems 
change necessary—as any con-
servative would have to see that 
bold, significant change now is—
it pursues ways of making that 

change as desirable and palatable 
for the public as possible. 

I have a good deal of respect 
for William Voegeli, but I do 
worry that his essay leans a bit too 
much in the direction of the poli-
tics of abstraction, metaphysics, 
and wishful thinking—the be-
lief that if only conservatives in-
voked the zeal and employed the 
rhetorical thunderbolts of Barry 
Goldwater, they would reclaim 
the presidency. In fact, doing so 
would end up doing tremendous 
damage to the conservative cause 
for which Mr. Voegeli is such an 
eloquent and able advocate. 

Peter Wehner
Ethics and Public Policy Center

Washington, D.C.

In his characteristically mea-
sured and perceptive essay about 

“reform conservatism,” William 
Voegeli notes that at no point in 
Room to Grow does anyone write 
explicitly that “there are some 
Xs the government shouldn’t do 
at all: categories of needs and 
concerns that fall beyond the 
legitimate purview of govern-
ment, no matter how adroitly 
or successfully it might address 
them.” I would have thought 
that the point was made implic-
itly throughout the book, and 
especially in the chapters by the 
book’s editors (Yuval Levin and 
me). I am happy to say explicitly 
here that I emphatically agree 
with those words, as I usually do 
with what Voegeli writes.

Let me suggest a reason that 
no such sentence appears. To 
my mind, “reform conservatism” 
largely consists of undertaking a 
practical task. Conservatism has 
generally excelled at propound-
ing a philosophy of government, 
with great stress on government’s 
limits. It has not, especially in 
recent years, been as good at 
outlining an agenda that would 
be attractive to the public. Con-
servative politicians have not, by 
and large, presented an agenda 
that offered tangible advantages 
to many people or explained how 
it did so.
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This is not a defect inherent 
to conservatism. Conservatives 
in the late 1970s and early ’80s 
made the case that the conserva-
tive agenda would make Ameri-
can life better for most people: 
reducing crime, providing tax 
relief, ending gas lines. This was 
not the whole of the conservative 
case. But it was a politically in-
dispensable part of it.

It remains indispensable to-
day. So it seems to me that con-
servatives should identify public 
concerns, think through how we 
can address those concerns by 
applying conservative insights, 
and then argue for the resulting 
agenda. We should shrink gov-
ernment—especially in the plac-
es, and the ways, where it would 
do the most good. And that, of 
course, depends on circumstanc-
es. Robert Stein’s chapter makes 
that point with respect to tax 
policy. In 1981, a 70% top tax 
rate badly needed to be brought 
down. Today, the payroll tax and 
taxes on business investment are 
more pressing issues, the former 
because it imposes a heavier bur-
den on middle-class families and 
the latter because they impede 
economic growth.

Occupational licensure and 
the college-accreditation oligopo-
ly (to pick examples from Michael 
Strain’s and Andrew Kelly’s chap-
ters) have both become bigger 
and bigger obstacles to opportu-
nity. Overcoming those obstacles, 
through fairly straightforward 
conservative policies of deregu-
lation, should therefore become 
conservative priorities. 

If our agenda expanded the 
size and scope of the federal 
government, it would be very 
important to articulate a prin-
cipled limit to how large and 
powerful we would allow it to 
get. (Although, come to think 
of it, people who really do have 
a government-expanding agenda 
have not done that, as Voegeli 
explained in depth in his book 
Never Enough.) Since our agenda 
does the reverse, however, it has 
not been as important.

And because it is a practi-
cal agenda, it need not specify 
whether we should ultimately 
seek a government as small as 
the one we had in 1911, 1931, or 
1961. We can, instead, form a co-
alition of people who want a tiny 
government, people who want a 
much smaller government, and 
people who want a smaller but 
less destructive government—
just as politically successful con-
servatives have done in the past. 
Some conservatives may think 
that the federal government has 
a legitimate and constructive 
role to play in helping promising 
low-income young adults attend 
college; some may think that it 
would be better if the federal 
government had no higher-edu-
cation policy. Both groups ought 
to be able to agree that it would 
be better to have student-loan 
programs that did less to raise 
tuitions and restrict choices.

Most conservatives, Voegeli 
writes, are interested in “leashing 
rather than reforming govern-
ment.” I am not sure this distinc-
tion holds up. Take health care, 
where the most alarming recent 
expansion of government has 
taken place. There is no signifi-
cant force in American politics 
seeking an end to all federal in-
volvement in health care. There 
is no caucus in the House that 
wants to end Medicare, Med-
icaid, the tax exclusion for em-
ployer-provided insurance, and 
the requirement that hospitals 
provide emergency care to all 
comers, and replace them with 
nothing. All existing conserva-
tive proposals can therefore be 
described as reforms of existing 
federal health policy.

The reforms suggested in 
James Capretta’s chapter, though, 
would also leash the government. 
Health care for the elderly would 
still be subsidized—but the fed-
eral government would no longer 
be in the business of trying to 
set prices throughout the health 
sector. The tax break for employ-
er-provided coverage would con-
tinue—but no longer would the 

tax code so heavily favor it over 
individually purchased insur-
ance. Health insurance would 
still be regulated—but people 
would be free not to buy it, or to 
buy plans that suited their pref-
erences rather than those of the 
Department of Health and Hu-
man Services. All of this would 
amount to a massive reduction 
in the federal role, even before 
accounting for how much less 
federal spending it would involve.

Voegeli cautions reform-
minded conservatives against 
confining ourselves to critiquing 
liberals’ means rather than their 
ends. But these healthcare poli-
cies do not amount merely to a 
different and better way of doing 
what Obamacare does. They are, 
to be sure, a different and better 
way of seeing to it that people 
can get affordable health insur-
ance. But that isn’t the objec-
tionable essence of Obamacare. 
Room to Grow’s reforms reject 
altogether Obamacare’s goal of 
managing American health care 
from Washington, D.C.—of 
telling people what they must 
buy and what business models 
they should follow.

Room to Grow has no chap-
ter on immigration, and Voegeli 
notes that the authors have di-
vergent views on the subject. He 
says, too, that tighter labor mar-
kets, brought about by stricter 
laws, would do more to improve 
economic security than the ideas 
the book presents. I suspect that 
increased enforcement of laws 
against illegal immigration, and 
a reduction in low-skilled legal 
immigration, would appreciably 
help people at the lowest end 
of the wage scale. I do not see 
the evidence that those policies 
would do a great deal for people 
in the middle of the middle class. 
I favor them, but they are not a 
substitute for an agenda along 
the lines of the one in Room to 
Grow.

Finally there is Voegeli’s claim 
that reform conservatism has 

“no obvious base of support” and 
may not be able to rouse conser-

vative voters. Again, though, re-
form conservatism attempts to 
fill a gap within existing conser-
vatism rather than to replace it. 
A reform-minded conservative, I 
hope, will run on a platform of 
replacing Obamacare with less 
intrusive health-care policies, ap-
pointing constitutionalist judges, 
changing tax law to promote 
growth and lower the burden on 
middle-class families, protecting 
the right to life, fostering energy 
development, strengthening the 
national defense, taking on the 
academic cartel, and changing 
immigration policy to favor the 
nuclear family, assimilation, and 
economic growth. I think that a 
conservative who did that might 
just find himself with enough 
support to form a center-right 
electoral majority.

Ramesh Ponnuru
National Review

Washington, D.C.

William Voegeli replies:

Readers who believe politi-
cal discussion should be a full-
contact sport are likely to leave 
this exchange disappointed. For 
one thing, I both appreciate and 
reciprocate Messrs. Wehner and 
Ponnuru’s generous words. I’ve 
not only enjoyed but learned a 
great deal from their writings.

More importantly, our dis-
agreements on the substantive 
questions raised by Room to 
Grow are smaller than our agree-
ments. The reform conservatives 
want what all conservatives want: 
proposals, arguments, rhetoric, 
and candidates that will help a 
conservative coalition to cohere, 
win elections, and govern suc-
cessfully. The position I took 
on reform conservatism in the 
CRB may be described as that of 
a skeptical well-wisher. I want a 
majority coalition that strength-
ens and expands as conservative 
political and policy victories re-
inforce one another. The reform 
conservatives deserve great cred-
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it for their serious, thoughtful 
suggestions about how to bring 
conservatism closer to that goal. 
Other approaches are possible, 
but I’m not aware of a superior 
alternative out there that is cur-
rently available. With the Re-
publican presidential nominee 
having (barely) secured just one 
popular majority in the past six 
elections, conservatives do not 
have the luxury of backing sec-
ond-best candidates or advanc-
ing second-best proposals.

Ramesh Ponnuru reminds us 
of the caution and modesty of 
the reform conservative enter-
prise when he says it exists “to 
fill a gap within existing conser-
vatism rather than to replace it.” 
Reform conservatives may yet 
come to define the gap they need 
to fill more ambitiously, but it is 
worth noting that Room to Grow 
has no chapters on international 
affairs and national security; or 
on contentious social issues such 
as abortion, same-sex marriage, 
and marijuana’s legal status. 

The chapters devoted to sub-
jects such as energy and finan-
cial regulation all take pains to 
connect their recommendations 
to making it easier for Ameri-
cans to join—and making them 
more confident about remaining 
in—the middle class. Such ar-
guments emphasize the central 
theme announced in the book’s 
subtitle—a thriving middle 
class—and elaborated in Peter 
Wehner’s introductory chapter.

It can be fairly said, then, that 
reform conservatives have chosen 
to concentrate their initial efforts 
on providing a rationale and poli-
cy substance for the “conservative 
welfare state” Irving Kristol ad-
vocated on many occasions. He 
wrote in 1993 that the practical 
consequence of the fact that “the 
welfare state is with us, for bet-
ter or worse,” is that “conserva-
tives should try to make it better 
rather than worse.” Making the 
welfare state better, he explained, 
meant rendering it “consistent 
with the basic moral principles 

of our civilization and the basic 
political principles of our nation.” 
Unless I’ve badly misread Room 
to Grow—especially Ponnuru’s 
chapter on “Recovering the Wis-
dom of the Constitution” and 
Yuval Levin’s on a “Conservative 
Governing Vision”—the reform 
conservatives may be said to have 
taken up the challenge Kristol 
presented.

It’s possible to find even more 
strenuous assertions of Kristol’s 
thesis. For example:

The 1936 election [ratify-
ing the New Deal] is not 
going to be reversed, and 
the time and energy con-
servatives devote to that 
unattainable goal is time 
and energy they divert 
from valuable changes they 
actually could effect. 

Conservatives, in other 
words, need to take the po-
sition that America is go-
ing to have a welfare state, 
should have a welfare state, 

and it’s not part of the con-
servative project to bring 
about the disappearance 
of the welfare state, even in 
the distant future.

That passage came to mind be-
cause…I wrote it, five years ago, 
in Never Enough. Among the rea-
sons I cite it is to plead not guilty 
to Wehner’s charge that I’m the 
sort of conservative who believes 
that “if only conservatives in-
voked the zeal and employed the 
rhetorical thunderbolts of Barry 
Goldwater, they would reclaim 
the presidency.”

Even though there appear to 
be no conservatives in this dis-
cussion who believe “conserva-
tive welfare state” is a blasphe-
mous contradiction in terms, 
there are many such conserva-
tives in the country. As a practi-
cal matter, they must be account-
ed for. I contended in the CRB 
essay that started this conver-
sation that the political test for 
reform conservatism is whether 
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it produces a net increase in the 
conservative coalition. You can’t 
please everybody, and there are 
no risk-free paths forward. (For 
conservatives to just keep do-
ing what we’ve been doing, and 
saying what we’ve been saying, 
may be the riskiest course of all.) 
But if reform conservatism is to 
strengthen and expand the con-
servative coalition, rather than 
fracture it, those conservatives 
primarily concerned with fight-
ing Big Government must be 
persuaded that reform conser-
vatism is not just me-too Rock-
efeller Republicanism. 

If it were simply the case that 
libertarian and Tea Party con-
servatism had a constituency, 
then propitiating them would be 
a matter solely of practical poli-
tics. But the most determined 
opponents of Big Government 
have, in addition, a valid point, 
responding to which is also a 
moral necessity. It is that the po-
litical success of the New Deal 
and Great Society has brought 
about, as James Q. Wilson ar-
gued in 1979, the collapse of 
the “legitimacy barrier.” That 
is, “Once politics was about only 
a few things; today, it is about 
nearly everything…. Since there 
is virtually nothing the govern-
ment has not tried to do, there 
is little it cannot be asked to 
do.” The New Deal anthem was 

“Happy Days Are Here Again,” 
but the song that captured its 
philosophy about both the ends 
and means of government was 

“Anything Goes.”
There are precincts of the con-

servative coalition where people 
insist that the only legitimacy 
barriers worth fighting for are 
the ones the president and Con-
gress began dismantling in 1933, 
with the help of the Supreme 
Court after 1937. For the reasons 
Wehner lays out here, clinging to 
this position looks like a way to 
win every Cato Institute board 
meeting, and lose every general 
election. Nineteen thirty-two 
was a long time ago, and history 

is not going to give us a blank 
sheet of paper to write on. 

But if rebuilding America’s 
legitimacy barriers in their 1932 
locations is a quixotic mission, 
rebuilding them somewhere is a 
practical and moral imperative: 
it’s unimaginable that a conser-
vative coalition not committed 
to this goal can cohere, win, or 
justify its existence. That is why 
I posed the question in my essay 
of whether there are some prob-
lems the reform conservatives 
don’t want government to ad-
dress at all. I didn’t really doubt 
it, and I’m glad that Ponnuru has 
made explicit a point implicit in 
Room to Grow.

What’s explicit enough for 
me, however, may not necessarily 
be explicit enough to unify and 
energize the conservative coali-
tion. Ponnuru says here that the 
reform conservatives are provid-
ing a “practical agenda” rather 
than “propounding a philosophy 
of government,” an emphasis re-
quired because conservatives or-
dinarily attend more to the latter 
than the former. As he portrays 
it, the reform conservatives’ ele-
vation of practice over theory has 
the benefit of strategic ambigu-
ity: we “need not specify whether 
we should ultimately seek” the 
legitimacy barriers of 1911, 1931, 
or 1961. Adherents of all those 
positions, it seems, can find rea-
sons to embrace the reform con-
servative agenda.

If it works, I’ll be the first to 
applaud…but also more than a 
little surprised. The obstacle is 
that conservatives not only have 
different thoughts from liberals, 
but a different way of thinking. 
Conservatives are notably partial 
to deductive reasoning, liberals 
to inductive reasoning. As po-
litical scientist James Ceaser ob-
served in 2006, conservatives pay 
so much attention to theoretical 
principles because they believe 
them “directly related to the po-
litical world and to how it should 
be governed.” It’s not enough for 
a policy prescription to solve a 

problem; it must also comport 
with a theory of justice that clar-
ifies what constitutes a problem, 
and what constitutes a solution.

The liberal preference is to ad-
dress the practical challenge first, 
then to cobble together a theory 
justifying the chosen approach 
later…if ever. As leading liberal 
polemicist Jonathan Chait ar-
gued nine years ago, because “ev-
erything works on a case-by-case 
basis” for liberals, “you cannot, 
and should not, formulate sweep-
ing dogmas.” Or, in the words of 
the prominent leftist theoreti-
cian Richard Rorty, “The idea 
that liberal societies are bound 
together by philosophical beliefs 
seems to me to be ludicrous…[p]
hilosophy is not that important 
for politics.”

To find favor in a distinctively 
conservative audience, reform 
conservatism will have to either 
offer a theory that compellingly 
rationalizes its various policy 
proposals, or to persuade conser-
vatives to operate inductively for 
a while: win some elections, enact 
some initiatives, and sort out the 
theory down the road. For reform 
conservatism “to fill a gap within 
existing conservatism rather than 
to replace it” sounds prudent. But 
filling that gap by delineating the 
operation of a conservative wel-
fare state may inevitably entail 
reforming, and thereby altering, 
conservatism itself.

President or
Parliament?

Trust a lawyer to come up with 
a surrebuter, but John Yoo’s re-
ply to my response to his review 
of my book The Once and Future 
King is too tempting to let pass 
(Correspondence, Fall 2014).

Yoo questions my empirical 
findings that presidential re-
gimes are bad for liberty. “One 
can get a regression model to 
confirm any outcome one wants,” 
he says, “if one puts in the ‘right’ 

data.” Now, Yoo might be saying 
one of two things here. First, he 
might be making the very silly 
claim that regression models can 
always be ignored. Alternatively, 
he might be suggesting that I 
have come up with my results 
by selectively picking the “right” 
data and variables. 

As George Will would say, 
Well! All I can say is that, with 
all of the variables I employed, 
and with all of the methods I em-
ployed to correct for common sta-
tistical problems, I never came up 
with a result in which a presiden-
tial variable was not statistically 
significant and on the wrong side 
of liberty. And if Yoo wants to 
get personal, I note that he’ll also 
have to take on Harvard’s Pippa 
Norris, who came up with the 
same results in her book Driving 
Democracy.

Then there are Yoo’s historical 
examples. He dismisses Canada’s 
war record, saying that it was 
never threatened with invasion. 
In fact, it was often so threatened, 
from the time when the Comte de 
Frontenac was governor general 
of New France to that of Canada’s 
first prime minister, Sir John A. 
Macdonald—and always by the 
dangerous neighbor to its south. 
You’ll recall the last war, the Bat-
tle of Quebec 200 years ago, in 
which America came in second. A 
very strong second, I should add.

Yoo tells us that parliamentary 
regimes in general, and Britain in 
particular, are too reluctant to go 
to war. Yoo apart, is there anyone 
in the world who would say that 
of Britain? Tell it to the Germans, 
the Boers, the Russians, the 
French, the Dutch, the Indians.

Professor Yoo concludes that 
he’ll take presidential regimes 
over the alternatives “any day.” 
That would be more persuasive if 
he displayed greater knowledge 
of the alternatives.

F.H. Buckley
George Mason University

School of Law
Arlington, VA



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2015
Page 13

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

.,

., .,
.,

Éamon de Valera  Confidential
Taoiseach  Ref No: T-EDV-1945-204
Head of Government
Ireland

3 April 1945

Dear Heads of Government of the Major Allied Powers, 

Your armies are now in your enemies’ territories. It is only a matter of days, perhaps hours, 
until your total victory is assured. You have not only smashed your enemies’ ground forces and 
navies, but you have also decimated their industrial, technological, and agricultural capacity. 
In the process, your bombs and other terrible weapons have killed uncounted numbers of civilians--
nationals of the Axis Powers--and also those displaced persons in their care in camps around their 
territories. Your operations officers have made no efforts to warn nearby civilians when bombing 
Axis military targets--nor have you made any transparent, public efforts to explain how you have 
identified your ”military targets” at all. 

Whatever your past justifications may have been, at a time when your political existence was 
put at risk by attacks emanating from the coordinated military forces of the Axis Powers, those past 
risks are now entirely (or nearly entirely) attenuated. You and your territories are no longer at any 
substantial risk (except for an occasional V-2 rocket--which are unguided and frequently land in little 
populated areas). In these circumstances, your continued use of massively devastating weapons--which, 
of necessity, must kill many wholly innocent nationals of the Axis Powers--is no longer justified 
(to the extent their use was ever justified). Because you are no longer at any substantial risk, any 
attacks on your part which knowingly kill civilians (including women and children) and destroy their 
little remaining property and food, is wholly disproportionate as a matter of public international 
law. Any such attacks ordered by you and your subordinates will subject you and your governments 
to sanctions by international institutions, Ireland, and other neutral governments (after a proper 
investigation in due course of law following principles of natural justice). 

Based on nothing more than the Axis governments’ continuing refusal to accept your unprecedented 
demand for an unconditional surrender, you could end hostilities by unnecessarily murdering the last 
soldier of the Axis forces. For that reason, you could mindlessly continue to kill their soldiers, 
and for that reason, you could continue to kill their civilians (incidental to military necessity). 
But it is your legal and moral duty not to do so. Rather, you should assume the burden and role of 
statesmen and pursue peace with your former opponents (whoever they might be and without respect to 
their former, current, or future political aims). For those reasons among others, you must declare a 
cease fire: unilaterally if needs be. 

After the cease fire, you must begin a peace process (even if, at first, you lack cooperation 
from your opponents). The first steps in that peace process are: to recognize the Axis Powers’ 
governments (even if not democratic)  to allow all parties to return to their borders as they existed 
prior to the outbreak of these past regrettable hostilities  and finally, to allow international trade 
to flow freely so that hungry innocents may be fed, clothed, and receive medicine. It is true that 
this might allow (some of) your enemies to rearm. But my own experts assure me that this possibility 
is minor. Inconsequential, abstract, and theoretical future risks such as potential rearmament cannot 
overcome the pressing, real, and current demands of suffering humanity and international law. 

Each of you must: stop your bombings  declare a cease fire  end all blockades and trade 
restrictions  permit the representatives of the Axis governments to reenter the world of diplomacy, 
finance, and international institutions  and finally, allow the long-suffering peoples of the Axis 
nations to feed themselves--something they cannot do as long as your bombs continue to rain down on 
them. Once these basic steps are taken, a lasting peace based on mutual respect and recognition will 
surely come--as night follows day. 

Finally, on behalf of Douglas Hyde, the President of Ireland, I offer you my own government’s good 
offices towards the pacific mediation, arbitration, and settlement of any international disputes. 

Sincerely, 

Eamon de Valera 

cc: His Excellency Eduard Hempel, German Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary

A parody by Seth Barrett Tillman, lecturer in the Maynooth University Department of Law, National University of Ireland Maynooth.

´

Winston Churchill
Prime Minister
United Kingdom

Franklin Roosevelt
President
United States

Joseph Stalin
Premier & Secretary
Soviet Union
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Which Side Are You On?
Essay by William Voegeli

Claremont review of books
Volume XV, Number 2 , Spring 2015

People are shouting about politi-
cal correctness again, thanks to Jona-
than Chait of New York magazine. His 

January cover story, “Not a Very P.C. Thing to 
Say: How the Language Police Are Perverting 
Liberalism,” set off a debate among dozens of 
columnists and bloggers. The fiercest denun-
ciations came from writers to the left of Chait, 
a senior editor of the New Republic before he 
joined New York in 2011. His detractors’ not 
entirely consistent position was that political 
correctness is a figment of reactionaries’ imag-
ination…and, besides, nearly every instance of 
it is fully justified. One journalist, for example, 
derided Chait as a “sad white man” who re-
acts to criticism with “operatic self-pity.” An-
other accused him of lamenting the “inability 
to write offensive tripe without consequence,” 
adding sympathetically, “Boo-f---ing-hoo. Get a 
real problem.”

Chait claims that political correctness, 
which he says “burst onto the academic scene 
in the late ’80s and early ’90s,” has once 
again become a problem after a “long remis-
sion.” Yet the vitriol his article elicited makes 
it highly doubtful that a cancer now capable 
of attacking so aggressively was ever cured or 
contained in the first place. Chait suggests the 

“most probable cause” of P.C.’s long dormancy 
was the 1992 presidential campaign, which 

“mobilized left-of-center politics…away from 
the introspective suppression of dissent with-
in the academy”—an assessment that ascribes 
Periclean eloquence and force to Bill Clinton’s 
Sister Souljah speech.

Chait’s argument about what political cor-
rectness means is, by contrast, interesting and 
important, especially for figuring out how to 
distinguish America’s Left from its Right. He 
starts from an incontestable premise: Ameri-
can conservatism is “unusually strong” com-
pared to the political Right in any other mod-
ern democracy. It is so powerful that its “long 
propaganda campaign” to equate liberalism 
with ludicrous, dangerous radicalism has suc-
ceeded. Indeed, not just a large portion of the 
public but “even many liberals” are now per-
suaded that “liberals and ‘the left’ stand for 
the same things.” 

But they don’t:

It is true that liberals and leftists both 
want to make society more economical-
ly and socially egalitarian. But liberals 
still hold to the classic Enlightenment 
political tradition that cherishes indi-
viduals rights [sic], freedom of expres-
sion, and the protection of a kind of free 
political marketplace. (So, for that mat-
ter, do most conservatives.)

Accordingly, liberals need to defeat politi-
cal correctness in order to sustain the synthe-
sis, which defines and vindicates modern lib-
eralism, of egalitarian reform and Enlighten-
ment principles. 

Liberals believe (or ought to believe) 
that social progress can continue while 
we maintain our traditional ideal of 

a free political marketplace where we 
can reason together as individuals. Po-
litical correctness challenges that bed-
rock liberal ideal. While politically less 
threatening than conservatism (the far 
right still commands far more power in 
American life), the p.c. left is actually 
more philosophically threatening. It is 
an undemocratic creed.

The Party Line

To assess this characterization 
of what’s Left, Right, and liberal, we 
need to clarify what political correct-

ness means. Chait’s definition accords with 
how most people now use and understand 
the term: “a style of politics in which the 
more radical members of the left attempt 
to regulate political discourse by defining 
opposing views as bigoted and illegitimate.” 
Political correctness’s first manifestation—
call it, in keeping with Chait’s chronology, 
P.C. 1.0—came in 1990, when the New York 
Times and several other mainstream publica-
tions devoted articles to the subject. In De-
bating P.C. (1992), Paul Berman records that 
within months political correctness became 
the subject of academic conferences and a 
commencement address by President George 
H.W. Bush. 

“Political correctness” was in use before 
1990, however. Berman says it was “originally 
an approving phrase on the Leninist left,” for 
those showing absolute fealty to the Commu-

T
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nist party line. It subsequently evolved into 
“an ironic phrase among wised-up leftists”—
that is, an intra-left way of mocking some-
one as a Goody Two-Shoes. Only in the past 
quarter-century has “political correctness” 
been employed “by people who had no fidelity 
to radicalism at all, but who relished the nasty 
syllables for their twist of irony.”

Berman recounts not only the history of 
the term but also of the ideas that animate 
it. Most of the theorizing came from what he 
calls the “’68 Philosophy” developed by intel-
lectuals in France. In keeping with Chait’s de-
scription, these thinkers really did reject the 
Enlightenment. Their “great god,” according 
to Berman, was Martin Heidegger, “who was 
second to none in holding Western rational-
ism and humanism responsible for all the un-
happiness of modern life.”

Most of the politics came from America, 
however, where the 1960s was less ambitious-
ly intellectualized. The New Left blamed lib-
eralism for Vietnam, and for accepting incre-
mental reforms at home rather than demand-
ing sweeping changes. That attitude became 
an ideology, “identity politics,” whose creed 
and method, in Berman’s phrase, was “race/
class/gender-ism.” Key tenets include:

1. “Groups, not individuals, produce 
culture. Every group has its own culture, 
or would, if oppressors didn’t get in the 
way. Thus we have the cultures of white 
men, of black men, of women, of black 
women, of homosexuals, of Hispanic 
women, and so forth.”

2. “The different cultures are en-
gaged in a struggle for power. The 
culture of white males…has pretty 
much won this struggle, and thus has 
achieved domination over the rest of 
the world.”

3. “Race/class/gender analysis will 
show the culture of white males to be 
a culture of domination and destruc-
tion…. By teaching everyone to appre-
ciate the culture of all groups in equal 
measure and by discouraging the use 
of certain common phrases that convey 
racial and gender hierarchies…we will 
bring to an end the domination of this 
one small group.”

True Wisdom

It’s not surprising that the politi-
cal correctness embodying and enforcing 
these beliefs set up shop in the universi-

ties first. In the U.S., those undergraduate 
and graduate students who had been swept 
up in the turmoil of the 1960s before go-

ing on to academic careers were becoming 
established scholars and administrators in 
the 1980s. (Roger Kimball’s book about aca-
demia’s political extremism, Tenured Radicals, 
was published in 1990.) Furthermore, by this 
time the works of leading ’68 philosophers—
especially Paul de Man, Jacques Derrida, 
Michel Foucault, and Jacques Lacan—had 
been translated into English, then absorbed 
and championed by American scholars. As 
a result of these influences, deconstruction-
ism became an important force in several 
scholarly fields, literature and cultural stud-
ies in particular. Its counterpart, critical legal 
theory, found a home in many prominent law 
schools.

In Reading Obama: Dreams, Hope, and the 
American Political Tradition (2011), historian 
James T. Kloppenberg delineates the core 
tenets of these systems of thought. (Barack 
Obama would have been exposed to them as 
an undergraduate from 1979 to 1983, and as 
a law school student from 1988 to 1991.) The 
key idea, laid out in a chapter titled, “From 
Universalism to Particularism,” is that true 
wisdom culminates in rejecting the whole no-
tion of true wisdom. The “denial of universal 
principles” he writes, rests on “the belief that 
everything we see is conditioned by where we 
stand.” Since “all human values and practices 
are products of historical processes and must 
be interpreted within historical frameworks,” 
it follows that there “is no privileged, objec-
tive vantage point free from the perspective of 
particular cultural values.” 

This argument appears vulnerable to a 
damaging objection: if there are no universal 
principles, doesn’t it follow that the denial of 
universal truths and corresponding insistence 
on the impossibility of escaping the influence 
of particular values is, itself, nothing more 
than the expression of the denier’s particular 
values? If so, then there’s no reason to take 
this argument seriously, which reopens the 
possibility of transculturally valid universal 
principles. But if, on the other hand, the de-
nial of universal principles is a true account 
of objective reality, period, then the truth of 
this assertion raises the possibility that other 
truths might exist, ones ascertainable from a 
variety of cultural perspectives.

This objection isn’t right, contend those 
who deny universal principles. It’s not even 
wrong. According to Richard Rorty, the influ-
ential philosopher and leftist theoretician, to 
ask whether the rejection of universal princi-
ples is “true” is to judge particularism—or, to 
use Rorty’s preferred term, non-foundational-
ism—by the very set of standards it rejects as 
pointless and fraudulent. The whole purpose 
of non-foundationalism, he wrote in Philoso-

phy and Social Hope (1999), is to discard the 
“picture of a mind seeking to get in touch with 
a reality outside itself,” in favor of the under-
standing that humans’ only real concern is 

“the distinction between the more useful and 
the less useful.” Ideas, and the words in which 
they are expressed, are among the tools hu-
mans employ to “cope with the environment,” 
and the sole test of this coping is whether the 
tools “enable [humans] to enjoy more pleasure 
and less pain.”

The non-foundationalist denial of univer-
sal principles, then, means rejecting altogeth-
er the metaphysical distinction between true 
and false. It also entails, Rorty makes clear, 
rejecting the ethical distinction between right 
and wrong. The “moral struggle is continuous 
with the struggle for existence,” he maintains, 

“and no sharp break divides the unjust from 
the imprudent, the evil from the inexpedient.” 
To this assertion Rorty appends the thought 
that what matters in this moral struggle “is 
devising ways of diminishing human suffering 
and increasing human equality, increasing the 
ability of all human children to start life with 
an equal chance of happiness.”

Our Turn

Such generous and inclusive sen-
timents must be regarded as expres-
sions of social hope rather than of 

philosophy, however, if the harshest con-
demnation non-foundationalists can lodge 
against Auschwitz is that it was imprudent. 
I don’t offer the example as an extreme case 
of a merely hypothetical difficulty. Both Hei-
degger, the great god of the ’68 philosophers, 
and Paul de Man, one of their leading figures, 
were involved with the Nazi party in ways 
that remain murky and controversial, but 
which clearly favored rather than opposed 
Hitler’s politics. That which lies beyond 
good and evil may turn out to be the horrifi-
cally inexpedient.

The vast moral latitude created by the 
rejection of universal principles might also 
appear ill suited to the work of political cor-
rectness. The point of correctness, after all, is 
to denounce incorrect transgressors and their 
transgressions, which would seem hard to do 
while simultaneously maintaining that, mor-
ally and politically, all bets are off. Part of the 
explanation is that one attribute of political 
correctness is the working precept that con-
sistency is overrated, which empowers moral 
relativists to castigate their targets for violat-
ing moral absolutes.

Insofar as we can fashion a coherent theory 
of political correctness, however, it would be 
that universal principles are most notable for 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2015
Page 16

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

CRYSTAL SYMPHONY 

Copenhagen Round Trip

The Inaugural

CruiseLiberty at Sea

Aboard the #1 Cruise Line in the World   

Join PRI on an All-Inclusive Luxury Cruise Touring Scandinavia!  877/241-7339 Priority Code
038761

Amity Shlaes Clark Judge

Jonah Goldberg

Steven Hayward

Charles Kesler Sally Pipes

Hilary Kramer

August 16-23, 2015

Copenhagen H Berlin/Warnemünde H Helsinki H St. Petersburg

having been flagrantly violated by the people 
who proclaimed them—slave owners who 
signed a declaration holding that all men are 
created equal being Exhibit A. This indictment 
of people who fail to adhere to the truths they 
invoke lends itself to two interpretations. For 
those non-foundationalists who are less forth-
right or rigorous than Rorty about discarding 
the distinction between what’s evil and what’s 
inexpedient, criticizing the failure to live up to 
declared principles can be read as a demand to, 
at long last, take them seriously enough to obey.

According to a more theoretically consis-
tent political correctness, however, the hypo-
critical failure to act on universal truths really 
demonstrates the hollowness and absurdity of 
those or any such truths. Increasing the abil-
ity of all human children to start life with an 
equal chance of happiness doesn’t require, and 
won’t be advanced by, redoubling our commit-
ment to Enlightenment principles, like those 
in the Declaration of Independence. Instead, 
race/class/gender-ism teaches that the most 
fundamental historical truth is that white het-
erosexual males have, again and again, gotten 
what they wanted at the expense of everyone 
else. They have often done so—and thought 
themselves noble for it—by invoking univer-
sal principles, which is only one more reason 

to scorn straight white males and their damn 
principles.

The only moral “principle” race/class/gen-
der-ism provides or believes it needs to pro-
vide is that, for everyone other than straight 
white males, it’s now Our Turn. It’s not Our 
Turn due to any Enlightenment blather about 
extending “inalienable rights” to categories of 
people from whom they have been withheld. 
It’s Our Turn because over long centuries 
straight white males have had Their Turn. But 
now, we’re tired of waiting. There are more of 
us than of them, and there’ll be even more 
of us in the future than there are now. And 
those of us who are not straight white males 
refuse to be any more diffident about fashion-
ing ways to experience more pleasure and less 
pain than those who are straight white males 
have been, over those same long centuries, 
about finding ways to enhance the quality of 
their lives.

Thought Police

The aspect of p.c. 1.0 that became 
most politically controversial was col-
lege policies curtailing free speech. In 

1989, education scholar Chester E. Finn, Jr., 
called the modern campus “An Island of Re-

pression in a Sea of Freedom.” A 1990 News-
week story on political correctness was titled, 

“Thought Police.” Even Todd Gitlin, president 
of Students for a Democratic Society in the 
1960s and later a professor at Berkeley and 
Columbia, lamented, “A bitter intolerance 
emanates from much of the academic left.” 
Colleges competed aggressively to devise the 
most exacting speech codes, most of which 
were withdrawn after court challenges or 
public ridicule. The University of Connecti-
cut, for example, tried to ban “inappropriately 
directed laughter” and “conspicuous exclusion 
of students from conversations.”

The tenured radicals, unsurprisingly, did 
not react placidly to the feeling they had sud-
denly become a national piñata. In PC Wars: 
Politics and Theory in the Academy (1995), Jef-
frey Williams, now a professor of English at 
Carnegie Mellon University, decried the whole 

“PC thing” as a “debacle,” a “scare,” and a “slur.” 
Inadvertently demonstrating Kloppenberg’s 
point about “perspectivism”—how we see 
things depends entirely on the standpoint from 
which we see them—Williams gazed upon 
American higher education at the end of the 
20th century and saw a debate over basic pre-
cepts as extensive, vigorous, and fair as anyone 
could desire. “I would argue that the university 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2015
Page 17

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

is currently one of the few open public spaces 
available to Americans, offering a plethora of 
public voices and conversations, of positions 
and arguments, of theories and debates.”

This satisfied assessment differs from the 
one offered three years later by Thomas Sowell: 

“The next time some academics tell you how 
important ‘diversity’ is, ask how many Repub-
licans there are in their sociology department.” 
Zero, it turns out, would be a safe guess. In 
2005 two economists studied the party regis-
tration of faculty members at 11 California in-
stitutions: large and small, public and private, 
famous and obscure. They found that at 44 to 1, 
the ratio of Democrats to Republicans among 
sociologists was more lopsided than in any 
other academic field. By contrast, among pro-
fessors of languages and literature, Williams’s 
discipline, Democrats were merely 11.9 times 
as numerous as Republicans.

Trial by Media

According to chait, p.c. 2.0 is dif-
ferent from, and worse than, P.C. 1.0 
because the new version has escaped 

the quadrangle. “Two decades ago, the only 
communities where the left could exert…he-
gemonic control lay within academia, which 
gave it an influence on intellectual life far 
out of proportion to its numeric size.” Now, 
however, “political correctness flourishes 
most consequentially on social media,” such 
as Facebook and, above all, Twitter. This is 
an important change. Because “social media 
is also now the milieu that hosts most politi-
cal debate, the new p.c. has attained an influ-
ence over mainstream journalism and com-
mentary beyond that of the old.” The upshot 
is that “the p.c. movement has assumed a 
towering presence in the psychic space of po-
litically active people in general and the left 
in particular.” He quotes Rebecca Traister 
of the New Republic: “All over social media, 
there dwell armies of unpaid but widely read 
commentators, ready to launch hashtag cam-
paigns and circulate Change.org petitions in 
response to the slightest of identity-politics 
missteps.”

One problem with Chait’s account is that 
political correctness was deforming discourse 
outside the academy before social media ex-
isted. In March 2006, for example, a stripper 
claimed she had been raped by members of 
the Duke University lacrosse team. The story 
immediately became a national sensation—
long before Facebook and Twitter had begun 
to influence political debates.

In the early days of the controversy one 
Duke professor, Houston A. Baker, wrote 
that the lacrosse players, “under the cover of 

silent whiteness” had been given “license to 
rape, maraud, deploy hate speech and feel 
proud of themselves in the bargain.” (A for-
mer president of the Modern Language As-
sociation, Baker is now Distinguished Uni-
versity Professor in Vanderbilt’s English de-
partment.) By the end of the year, as the strip-
per’s story and prosecutor’s case fell apart, all 
criminal charges were dropped. The mother 
of one of the accused players emailed Baker 
to ask if he cared to qualify his initial assess-
ment. “LIES!” he replied, calling her a “pro-
vocateur” seeking “to get credit for a scummy 
bunch of white males” who were living like 

“farm animals.”
But the political correctness wasn’t just 

coming from Grievance Studies professors 
and campus activists. Journalists covering the 
Duke story demonstrated that political cor-
rectness did not need hashtag campaigns to 
assume a towering presence in their psychic 
spaces. Ruth Sheehan, for example, a colum-
nist for the Raleigh, North Carolina, News & 
Observer, titled her first column after the story 

ist.” Two months earlier, when skepticism 
about the prosecution’s case was growing, 
the Times had published a front-page, 5,600-
word story doubling down on the conten-
tion that there was a real crime, a real victim, 
and real culprits. The story’s gist, the paper’s 

“standards editor” told Andersen, was that 
“there’s more to the prosecution case than the 
defense would have you believe.” But, Ander-
sen pointed out, “there’s always more to every 
prosecution case than any defense would 
have you believe—and in this instance there’s 
shockingly less than the Times and the rest 
of the media led us to believe at first.” Ander-
sen’s takeaway was that, though he had for 
years “tended to roll my eyes when people de-
fault to rants about the blindered oafishness 
or various biases of ‘the mainstream media’ in 
general and the Times in particular,” after its 
handling of the Duke case, “I’m becoming a 
believer.”

Not Up for Debate

The distinction between academic 
and extra-academic political correct-
ness is, then, highly suspect. One prom-

inent leftist blogger, Fredrik deBoer, a doc-
toral student at Purdue University, took the 
complicated position in response to Chait’s 
New York article that Chait was “a jerk who 
somehow manages to be both condescending 
and wounded”—but also that his thesis was 
essentially correct. Although deBoer’s biggest 
complaint about political correctness was that 
it generates “vicious left-wing infighting,” he 
joined Chait in worrying that “ideas and mo-
res from the academy have a way of spreading 
into the world of media.” 

Indeed, if the champions of campus speech 
codes have their way, comparable regula-
tions are certain to be applied more broadly. 
Today’s students definitely will grow up, but 
won’t necessarily grow out of the attitudes 
they’ve acquired. A Harvard undergraduate 
who wrote in the student paper that “academ-
ic justice” should trump academic freedom 
conceded only that those who publish what 
she considered sexist commentary probably 
have a legal right to do so, which suggests 
maybe they don’t, or won’t always. A Stony 
Brook senior voiced what might be termed 
non-foundationalist triumphalism in taking 
umbrage at a New York Times op-ed by Judith 
Shulevitz about “trigger warnings” and other 
excessive protections for students who might 
be upset by words and ideas:

The current generation of college stu-
dents has denied validity to the failed 
ideas of the past. We have embraced 

broke, “Team’s Silence Is Sickening.” Ad-
dressed to the lacrosse players, it began, “We 
know you know,” and concluded, 

Every member of the men’s lacrosse 
team knows who was involved, whether 
it was gang rape or not. Until the team 
members come forward with that infor-
mation, forfeiting games isn’t enough. 
Shut down the team.

The politically correct journalistic mal-
feasance was national, not just local. Kurt 
Andersen, a journalist and novelist, wrote in 
October 2006, when the case was still going 
forward, that the Duke story—“successful 
white men at the Harvard of the South ver-
sus a poor single mother enrolled at a local 
black college”—brought out the worst in the 
New York Times, which covered it aggres-
sively and tendentiously. One Times alumnus 
told him, “You couldn’t invent a story so pre-
cisely tuned to the outrage frequency of the 
modern, metropolitan, bien pensant journal-

The only 
moral “principle” 

race/class/gender-ism 
believes it needs to 
provide is that now

it’s Our Turn.
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the knowledge and empathy of the 
present. We are shaping the wisdom of 
the future.

It’s a letter to the editor that can be sung to 
the tune of “Tomorrow Belongs to Me” from 
Cabaret.

And it’s not as though these empathetic, 
wise scholars will, when they’re old enough to 
run the country, need to devise from scratch 
the regulations that will bring the entire na-
tion up to the standards presently refining 
academic life. As the parody-defying Aus-
tralian “human rights activist” Tanya Cohen 
insists, America is scandalously out of step 
with every other civilized society, wherein 
national human rights commissions patrol 
the boundary between free speech and hate 
speech. The Oklahoma University frater-
nity members filmed making a racist chant, 
for example, would not just have been ex-
pelled from school in the United Kingdom, 
Australia, New Zealand, Canada, or any of 
the other countries with such commissions. 
They would have received “a hefty prison 
sentence for willfully inciting racist hatred 
and violence against vulnerable minorities.” 

“Obviously,” Cohen writes before making a 
far-from-obvious declaration, “I believe in 
freedom of speech, and I believe that free-
dom of speech must always be upheld to 
the maximum extent possible.” It’s just that 
this maximum extent sounds neither maxi-
mal nor extensive after she goes on to clarify 
that “it’s just common sense that freedom of 
speech doesn’t give anyone the right to offend, 
insult, humiliate, intimidate, vilify, incite ha-
tred or violence, be impolite or uncivil, dis-
respect, oppose human rights, spread lies or 
misinformation, argue against the common 
good, or promote ideas which have no place 
in society.” The basis of this common sense—

“We all learned this in school”—is doubtless 
true, and confirms what results when cam-
pus politics becomes politics politics. It’s “not 
something that’s even up for debate,” Cohen 
explains, although when folks like her are 
running things, nothing will be up for debate, 
except for propositions considered in low 
voices by prisoners serving hefty sentences.

Shut Up, He Explained

Suppose, for the sake of the argu-
ment, that the U.S. never builds Tanya 
Cohen’s reeducation camps, and that 

political correctness never really thrives out-
side an academic environment. Could we, on 
that basis, be sanguine about the future of 
reasoning together by exercising our rights of 
free expression?

That depends on whether one understands 
the stifling of free expression in narrow, insti-
tutional terms, or treats it as a consequence 
of a broader social ethos. In 2014, 58 scholars 
and activists took the latter position in a pub-
lic statement, “Freedom to Marry, Freedom to 
Dissent: Why We Must Have Both.” Issued 
after technology executive Brendan Eich was 
forced to resign from Mozilla because he had 
made a $1,000 donation to support a Califor-
nia ballot proposition prohibiting same-sex 
marriage, the statement insisted, “Sustain-
ing a liberal society demands a culture that 
welcomes robust debate, vigorous political 
advocacy, and a decent respect for differing 
opinions.” In the belief that “disagreement is 
not, itself, harm or hate,” it urged, “We should 
criticize opposing views, not punish or sup-
press them.”

By contrast, those who believe political 
correctness is non-existent and/or benign 
hold that any consequence less severe than a 
long prison sentence handed down by Judge 
Tanya against those who express politically 
incorrect views aren't censorship and aren't, 
therefore, a problem. “The congealing conven-
tional wisdom among progressives,” deBoer 
complained, “is that the right to free expres-
sion has only been abridged if government lit-
erally physically prevents you from speaking.” 
On the New York Times website, for example, 
one of Shulevitz’s detractors argued, “The 
government isn’t imprisoning anyone with 
ugly speech, or preventing them from getting 
employment, or shutting down their newspa-
pers or articles.” Ergo, campus speech codes 
and “microaggression” rules are no problem. 
On the asset side of the ledger, “Certain ideas 
are wrong, and it’s up to us as a society to say 
‘these ideas are unacceptable and we will not 
pretend this is up for debate.’” Or, as Ring 
Lardner put it, “‘Shut up,’ he explained.”

Similarly, Angus Johnston, with whom de-
Boer exchanged heated blog posts after Chait’s 
article appeared, maintains that “being called 
a racist is not the worst thing in the world.” 
It is indeed far less ghastly than being slowly 
tortured to death…but the same can be said 
about being called many other things—“girl,” 
for example, rather than “woman” if you’re a 
female college student—or being exposed to 
controversial, discomforting ideas. Johnston’s 
no-harm, no-foul observation about accusa-
tions of racism (or sexism, homophobia, etc.) 
is, then, a counterintuitive point to adduce 
in defense of a campus and national environ-
ment where the exchange of ideas is governed 
by the axiom that there is no such thing as a 
slight offense.

But, of course, moral and political asym-
metry is not a bug but the central feature 
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in the Our Turn logic of political correct-
ness. Johnston recalls feeling, when he was 
an undergraduate, afraid to “talk about cer-
tain issues” for fear of getting “yelled at.” But 
those fears sometimes made him “keep my 
mouth shut—which, as a 19-, 20-, 21-year-
old white guy was maybe not the worst thing 
that could happen.” To ask the question 
whether it would also be no big deal for a 
student from any other demographic catego-
ry to self-censor for fear of being yelled at is 
to answer it.

The Guardian’s Jessica Valenti denounced 
Chait in similar terms. “We are finally ap-
proaching a critical mass of interest in ending 
racism, misogyny and transphobia and the 
ways they are ingrained into our institutions.” 
That being the case, “If the price we all pay for 
progress for the less privileged is that some-
one who is more privileged gets their feelings 
hurt sometimes—or that they might have to 
think twice before opening their mouths or 
putting their fingers to keyboards—that’s a 
small damn price to pay.”

Once more, perspectivism: prices that oth-
er people pay usually seem damn small. And 
these disparate standards don’t just result 
in the more privileged getting their feelings 
hurt and being forced to think twice in ways 
the less privileged don’t. The Department of 
Education’s zealous, heedless protocols for 
reducing sexual assault on campuses are a ve-
hicle to bring the Duke lacrosse team’s expe-
rience to every college in America. A public 
letter signed last year by 28 members of the 
Harvard Law School faculty contended that 
the Harvard University procedures devised 
to comply with the Department’s edicts lack 

“the most basic elements of fairness and due 
process” and “are overwhelmingly stacked 
against the accused.” Students charged with 
sexual assault have inadequate opportunities 
to secure counsel, discover facts, cross-exam-
ine witnesses, and present a defense before the 
adjudicating campus body, which simultane-
ously functions as investigator, prosecutor, 
and jury.

The Department also requires colleges 
to use a “preponderance of evidence” stan-
dard—if 51% of the evidence argues the 
guy’s guilty, he’s guilty—within procedures 
that are already biased against defendants 
in other important ways. The 51% standard 
is widely used in civil cases, though never in 
criminal ones, but only in courts of law with 
exacting procedural standards, neutral judg-
es, and assistance of counsel. The entire proj-
ect, brought to us by the Obama presidency, 
embodies the attitude expressed in 1991 by 
Catherine Comins, who was assistant dean of 
student life at Vassar: men falsely accused of 

rape need to accentuate the positive, edifying 
aspect of the experience. 

They have a lot of pain, but it is not a 
pain that I would necessarily have 
spared them. I think it ideally initiates 
a process of self-exploration. “How do 
I see women?” “If I didn’t violate her, 
could I have?” “Do I have the potential 
to do to her what they say I did?” Those 
are good questions.

Double Game

It appears that instead of p.c. 1.0 and 
2.0, there is just P.C., which never went 
away. It appears, as well, that eschewing 

dissuasion in favor of denouncing, deriding, 
harassing, intimidating, and silencing those 
who harbor politically incorrect viewpoints 
is primarily an on-campus phenomenon, but 
has had a robust off-campus life for the past 
quarter-century. 

What, then, of Chait’s final and most im-
portant distinction: between the liberalism 
that opposes political correctness, and the 
Left that favors and employs it? Is this a sound 
assessment of the disagreements that define 
the left side of our political spectrum? And 
to the extent that reasoning together really is, 
as Chait says, a bedrock liberal principle, how 
avidly will liberals defend it? Or, to put the 
same question another way, how vigorously 
will liberals repudiate politically correct left-
ism, given that liberals and leftists are both 
economic and social egalitarians?

Chait describes liberalism’s stalwart mod-
eration in a way liberals have long employed, 
finding it both persuasive and congenial. Lib-
eralism understands itself to be an Aristo-
telian mean between conservatism, compla-
cently or viciously opposed to reforms needed 
to rectify social wrongs, and leftist radicalism, 
which aspires to good ends, but too often re-
sorts to bad, undemocratic means. Liberal-
ism’s excellence consists in pursuing the right 
goals in the right way; it’s the quality that 
made the center vital, both indispensable and 
animated.

Liberalism’s betweenness can be viewed 
less flatteringly, however, as a double game. 
Liberals tell radicals that they agree with their 
goals, but working within the system—letting 
liberals negotiate the deal—is the only way to 
get even a portion of what liberals and left-
ists seek together. At the same time, liberals 
tell people afraid of the radicals—an audience 
including conservatives, but also people with 
limited interest in politics but a clear aversion 
to aggressive fanatics—that dealing with lib-
erals is the only way to ward off the crazies.
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as radicals, but agree with conservatives about 
which rulebook to use.

Understanding this fact solely in abstract 
terms would lead us to expect that liberals 
will be far more likely to side with leftists 
against conservatives, for the sake of achiev-
ing shared objectives, than with conserva-
tives against leftists for the sake of upholding 
shared norms. The historical record bears out 
this prediction. The Atlantic’s David Frum 
argued that the point of Chait’s essay was 
that political correctness makes liberals look 

“hesitant and weak.” If liberals can’t stand up 
to “transgender activists at a graduate school,” 
they can’t stand up to anyone, for anything.

But the idea that liberals suffer from a rep-
utation for being spineless, soft, and irrespon-
sible—hand-wringing wimps who won’t take 
their own side in an argument—is not cate-
gorically true. Liberals have never been bash-
ful about taking their own side when arguing 
against conservatives. Chait’s most famous New 
Republic article, for example, began, “I hate 
President George W. Bush,” a hatred that 
went beyond policy differences to encompass 
the way the 43rd president walked and talked. 
Liberals demonized Robert Bork, when he 
was nominated to the Supreme Court in 1987, 
with equal stridency. “Robert Bork’s America,” 
Senator Edward Kennedy said at the time, “is 

a land in which women would be forced into 
back-alley abortions, blacks would sit at seg-
regated lunch counters, rogue police could 
break down citizens’ doors in midnight raids, 
schoolchildren could not be taught about evo-
lution, writers and artists could be censored at 
the whim of the Government, and the doors 
of the Federal courts would be shut on the fin-
gers of millions of citizens.”

Their determination to fight the real ene-
my regularly allows liberals to overcome their 
misgivings, if any, about making common 
cause with leftists. Democratic senators Tom 
Harkin, Barbara Boxer, and Tom Daschle 
attended the Washington premiere of Mi-
chael Moore’s Fahrenheit 911 in 2004, along 
with Terry McAuliffe, then chairman of the 
Democratic National Committee and now 
governor of Virginia. Harkin and McAuliffe, 
speaking to reporters, praised the strident 
anti-Bush film. Similarly, Al Sharpton has his 
own show on MSNBC and walk-in privileges 
at the Obama White House.

Liberalism’s Logic

This partiality is not just opera-
tional, but theoretical. Chait portrays 
liberalism as the quest for egalitarian 

policies while upholding Enlightenment tra-
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John F. Marszalek

“This book is a fine précis of Lincoln’s 
interaction with his military, demonstrating yet 
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—William C. Davis

“Fornieri performs to perfection 
the task of laying out the lines of 
Lincoln's politics, not only for 
his time but also in terms of the 
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away the treacly little handbooks 
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This is a kind of triangulation, but not one 
where liberalism is equidistant from conser-
vatism and radicalism. Liberals have made 
clear for a century that they regard conserva-
tives as their enemy and radicals as their co-
alition partners—though often embarrassing, 
unreliable, counterproductive ones. However 
uneasily and fractiously, liberals and radicals 
share a basic understanding about what they 
loathe and about what the world will look like 
when they succeed in removing its injustices. 
The result is a division of labor and mutual 
dependence. “Without pragmatic liberals,” 
historian Michael Kazin writes, “radicals spin 
into fantasies or eat one another alive from 
inside their desiccated ideological cocoons. 
But without radical dreamers, liberals absorb 
themselves with strategies that lead mostly to 
defeat.”

No comparable shared purpose or under-
standing binds liberals to conservatives as a 
political force. As Chait describes it, liberals 
and radicals are brought together by a fun-
damental substantive agreement about the 
need for greater social and economic equal-
ity. What liberals and conservatives share is 
a procedural commitment to conduct politics 
according to Enlightenment principles of free 
expression and individual rights. In this ac-
count, liberals are playing on the same team 
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ditions, but a dominant motif in liberalism’s 
history is the dilution or abandonment of En-
lightenment norms for the sake of effecting 
reform. In one of liberalism’s founding texts, 
The Promise of American Life (1909), Her-
bert Croly complained that “the traditional 
American confidence in individual freedom 
has resulted in a morally and socially undesir-
able distribution of wealth.” The solution? “In 
becoming responsible for the subordination 
of the individual to the demand of a domi-
nant and constructive national purpose, the 
American state will in effect be making itself 
responsible for a morally and socially desir-
able distribution of wealth.”

By the same token, to believe that men are 
endowed by nature with certain inalienable 
rights is to believe that rights are what they 
are. The New Deal, by contrast, insisted that 
rights are what we say they are. Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s 1944 State of the Union address pro-
claimed a second Bill of Rights—to receive a 
long list of social welfare guarantees—because 
the rights the founders held to be self-evident 
had, by the 20th century, “proved inadequate 
to assure us equality in the pursuit of happi-
ness.” And as America moves forward in the 

“pursuit of happiness and well-being,” FDR 
said, it can look forward to the elaboration of 

“similar rights” as circumstances dictate.

This was non-foundationalism avant la 
lettre. “We have to give up on the idea that 
there are unconditional, transcultural moral 
obligations, obligations rooted in an un-
changing, ahistorical human nature,” Rorty 
contended half a century after FDR’s Second 
Bill of Rights speech. We “so-called ‘relativists’ 
claim that many of the things which common 
sense thinks are found or discovered are really 
made or invented.” Since all rights are made 
or invented, there’s no reason for New Deal 
liberals not to avail themselves of the right 
to make and invent a new right whenever it 
might be useful. By the same token, we have 
every reason to discard or curtail rights that 
have become inconvenient, which is Tanya 
Cohen’s position on the right to free speech, 
or the Department of Education’s on the right 
to a fair trial.

Having anticipated Rorty, FDR closed his 
speech to Congress by offering a sneak pre-
view of Michael Moore. If “rightist reaction” 
thwarts the Second Bill of Rights, he said, 
then “even though we shall have conquered 
our enemies on the battlefields abroad, we 
shall have yielded to the spirit of Fascism here 
at home.” If, as Chait contends, political cor-
rectness consists of radical leftists attempting 
to regulate political discourse by defining op-
posing views as illegitimate, then your typical 

hashtag campaign fanatic is a bashful centrist 
compared to Dr. New Deal.

Jonathan Chait castigates political cor-
rectness as “a system of left-wing ideological 
repression” that is “antithetical to liberalism.” 
This very welcome rebuke, however, rests on a 
very shaky premise. The problem—for Chait, 
and liberalism, and America—is that political 
correctness is better understood as a continu-
ation of the liberal tradition than as a betrayal 
of it. 

One must applaud and encourage those 
liberals, like Chait, Shulevitz, and the Har-
vard law professors, who criticize political 
correctness. But it’s difficult to be optimistic 
about whether they’ll ultimately succeed, or 
even fight all that hard. A liberalism divided 
against itself, half politically correct and half 
politically incorrect, cannot stand. When it 
ceases to be divided and becomes all one thing 
or all the other, that one thing is going to be 
P.C. unless liberals repudiate, not just radi-
cal leftists, but fundamental elements of their 
own logic and legacy. 

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 Mollie Ziegler Hemingway

Monkey Business
All the Truth Is Out: The Week Politics Went Tabloid, by Matt Bai.

Alfred A. Knopf, 288 pages, $26.95 

“Follow me around,” gary hart 
told a reporter in 1987, in an attempt 
to quell rumors of infidelity. “I don’t 

care. I’m serious. If anybody wants to put a 
tail on me, go ahead. They’d be very bored.” 

The rest is history. The press did as Hart 
requested and found him cavorting with a 
gorgeous young model named Donna Rice. 
By the time pictures of her sitting on his lap 
appeared—on a boat felicitously christened 

“Monkey Business”—Hart was forced into 
political exile.

It’s a great cautionary tale about hubris 
that to this day makes Washington opera-
tives smile or shake their heads. It’s also not 
entirely true, according to former New York 
Times Magazine writer Matt Bai. In All the 
Truth Is Out: The Week Politics Went Tabloid, 
Bai meticulously recounts the media’s role in 
the fall of the Democratic Party’s frontrunner 
for the 1988 presidential nomination. On the 
same morning the “follow me around” chal-
lenge appeared in the New York Times, the 

Miami Herald published an investigation 
into Hart’s relationship with Rice. The Her-
ald hadn’t waited for permission to snoop on 
his nocturnal wanderings, and the pictures 
weren’t part of the equation until an associate 
of Rice’s sold them to a tabloid months after 
Hart had suspended his campaign.

Bai has two goals with his book: the first 
is to rehabilitate Gary Hart’s reputation 
and paint him as a victim of media excess; 
the second, in discussing how the changing 
media landscape of the early ’80s helped to 
bring Hart down, is to diagnose the serious 
problems with the celebrity-obsessed and 
tabloid-influenced political coverage of today. 
Lamenting the current state of political jour-
nalism, where politicians “retreat behind iron 
walls of bland rhetoric, heavily guarded by 
cynical consultants,” and journalists keep an 

“incessant focus on granular data and emerg-
ing demographics…constantly predicting 
winners and losers,” Bai points to Hart’s cam-
paign as the moment when unfavorable forces 

began spiraling out of control. Ultimately, Bai 
is much more successful as a media critic than 
as a judge of political character, and his fail-
ure to see the connection between pernicious 
modern media trends and the media’s warped 
view of public morality is a glaring flaw in an 
otherwise insightful, interesting book.

Bai’s love for the former u.s. sena-
tor from Colorado is pronounced. 

“Hart’s gift was to connect politics and 
culture and theology and history and tech-
nology seamlessly and all at once—to draw 
from all available data points (extemporane-
ously, it seemed) a larger picture of where 
everything was headed,” he writes. He claims 
Hart could have won the Cold War simply by 
being elected, praises his “agenda that neatly 
presaged the two decades of political debate 
that followed,” and writes that he feels sorrier 
for the country than for Hart over his demise. 
Bai’s love is overwrought—but not infectious. 
In fact, the litany of details about Hart’s po-

B
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litical and personal style confirms that Hart’s 
critics were right to find him deeply odd and 
arrogant. 

Bai dismisses as trivialities that Hart made 
his family change their name from Hartpence, 
claimed to be younger than he was, and was 
a serial philanderer. Noting Hart’s 26 years 
of unwavering silence about precisely what 
happened with Rice, Bai praises his “fierce 
conviction that private affairs had no place in 
the public arena.” There’s “a way to describe a 
man who holds that tightly to principle, what-
ever the cost. The word is character.” Others 
might not be so moved to conflate what is at 
best moral aloofness with moral excellence. 

Americans get few opportunities to see 
candidates for president display the crucial de-
cision-making skills they seek in an executive. 
Bai is skeptical of the value of the evidence 
Hart’s lies supplied, favorably quoting former 
Jimmy Carter speechwriter Hendrik Hertz-
berg: “The fact that a person will lie in the 
context of adultery proves nothing about his 
general propensity to lie.” Likewise, Bai scoffs 
at reporters for saying they didn’t care about 
the sex so much as about how Hart’s behavior 
reflected a lack of stability, steadiness, or the 
judgment necessary to be president.

But had Hart shown self-restraint, self-
respect, and loyalty to the people in his life 

prior to the Rice affair, he might have quickly 
dealt with the scandal. Instead, he unraveled 
the moment anyone expressed an interest in 
it. Voters saw an undisciplined man whose 
selfishness and desire for short-term benefits 
might cause him to throw all sorts of prin-
ciples to the side.

A review of Hart’s political career shows 
many policy papers—on everything from 
reindustrializing America to reforming the 
military—but few political victories. Hart 
won only two races for office, including his 
1980 reelection to the Senate by a margin of 
under 0.5% of the vote; before that he man-
aged George McGovern’s terrific 1972 presi-
dential loss, one of the most lopsided defeats 
in history. (In so doing, he may have planted 
the seeds of his own ruin by changing the 
Democratic nomination process to empower 
Democratic voters in primary elections, thus 
prioritizing the vetting of candidates by the 
media rather than party bosses who were 
known to overlook indiscretions.)

It’s a shame bai tells his story of me-
dia excess through such an unsympathetic 
character, because his critiques of political 

journalism are often right on target. Some-
thing is broken when candidates can’t explain 
the evolution of their thinking or speak with 

any nuance, when “essentially they give up 
trying to win the larger debate in the country, 
choosing to focus solely on the tactics of the 
next election instead.”

Bai points fingers in many directions. For 
much of the 20th century, news was limited, 
tightly controlled by a few key players, and 
disseminated by elites. The 1980s saw the 
rise of 24-hour cable news stations needing 
constant content. Improvements in record-
ing and transmission technologies allowed 
reporters routinely to get stories on the air 
from remote locations. Fax machines en-
abled cheap and immediate distribution of 
news to political reporters and influencers 
across the country. The Hart saga was “the 
first visible drop of rain in a violent storm 
system that was just at that moment begin-
ning to coalesce in newsrooms around the 
country.”

It has only gotten worse. Journalists have al-
ways been interested in scandal, but they also 
used to mediate political debates as a means 
of getting politicians to answer questions 
about policy and general philosophy. Now 
they are eager to become part of the story, as 
Candy Crowley did when she mistakenly cor-
rected Mitt Romney in the 2012 presidential 
debates. Most journalists don’t have anything 
approaching the policy chops required to ask 
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launched the Hart investigation had in fact 
written a critique of earlier media speculation 
about Hart’s problem with marital fidelity. A 
reader responded to that critique by calling 
him and saying, “Gary Hart is having an affair 
with a friend of mine.” Only when she gave 
credible information regarding this claim did 
the paper pursue the lead.

E.J. Dionne and his journalistic cohort 
would make a better target for Bai’s anger 
and disappointment. Dionne was the New 
York Times reporter whom Hart challenged 
to follow him around. He was working on 
a lengthy profile exploring Hart’s psyche. “I 
was trying to figure out, ‘What does it mean 
to be an existential politician?’” Dionne re-
calls. His idiosyncratic definition of an exis-
tential politician was one detached from tra-
ditional forms of faith but still feeling obliged 
to serve. If Dionne could understand Hart’s 
stages of psychosocial development, he could 
understand what made him such a confound-
ing politician. 

“I think you’ve got the coin reversed,” Hart 
told Dionne.

I think I’m the healthy one. I think 
you ought to be asking all those other 
guys who have done nothing but hold 
public office and have no other sides 
to their personalities: Why they don’t 
write novels and why they don’t read 
Kierkegaard? Why they don’t broaden 
themselves out? Why is it that some-
body like me is thought the oddball?

Through a surfeit of great quota-
tions such as this, Bai does a good job 
of portraying Hart as an interesting 

and thoughtful man, though he is a bit too 
ready to sympathize. There’s an endearing an-
ecdote about the meaning Hart found in Wil-
liam Butler Yeats’s poem “To a Friend Whose 
Work Has Come to Nothing.” Bai thought so 
much of this story that he borrowed his book 
title from the poem’s first line—“Now all the 
truth is out, / Be secret and take defeat.” Yet 
some of the poem’s other lines illuminate how 
Gary Hart’s career implosion presaged today’s 
shallow and immodest political contests:

For how can you compete,
Being honor bred, with one
Who were it proved he lies
Were neither shamed in his own
Nor in his neighbors’ eyes.
 
The media’s desire to understand politi-

cians not in terms of a universal human na-
ture but as a function of their personal psy-
chology is telling. Only a media establishment 
that has completely bought into progressiv-
ism’s aims for perfected man could pursue 
such lines of questioning. And the rejection of 
a belief in man’s sinful nature also means a re-
jection of the possibility of forgiveness. That’s 
what made Hart’s downfall a tragedy, and one 
that continues to haunt us.

Mollie Ziegler Hemingway is a senior editor at 
The Federalist.

good questions or respond to inadequate an-
swers, let alone to divine the true intent of pol-
iticians. Instead, they ask marginal questions 
designed to induce bloopers.

As media theorist Neil Postman wrote in 
Amusing Ourselves to Death (1985), “The prob-
lem is not that television presents us with en-
tertaining subject matter, but that all subject 
matter is presented as entertaining, which is 
another issue altogether.” Our news is pack-
aged as a “show,” with bright faces smiling as 
they describe the day’s horrors. Political can-
didates are presented for our entertainment. 
When, Postman wrote, “a people become an 
audience and their public business a vaude-
ville act, then a nation finds itself at risk; cul-
ture-death is a clear possibility.”

Of the hart imbroglio, bai writes, 
the finest political journalists of a 
generation surrendered all at once 

to the idea that politics had become anoth-
er form of celebrity-driven entertainment, 
while simultaneously disdaining the kind 
of reporting that such a thirst for entertain-
ment made necessary.” Their decision has 
kept politicians ever since from communi-
cating unguardedly lest they be attacked for 
being weird, having a character problem, or 
making a gaffe.

There’s a good deal of truth in that obser-
vation, but it doesn’t match the facts in the 
Hart case. It’s certainly an unfair charge to 
level against the Miami Herald, the target of 
much of Bai’s opprobrium. The reporter who 

“
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Book Review by Jay Cost

Party Animals
The Promise of Party in a Polarized Age, by Russell Muirhead.

Harvard University Press, 336 pages, $35

“The political parties created 
democracy,” political scientist E.E. 
Schattschneider contended in 1942, 

“and modern democracy is unthinkable save 
in terms of the parties.” Yet few analysts to-
day dwell on the Republican and Democratic 
parties’ role in sustaining America’s republic, 
and few citizens regard parties as admirable 
enough to strengthen or important enough 
to reform. Barack Obama’s startling four-year 
ascent from the Illinois state senate to the 
White House was propelled in large measure 
by his skill in discerning and addressing this 
widespread aversion to partisanship, most fa-
mously in a 2004 Democratic convention key-
note address about transcending the divisions 
between “red” and “blue” America.

Enter Dartmouth College political sci-
entist Russell Muirhead. His brief, read-
able book, The Promise of Party in a Polar-
ized Age, attempts to vindicate “the spirit of 
party”—“the habit, affection, and conviction” 
of people who, through a party, “stand with 
others and for something”—by rejecting the 
idea that partisan attachments are politi-
cally trivial and morally shabby. The book is 
a clear success in this regard. What’s more, 
Muirhead suggests how the party spirit can 
more constructively advance the work of 
governance. Here, despite offering some pro-
vocative insights, the book is more problem-

atic, with conclusions too ephemeral to offer 
much guidance. 

On balance, The Promise of Party in a Po-
larized Age is valuable, in significant measure 
because it is surprisingly enjoyable. Muirhead, 
by his own reckoning a partisan, accepts rather 
than deplores certain basic realities: our par-
tisan divide springs from deep disagreements; 
neither side will ever achieve a “final victory”; 
and conflict is often good for society. Involved 
in partisanship yet respecting his adversaries, 
Muirhead stands in welcome contrast to the 
more common disdain for parties, expressed 
either in calls for a plague on both their houses, 
or in the shrill certitude that everything politi-
cally virtuous and wise can be found in one par-
ty, and all that is wicked and stupid in the other.

Muirhead’s first task, at which 
he seems most at ease, is primarily 
philosophical. Moving deftly from 

Aristotle, James Madison, and John Stuart 
Mill to such 20th-century thinkers as Louis 
Hartz and John Rawls, he makes the case that, 
far from corrupting republican government 
or liberal idealism, the parties are essential 
to each. “Liberal politics,” in his definition, is 
not just “an agreement only to disagree within 
certain bounds (never touching foundational 
ideas), but to disagree in a certain way: ac-
cording to constitutional procedures, in a 

certain manner.” Thus understood, liberal 
politics and civic unity not only permit party 
spirit but require it.

Muirhead welcomes rather than regrets 
that parties fight so much over big things. Be-
cause reason will never reign supreme, tech-
nocratic expertise will never obviate political 
conflict, and citizens will never agree to dis-
agree about fundamental questions; conflicts 
over divergent values and perspectives are in-
evitable. Parties organize and channel those 
conflicts. Since we can never “take the politics 
out of politics,” as Muirhead nicely phrases it, 
we’ll always need parties.

Having argued that parties are 
inevitable and necessary, Muirhead 
wants to make them better. “Parti-

sanship is appropriate for citizens and legis-
lators, for instance—but is a far more potent 
threat in other institutions that house the 
executive or judicial functions of the govern-
ment.” He distinguishes “low” partisanship, 
which focuses on “strategy, power, and ulti-
mately, victory,” from the “high” form, “ori-
ented to convictions, principles, and concep-
tions of the common interest.” 

The book’s prescriptions concern four main 
subjects: the electorate, party primaries, par-
ty spirit in the Congress, and party spirit in 
the courts and White House. Muirhead ad-
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vocates what might be called the Goldilocks 
view of partisanship. For instance, partisans 
in the electorate should be loyal and patient, 
but also open to considering facts contrary to 
their worldviews and agendas. The legislature 
may of course be partisan, but rigid adherence 
to partisanship is counterproductive. On this 
score, Muirhead disapproves of the informal 

“Hastert Rule,” named for former Speaker of 
the House Dennis Hastert. It allows votes on 
only those bills that have won the support of 
a majority within the House’s majority party, 
precluding passage of a bill supported by a 
minority of that party voting together with 
a majority of the other party. The president 
and the courts must recognize that they are 
inherently partisan, but must be high parti-
sans who emphasize a particular vision of the 
good society while eschewing narrow, frac-
tious games of low partisanship. 

These arguments are not so much pre-
scriptive as hortatory, however. Partisanship 
should, per Muirhead, be improved, strength-
ened, and reformed—but he offers little guid-
ance on how to effect such goals. Often, his 
suggestion boils down to: do a better job. That 
is not terribly helpful.

Academic specialization may account for 
this problem. Muirhead seems more conver-
sant and comfortable with political philoso-
phy than with empirical political science. He 
overlooks key scholarly texts on parties, and 
his understanding of public opinion seems to 
be mostly confined to The American Voter, a 
social science classic published in 1960. 

Nobody can read everything, of 
course, but his book’s weak empiri-
cal foundation leads him to slight a 

crucial fact: parties are constructs of elites at-
tempting to solve pressing political problems. 
As tools for the pursuit of political victory, the 
rules and norms governing that pursuit, in 
turn, condition how the parties function in 
society at large. 

It’s no coincidence that America acquired 
national political parties only when, dur-
ing the Jacksonian Era of the 1820s and ’30s, 
the presidency became an office attainable 
through popular elections. Similarly, legisla-
tive coalitions that we might call partisan did 
not exist until there were issues upon which 
legislators disagreed, and had to organize 
their disagreements. 

Moreover, the nature of the party organi-
zation itself has evolved with the technology 

that shapes the modern political campaign, 
the role of the state in the provision of so-
cial welfare, and the education of the broader 
electorate. New York’s Tammany Hall oper-
ated as it did because that was how ambitious 
politicians acquired and maintained political 
office, given the opportunity structures of the 
day. As those structures evolved, so did par-
ties, which are, above all, tools that ambitious 
politicians use to acquire office.

Even the issues the parties choose to em-
phasize result from their desire for victory. 
Parties “mobilize bias,” promoting certain is-
sues (e.g., the never-ending fight over the top 
marginal tax rate) while demoting others (e.g., 
tax-code cronyism) in systematic ways. To 
a large extent, of course, voters’ needs and 
concerns are integral to determining which 
political divisions are active and which are 
latent. But voter preferences are sufficiently 
inchoate—more government versus less gov-
ernment, for example, with little specific-
ity on the crucial details—that party leaders 
can and do fashion policies within capacious 
boundaries. 

This makes parties all the more fascinating. 
If we take seriously, as we should, Muirhead’s 
first claim, that party spirit is socially and po-
litically useful, we arrive at a surprising con-
clusion: the value of party is mostly an artifact 
of politicians’ strategies to channel ambition.

Thus, to pursue Muirhead’s second goal—
improving the value of party spirit—we have 
to think more carefully about the rules of 
the game, especially how they interact with 
elected officials’ endless quest for electoral vic-
tory. It is not enough to complain about the 
Hastert rule, or the presidential tendency to 
engage in “low” partisanship. We must, rath-
er, acknowledge that this is a consequence of 
goal-oriented behavior among political elites, 
who are responding rationally to the electoral 
game’s rules as they exist. How, then, do we 
alter these rules so politicians behave more to 
our liking? 

History could help Muirhead more than 
he lets it. He claims, for instance, that the 
mid-20th century was not a very hot time 
for partisan conflict—more or less follow-
ing conventional wisdom and, for that matter, 
The American Voter. But the battle between 
Franklin Roosevelt and the GOP was full of 
rough elbows, and the years of the Truman 
Administration were quite vitriolic. The 33rd 
president, after all, right before the 1948 
election, compared his opponent, Thomas 

Dewey—a decent, honorable politician—to 
Adolf Hitler!

This is a minor point, but it illus-
trates an oversight of the book. By 
leaving out so much history, Muirhead 

misses an opportunity to examine instances 
when partisanship functioned similarly to 
his abstract ideal. For instance, Martin Van 
Buren’s Bucktail faction in New York in the 
1820s was a partisan effort that enlivened 
electoral battles, gave meaning and order to 
the political process, and ultimately pointed 
public policy in a certain direction. On the 
other hand, the Gilded Age machines—in 
states like New York and Pennsylvania—
seemed to work in the opposite way; party 
spoils were not a means to an end, but an end 
in themselves. Similarly, most of the South 
was trapped in a one-party oligarchy from the 
end of Reconstruction until the Voting Rights 
Act. If we want to be prescriptive—not merely 
hortatory—history clarifies how parties func-
tioned well or poorly, and what accounts for 
the difference.

Of course, prescribing to parties is not 
easy. There is not a single aspect of American 
political life the parties don’t touch, in some 
way or another. As a result, a comprehensive 
understanding of their functions lies beyond 
any one person’s grasp. Moreover, Muirhead 
is to be commended for his efforts to merge 
normative political philosophy with em-
pirical analysis. This is a project that only a 
handful of others have tried—Schattschnei-
der and V.O. Key come to mind—and little 
else of substance has been done recently on 
this front.

And it’s a valuable project. The Promise of 
Party in a Polarized Age offers a sound theory 
about the political parties: they are inevitable, 
they can be helpful, and we would do well to 
make them function better. His suggestions 
on the last front are a little lacking, but this 
book, like all important works of scholar-
ship, points the way toward future inquiries. 
We may hope and expect that other writers 
will bring the empirical literature more fully 
to bear on Russell Muirhead’s rule of thumb, 
and offer some beneficial, politically feasible 
solutions for improving the party system.

Jay Cost is a staff writer for the Weekly Stan-
dard, and the author of A Republic No More: 
Big Government and the Rise of American 
Political Corruption (Encounter Books).
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Book Review by Lee Edwards

Fatal Symmetry
Landslide: LBJ and Ronald Reagan at the Dawn of a New America, by Jonathan Darman.

Random House, 480 pages, $30 

Lyndon johnson’s 1964 landslide 
victory was widely understood to mark 
a political transformation: an irrevers-

ible defeat of conservatism and a sweeping af-
firmation of liberalism. Ronald Reagan’s 1984 
landslide victory showed that the election 20 
years earlier had indeed been transforma-
tive—but the reverse of what liberals had so 
confidently assumed. 

Landslide: LBJ and Ronald Reagan at the 
Dawn of a New America offers a parallel ex-
amination of the two presidents by former 
Newsweek correspondent Jonathan Darman. 
His analysis, more ingenious than persuasive, 
presents a fatal symmetry between the liberal 
Democrat and the conservative Republican. 
Each treated electoral victory as a mandate 
to offer a “fantasy” of the American future, in 
which “the federal government could only be 
America’s salvation or America’s ruin.” While 
both visions would inspire millions of Ameri-
cans, Darman concedes, they would also “di-
vide and coarsen the country.” As a result of 
the two men’s mystical rhetoric, government 
has been left “in a state of dysfunction and pa-
ralysis.” The lingering myths of a government 

that can do either nothing wrong or nothing 
right, he says, make the country hard if not 
impossible to govern.

By the end of landslide, you are 
indeed persuaded that Johnson’s Great 
Society was unachievable. In the last 

week of the 1964 election campaign, Presi-
dent Johnson offered spellbound audiences a 
vision of the future, which echoed the Book 
of Revelation: 

[H]ere is the Great Society. It’s the 
time—and it’s going to be soon—when 
nobody in this country is poor…. It’s 
the time—and there’s no point in wait-
ing—when every boy and girl in this 
country…has the right to all the educa-
tion that he can absorb…. It’s the time 
when every slum is gone from every city 
in America, and America is beautiful.… 
It’s the time when man gains full do-
minion under God over his own destiny. 
It’s the time of peace on Earth and good 
will among men. The place is here and 
the time is now.

One month after defeating Barry Gold-
water, Johnson declared at the White House 
Christmas tree-lighting ceremony, “These 
are the most hopeful times…since Christ 
was born in Bethlehem.” Progressives almost 
swooned. Observers compared the torrent 
of initiatives at the beginning of Johnson’s 
new term—including bills promising health 
insurance for seniors, billions for education 
and the poor, and voting rights for minori-
ties—to Franklin Roosevelt’s famous One 
Hundred Days. Speaker of the House John 
McCormack intoned, “It is the Congress of 
accomplished hopes. It is the Congress of re-
alized dreams.” 

But North Vietnam’s Ho Chi Minh also 
had a dream: to unite his divided country un-
der Communism. LBJ regarded Ho, an intrac-
table revolutionary, as another politician, like 
a committee chairman on Capitol Hill, with 
whom he could cut a deal. Accordingly, writes 
Darman, he expected that upon witnessing 
America’s power the Vietcong would suspend 
their guerrilla efforts in the south and sue for 
peace. A confident Johnson initiated a period 
of U.S. bombing in 1965, named “Rolling 
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Thunder,” scheduled to last eight weeks. In fact, 
the bombs continued to fall until November 
1968, eight months after a weary Johnson an-
nounced his intention not to run for reelection. 

Darman rejects the conven-
tional liberal view that there were 
two Johnsons—the “good” one who 

conceived the Great Society and pushed 
through the historic Civil Rights and Vot-
ing Rights Acts, and the “bad” LBJ who es-
calated the Vietnam War, which resulted in 
58,000 American deaths. There was only one 
Johnson. Like John F. Kennedy, he was con-
vinced that “a progressive domestic program 
could only be passed if it was matched with 
a muscular anticommunism.” The president’s 
determination to surpass the domestic policy 
achievements of his idol, FDR, “propelled 
him toward escalation, not away from it.” 
There was also his determination not to be 
the first president to lose a war. (According to 
Darman, however, Johnson was skeptical al-
most from the beginning about the prospects 
for victory in Vietnam.)

By the middle of 1965, says Darman, a 
decisive split emerged. Outwardly, Johnson 
proclaimed future greatness at home, but pri-
vately he despaired about a war that could not 
be won. The president, he says, was “divided 
between two fantasies—one of utopia, the 
other of ruin.” Fantasy became nightmare 
for Johnson when fiery riots erupted in the 
Watts section of Los Angeles and a hundred 
other cities. College students, unwilling to be 
conscripted into a distant conflict marked by 
ever-rising casualties, demonstrated against 
the war with growing numbers and violence.

The president who had promised utopia 
now presided over “disunity, frustration, sus-
picion and fear,” in the words of one magazine. 
In 1964, says Darman, Johnson “had looked 
like a man who couldn’t lose.” By the fall of 
1966 he looked like a man who could not win. 
The GOP, thought two years earlier to be on 
the verge of joining the Whig Party on his-
tory’s ash heap, gained at every level: 700 ad-
ditional state legislators, 8 new governors, 3 

more U.S. senators, and a remarkable 47 seats 
in the House—more than the Democrats had 
added in 1964. 

The brightest new political star 
was Ronald Reagan, elected governor of 
California, the most populous state in 

the union, with 57.7% of the vote. Reagan won 
because Edmund G. “Pat” Brown, the two-
term incumbent Democratic governor, badly 
underestimated the challenger’s political skills 
and because Californians welcomed Reagan’s 
vision of a “creative society” in which the peo-
ple tell government what to do, not the other 
way around. Contrary to Darman, Reagan was 
not an ideologue but a traditional conservative. 
He was in fact a modern federalist, echoing 
James Madison’s call for a prudential balance 
between the national and state governments. 

Darman is obliged to acknowledge that 
Governor Reagan practiced pragmatism when 
he raised taxes to balance the budget. Presi-
dent Reagan did so again when he accepted 
a 25% cut in personal income tax rates rath-
er than the 30% he had originally proposed. 
Darman does not cite, however, Reagan’s 
dictum that he would accept 70% of what he 
wanted if he could get the other 30% later. 

In an epilogue and afterword, Darman tries, 
and fails, to sum up Reagan’s presidency. He 
faults Reagan for making “a mythic promise” 
to keep America an “island of freedom” and 

“a refuge for all those people in the world who 
yearn to breathe freely.” If that is mythical, then 
every president since Abraham Lincoln—who 
called America “the last, best hope of earth”— 
has been a myth-maker, describing America as 
a land of freedom and opportunity for all. Dar-
man searches high and low for myths. Reagan’s 
full recovery from the attempted assassination 
was “a mystical endorsement” of his vision. To 
substantiate his claim that supply-side econom-
ics was a myth, he quotes George H.W. Bush’s 
dubbing it “voodoo economics,” but does not 
add that Bush subsequently adopted the con-
cept as president. 

Certainly, supply-side was no myth to the 
17 million Americans who found jobs dur-

ing the Reagan years, or to black households, 
whose income went up 84%. From 1983 
to 1988, following the recession, economic 
growth averaged 4.6% annually, among the 
highest rates in the postwar period, while the 
real income of every stratum of Americans in-
creased. As predicted by supply-siders, annual 
federal revenues increased some 50%, from 
$618 billion to $903 billion. Still, Darman 
writes that Reagan won reelection in 1984 
in another landslide because Americans had 
gotten used to “fantastic stories of great days 
to come.” In reality, a better day had arrived 
for most Americans. 

Landslide concludes that much 
of Johnson’s and Reagan’s grand vi-
sions for the country “ring false” when 

today’s leaders call on them. Neither man’s 
myth, he says, “has served its respective par-
ty, or the country, well.” It is true that you 
cannot find today a Democrat who presents 
himself as another LBJ. Johnson’s rhetoric 
about “Marshall Plans” to solve this or that 
domestic problem has no 21st-century coun-
terpart. Republican candidates, however, 
regularly claim to be the most Reaganesque 
alternative in a primary election. Landslide 
was published shortly before the 2014 mid-
terms, where historic GOP gains were built 
on tax cuts, smaller government, and strong 
defense—core Reagan principles. 

The reality of Johnson versus Reagan was 
not symmetrical. LBJ’s Great Society was an 
impossible dream, while Reagan’s free soci-
ety triggered unprecedented prosperity and 
restored Americans’ confidence in them-
selves and the future. As Darman correctly 
shows, Johnson was neither humble nor real-
istic, dooming himself to defeat at home and 
abroad. But the author cannot bring himself 
to write that Reagan’s idealistic but prudent 
statesmanship evoked the best of America.

Lee Edwards is the Distinguished Fellow in Con-
servative Thought at the Heritage Foundation’s 
B. Kenneth Simon Center for Principles and 
Politics. 
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Essay by Angelo M. Codevilla

The Courage of His Contradictions

Establishment voices joined to-
gether in acclamation. In the Boston 
Globe, Nicholas Burns (Condoleezza 

Rice’s right-hand man at the State Depart-
ment, now at Harvard’s Kennedy School) 
praised Henry Kissinger’s new tome for its 

“words of wisdom” about “the international 
order he rightly believes is a necessary pre-
condition for global stability, prosperity, 
and peace.” In the New Criterion, Conrad 
Black called it “a brilliantly conceived and 
executed book even by Henry Kissinger’s 
very high standards.” Michiko Kakutani, the 
New York Times’s principal book reviewer 
for more than 30 years, said: “At its best, his 
writing functions like a powerful zoom lens, 
opening out to give us a panoramic apprecia-
tion of larger historical trends and patterns, 
then zeroing in on small details and anec-
dotes that vividly illustrate his theories.” In 
the Wall Street Journal, James Traub added 
that World Order undermines “the romantic 
pieties of left and right that have shaped so 
much of American foreign policy over the 
past century.”

Kissinger’s 17th book does, in fact, make 
plain the views on war, peace, and America’s 
global role that he has expressed, often am-
biguously, in countless articles and speeches 
going back more than 60 years. In particu-
lar, World Order clarifies the theme that runs 
through all of these writings: a single-minded 
determination to make “international order” 
the criterion for interpreting and evaluating 
statesmen’s words and deeds. Since Kissinger’s 
views evolved in tandem with our ruling class’s, 
this book also helps us understand the forma 
mentis, the priorities that have driven U.S. for-
eign policy for over a half-century. 

World Order reflects badly on Kissinger 
and on the establishment that celebrates him. 
The promiscuous use of impersonal pronouns 
and the passive voice, for one thing, makes 
it impossible to ascribe particular ideas and 
deeds to identifiable historical actors. On 
most pages the reader will encounter ungainly 
and mystifying metaphors, sentences that be-
gin in one direction but end oppositely, and 
outrageous claims advanced without support-
ing evidence. 

Source of Disorder

The text’s violation of elementary 
rules of style and diction is not careless-
ness; it is essential to the case it is trying 

to make. The history of international affairs 
the world over, Kissinger believes, has less to 
do with peoples pursuing their own ambitions, 
interests, or predilections than with creating 
one version or another of “order.” Above all, 
American foreign policy’s principal task is to 
take the lead in crafting such an order. Mak-
ing that case using accountable language—
the active voice, pronouns that assign rather 
than obscure responsibility, as well as proper 
quotes and footnotes—would be impossible.

World Order, then, inadvertently expli-
cates the source of our ruling class’s disorder: 
a clerisy has escaped the duties and limits 
inherent in the role of one nation’s public 
servants, entrusted to advance its citizens’ 
security and happiness, in order to carry out 
imagined global obligations with assumed 
capabilities. This failure to discharge true du-
ties for the sake of false ones is why America 
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lost the Vietnam war; discarded its defenses 
against air and missile attack; sought to keep 
together a Soviet Union that was coming 
apart; wasted its superior forces in conflicts 
without end; cowers as terrorists surround it; 
and backpedals in the Pacific. Nowadays, we 
speak of America’s renunciation of power as 
if it were a recent phenomenon. But, grosso 
modo, it has been the story of U.S. foreign 
policy for over half a century, and was a glim-
mer in the eyes of ruling-class intellectuals 
long before then. 

Let us begin with Kissinger’s key precepts.

• “World order describes the concept 
held by a region or civilization about 
the nature of just arrangements and the 
distribution of power thought to be ap-
plicable to the entire world.” 

• “The idea of world order was ap-
plied to the geographic extent known to 
the statesmen of the time…each region 
viewed its own order as unique.”

• “Our age is insistently, at times almost 
desperately, in pursuit of a concept of 
world order. Chaos threatens side by side 
with unprecedented interdependence.”

• World order will require respect 
for “the multifariousness of the hu-
man condition and the ingrained hu-
man quest for freedom. Order in this 
sense must be cultivated; it cannot be 
imposed.”

• “The mystery to be overcome is one 
all people share—how divergent histor-
ic experiences and values can be shaped 
into a common order.”

This all makes sense…if you accept that “re-
gions” can hold “concepts” and “view” orders. 
Or that some regional or global mind opines 
about world justice; that orders “base them-
selves,” and ages “grasp” in pursuit of concepts; 
that human beings really prefer freedom for 
themselves to power over others; that relation-
ships between nations “grow” rather than re-
flect shifting patterns of power; that “mysteries” 
can be “overcome”; that an author may freely 
ascribe his own perspective and priorities to 
epochs and statesmen from the past. In short, 
World Order presumes Kissinger was present 
as the inner longings and logic of nations, ages, 
and civilizations rose and unfolded—some-
what as in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind. 

But the Phenomenology eschews discus-
sion of any facts and people against which 
the reader might compare its lucubrations. 
Kissinger’s references to ideas, events, and 
protagonists—however vague and magiste-
rial—pose a challenge. Given that World 
Order proceeds by obiter dicta rather than 

evidence, readers can only accept or reject 
that Kissinger knows what an “age,” or for 
that matter an individual, intends. The pro-
nouncements offer no argument to follow, no 
chain of reasoning to accept or reject.

European Past

The problem is clearest in the first 
two chapters, which discuss European 
history. (The exposition there differs 

strikingly from the boilerplate discussions of 
non-Western history in the four subsequent 
chapters.) Kissinger’s opening distills his 
point: in Europe, as distinguished from the 
non-Western world, “[d]istinct competing dy-
nasties and nationalities were perceived not as 
a form of ‘chaos’ to be expunged but, in the 
idealized view of Europe’s statesmen—some-
times conscious, sometimes not—as an in-
tricate mechanism tending toward a balance 
that preserved each people’s interests, integ-
rity, and autonomy.” He doesn’t tell us who 
had these perceptions of competing dynasties, 
or how he is conscious now of views not con-
sciously held by people centuries ago. 

What analysis he does offer betrays his 
limited acquaintance with basic facts. De-

ideas of world order.” A more plausible, tan-
gible cause was Charlemagne’s ancestors’ mili-
tary victories, especially ones at Poitiers and 
Tours, and then his own over the Longobards 
in Italy. The Frankish epic, the Chanson de 
Roland, is about Christian chivalric valor, not 
world order. Though illiterate, Charlemagne 
had The City of God read to him in Latin, and 
set about separating secular from ecclesiastical 
power accordingly. Moreover, pace Kissinger, 
stopping the Muslim host at the gates of Vi-
enna in 1683 was not the work of “Prince Eu-
gene of Savoy,” but rather of 20,000 horsemen 
charging behind Polish king Jan Sobieski. Nor 
did Richelieu “invent…the idea that the state 
was an abstract and permanent entity existing 
in its own right.” Jean Bodin had done that in 
1576, in Les Six Livres de la République.

Even where his grasp of the historical facts 
is more assured, such as when discussing the 
1648 Treaties of Westphalia and the 1815 
Congress of Vienna, Kissinger tells us more 
about his own mindset than about Europe’s 
past. Among his most egregious practices is 
to offer mutually exclusive propositions as if 
all were true. The three agreements that make 
up Westphalia happened, he writes, because 
delegates “had come with eminently practi-
cal instructions based on strategic interests.” 
So much blood had been spilled that “peace 
would be built, if at all, through balancing 
rivalries.” “[N]one signed the documents un-
der the illusion that it was doing anything but 
advancing its own interests and prestige,” and 

“[a] distinction must be made between the 
balance of power as a fact and the balance of 
power as a system.”

At the same time, however, Kissinger uses 
the passive voice to tell us that the Westpha-
lian participants were really engaged in pur-
suits bigger than themselves: “The inherent 
equality of sovereign states…was instituted.” 

“[N]ewly arrived powers…were granted.” The 
“balance of power made its appearance as a 
system; that is to say, bringing it about was 
accepted as one of the key purposes of foreign 
policy; disturbing it would evoke a coalition 
on behalf of equilibrium.” And “[t]he theo-
retically logical and predictable intermeshing 
of state interests was intended to overcome 
the disorder unfolding in every corner of the 
continent.”

Such slippery formulations make it im-
possible to know whether the author main-
tains that the balance of power results from 
opposed objectives or from common inten-
tions. Challenges to the equilibrium’s exis-
tence “evoked” its maintenance, which could 
mean many things, or nothing. Was the legal 
equality of states de facto, or did somebody 

“institute” and “grant” it? If the latter, whose? 

World Order, by Henry Kissinger.
Penguin Press, 420 pages, $36

spite Kissinger’s professorial image, his ca-
reer as an academic entrepreneur always pre-
cluded in-depth scholarship. Consultancies, 
conferences, and politics took up his student 
days, a pattern that never really ended. For 
example, no one familiar with Augustine or 
medieval politics could write of “kingdoms 
with separate militaries and independent 
policies [that] maneuvered for advantage in 
a manner that bore no apparent relationship 
to Augustine’s City of God.” In fact Augus-
tine, writing as the Roman Empire was col-
lapsing into competing powers, was not long-
ing for one new Caesar. Rather, he reminded 
Christians of Christ’s distinction between 
duties to God and those to whatever Caesars 
might exist. Similarly shaky intellectual his-
tory is on display when Kissinger writes that 
Hegel’s Philosophy of History “inspired Marx’s 
doctrine.” No—Marx got his Hegel through 
Ludwig Feuerbach’s gloss on the Phenomenol-
ogy, though “inspired” is fuzzy enough to 
cover many such errors. 

Kissinger’s heedless eagerness to bend every 
fact to fit the world order thesis also explains his 
description of Charlemagne’s empire as a prod-
uct of “[a]spirations to unity” and “post-Roman 
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Did equilibrium between powers result from 
countervailing forces, or from collective pur-
pose? If so, whose? Was the intermeshing of 
state interests merely “logical,” or was it “in-
tended to overcome disorder”? If so, by whom?

Kissinger’s ensuing hymn to Britain as 
“the balancer of the equilibrium” is equally 
self-refuting. Great Britain “fought in Euro-
pean wars but with shifting alliances—not in 
pursuit of specific, purely national goals, but 
by identifying the national interest with the 
preservation of the balance of power.” But 
he cannot help noting large shifts and deep 
tensions in Britain’s understanding of its na-
tional interest. Benjamin Disraeli’s view of 
the national interest’s imperatives was, for 
example, diametrically opposed to William 
Pitt the Elder’s understanding. Moreover, 
decisions about its national interest turned 
Britain from keeping to breaking the balance 
of power. In 1914 “Britain, by its ambiguity 
obscuring the degree of its growing commit-
ment to the allied side…made France and 
Russia adamant; its aloof posture confused 
some German leaders.” In other words, Brit-
ain pushed both sides into a war that wound-
ed it mortally.

The many tergiversations, however, never 
obscure Kissinger’s central point: the balance 
of power is a good that nations have sought 

and should seek over and above particular 
interests. Content-neutral balances of power 
have done so much good for mankind that, 
during the 18th century, “wars were…fought 
for limited territorial objectives” because “the 
system would not tolerate hegemonic aspira-
tions.” He does not mention that this moderate 
system’s supporters hardly paused as they dis-
membered Poland and erased it from the map. 
But he does say that although—and yet, also 
because—so many wise, secular, and moder-
ate men of the age (d’Alembert, Montesquieu, 
Kant) were saying so many wise, secular, and 
moderate things, France somehow erupted in a 
secular-religious crusade, i.e., the French Revo-
lution, that destroyed the system. Kissinger, at 
least, has the courage of his contradictions.

And so it was that statesmen “assembled 
at Vienna to discuss how to design a peaceful 
order.” But that is not what these statesmen 
said they were doing there in 1814-15, which 
is why Kissinger doesn’t quote from their let-
ters and diaries. Rather, he writes, “The order 
established at the Congress of Vienna was the 
closest that Europe has come to universal gov-
ernance since the collapse of Charlemagne’s 
empire.” But the Congress of Vienna estab-
lished nothing. It ratified what the governments 
that defeated Napoleon had secured militar-
ily. Kissinger writes, “It produced a consen-

sus…that the preservation of the system was 
more important than any single dispute.” Vi-
enna, in fact, ratified a consensus: preserving 
the peace was more important to each party 
to the agreement than pursuing any discrete 
dispute that existed in 1815. But that “system” 
endured only 40 years until clashing objectives 
regarding Crimea started wars among the ma-
jor powers, which ended 16 years later after 
the Franco-Prussian war. By that war’s conclu-
sion, 1815’s borders had been largely undone 
and Europe was sliding into the catastrophe of 
1914. Kissinger does not explain how his para-
digmatic “world restored” lasted only about as 
long as any other post-war settlement.

The closest he comes to accounting for world 
disorder is to note that a system can, like Vi-
enna’s, lose “legitimacy.” The concept of “legiti-
macy”—the belief that existing arrangements 
are not just tolerable but worth defending for 
their own sake—turns out to be a puffed-up, 
tautological way of saying that certain arrange-
ments secure favor because people favor them. 
In fact, during the century after Vienna (as in 
previous centuries) people valued many things 
more than the international order’s stability. 
Indeed, a book that purports to explain war 
and peace should focus on how and why people 
think about political ends as they do. But this 
book’s focus, “world order,” works against the 
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and their application at all times salutary; that 
the real challenge of American engagement 
abroad was not foreign policy in the tradition-
al sense but a project of spreading values that it 
believed all other peoples aspired to replicate.” 
This abstract statement might not be entirely 
true even if attributed to Woodrow Wilson at 
his most righteous and least realistic moment. 
Though the Declaration of Independence’s 
authors did believe that its principles were 
self-evidently true, they stopped well short 
of holding that their “domestic principles” (a 
term that confuses those truths with the par-
ticular constitutional arrangements chosen 
by the Americans) were universal and imme-
diately applicable and “at all times salutary.” 
That was for other peoples to decide for them-
selves. The Declaration does declare, in Lin-
coln’s gloss, “an abstract truth, applicable to all 
men and all times”—a standard by which all 
men and all governments may be judged. But 
it is about what one people, the Americans, 
and only the Americans, plan to do about that 
truth. Until the 20th century, no American 

tionship between the founders’ defining pur-
pose and their diplomacy. For Americans to 
enjoy lives more free, just, and prosperous than 
those attainable in any other nation, America 
should “observe good faith and justice towards 
all nations; cultivate peace and harmony with 
all.” Since these founders presumed other na-
tions to be unalterably “other,” they preached 
and practiced traditional arm’s-length diplo-
macy focused on the national interest. For 
them, foreign policy was the shield behind 
which the Republic would grow to greatness.

John Quincy Adams embodied and defined 
that diplomacy. Kissinger dismisses Adams as 
a simpleton “verging on exasperation at other 
countries’ determination to pursue more com-
plicated and devious courses.” In reality, Ad-
ams, who served as secretary of state and presi-
dent of the United States, was as successful as 
he was sophisticated. He negotiated the end of 
the War of 1812, navigated America through 
the challenges of the Holy Alliance, and ex-
tended America’s borders to the Pacific. His 
first diplomatic appointment came at age 14, 
after which he served as ambassador to Rus-
sia, Prussia, and Britain. He was at home in 
French, German, Dutch, Russian, Latin, and 
Greek; conversant in Spanish and Italian; and 
he never ceased studying foreign cultures in 
the original languages. By contrast, Kissinger 
has mostly forgotten his native German. His 

“creatively ambiguous” diplomacy produced 
pretend agreements that aggravated conflicts 
and helped lead his country to its only defeat 
in war; he was the only American ever to sign 
a surrender (though called a peace).

Kissinger also purveys a Theodore Roosevelt 
created in his own image and likeness. But his 
attempt to set T.R. apart from the founders 
by pointing to his excellent education and 
acquaintance with “traditional principles of 
strategy” and “prominent ‘Old World’ elites” 
can impress only those who don’t know the 
full story. James Madison and Alexander 
Hamilton—never mind John Quincy Adams—
were better educated than T.R. In fact, T.R. 
considered their grasp of strategic principles 
superior to his own. Adams had grown up in 
European capitals and been on intimate terms 
with every statesman of his time, including 
walks along the Neva alone with the czar. 
Abraham Lincoln, a brilliant autodidact, played 
European politics like a violin during the Civil 
War, and carried on a correspondence with the 
czar so friendly and effectual that he addressed 
his letters to “my great and good friend.” 

Kissinger writes that there was something 
new about T.R.’s simultaneous affection for 
America’s special character and his conviction 
that “to fulfill its calling, the United States 
would need to enter a world in which power, 

statesman imagined that the Declaration had 
arrogated to Americans the right to deprive 
other peoples of their independence—much 
less to presume that all peoples were ready, 
willing, and able to follow our example.

Kissinger’s tendentious historical interpre-
tations tell us that America’s earliest settlers 
had left the Old World upon concluding that 
the peace of Westphalia negated the “ideal of a 
continent unified by a single divine governance.” 
So for them, “America provided a place to do so 
on distant shores…dreams of unity and gover-
nance enabling a redeemed purpose…the way 
to transform the lands of which they had taken 
leave.” This account conflates John Winthrop’s 
1630 evocation of Deuteronomy (taken up 
most recently by Ronald Reagan’s invocation 
of America as a “shining city on a hill”), which 
exhorted Americans to exemplary behavior re-
garding their own affairs, with America’s sup-
posedly congenital tendency to meddle abroad. 

Kissinger’s interpretation of our early for-
eign policy leaves out George Washington and 
The Federalist’s sober description of the rela-

Kissinger’s diplomacy 
produced pretend

agreements that aggravated 
conflicts and helped lead 

his country to its only 
defeat in war.

obvious explanation: human beings constantly 
revise their relations with one another inside 
regimes as well as between them. The result 
of these often-clashing objectives is that any 
existing international arrangement has many 
self-interested opponents, few self-interested 
defenders—and no disinterested friends. 

Kissinger is not unaware of the prob-
lem: “No truly global ‘world order’ has ever 
existed,” he admits. The closest approxima-
tion—which was established by the treaties 
of Westphalia, reaffirmed by the Congress of 
Vienna, and imposed on the world by West-
ern colonizers—died in the 20th century’s 
world wars. Thereafter, the United States ef-
fectively established and upheld a “cooperative 
order of states observing common rules and 
norms, embracing liberal economic systems, 
forswearing territorial conquest, respecting 
national sovereignty, and adopting participa-
tory and democratic systems of governance.” 
But this was not “Westphalia.”

Though the U.S. retained the Westphalian 
system’s forms, Kissinger acknowledges, the 
Pax Americana lacked what had enabled the 
Westphalian balance of power to last. Western 
Europe, which had originated the Westpha-
lian forms, was losing the will and divesting 
itself of the capacity to uphold them. Mean-
while, other parts of mankind were asserting 
their own interests, either out of indifference 
or opposition to the existing “world order.” 
Today “the frequent [American] exhortations 
for countries to ‘do their fair share,’ play by 
‘twenty-first-century rules,’ or be ‘responsible 
stakeholders’ in a common system, reflect the 
fact that there is no shared definition of the 
system.... Thus, while ‘the international com-
munity’ is invoked perhaps more insistently 
now than in any other era, it presents no clear 
or agreed set of goals.” In short, many in the 
world resent America’s “international commu-
nity.” There is no world order because nobody 
really wants one—except for some Americans.

Ignoring the logical question—if world 
order is such a chimera, why pursue it?—
Kissinger moves from misconstruing history 
to his book’s main purpose: a plea to Ameri-
cans to “act for all mankind” by constituting 
(or reconstituting) world order out of world 
chaos. But why should Americans do that, 
and what kind of world order might they 
conjure? The answers are not compelling.

American Interests

Kissinger immediately makes clear 
the limits of his familiarity with 
American history. “America’s foreign 

policy has reflected the conviction that its do-
mestic principles were self-evidently universal 

K
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and not only principle, shared in governing 
the course of events.” T.R. did inveigh against 
Americans who believed that good intentions 
would suffice in international affairs. But he 
was distinguishing himself not from his pre-
decessors but from his “idealistic” contempo-
raries like Wilson.

Then comes Kissinger’s main point: “[T.R.] 
saw the United States…both an Atlantic and 
a Pacific power—as in a unique position to 
‘grasp the points of vantage which will enable 
us to have our say in deciding the destiny of 
the oceans of the East and the West.’ Shield-
ing the Western Hemisphere from outside 
powers….” So far, Kissinger is telling the 
reader neither more nor less than what T.R. 
thought. But then, without a break in the sen-
tence, Kissinger continues with his own pre-
scription, which would have scandalized T.R.: 

“and intervening to preserve an equilibrium of 
forces in every other strategic region, America 
would emerge as the decisive guardian of the 
global balance and, through this, international 
peace” (emphasis added).

This is, indeed, Kissinger’s central objec-
tive, laid out in voluminous writings over six 
decades that also encompassed eight years of 
policy making at the highest level. America is 
to be the guardian of orderly world peace—
a role pursued with latent force, minimally 
employed, and a maximum of non-ideologi-
cal, mutual adjustment of interests. He be-
lieves that America’s own good would result 
from its success in managing the interna-
tional environment.

But that was never Theodore Roosevelt’s 
objective. He agreed with Quincy Adams on 
America’s strategic hierarchy: our paramount 
interest is our own independence. According-
ly, our interest in the lands that border the Re-
public and nearby islands is that enemies not 
possess them. As for the oceans—“the com-
mon possession of mankind”—our interest is 
making sure we can traverse them peacefully 
and that our enemies cannot. Our interest 
in the lands beyond the oceans is to have no 
trouble with them. Kissinger writes that T.R. 
looked on his mediation of the Russo-Japanese 
treaty of 1905 as “the beginning” of America’s 
management of “the Asia-Pacific equilibrium” 
(emphasis in the original). That is pure inven-
tion. If any such thought ever crossed T.R.’s 
mind, the anti-American riots that ensued in 
Tokyo dispelled it. For Kissinger to tie onto 
T.R.’s words a tail that literally twists them in 
the opposite direction is careless at best, and 
at worst dishonest.

The same goes for his characterization 
of T.R.’s corollary to the Monroe Doctrine. 
No, its purpose was not a “security umbrella 
for the Western Hemisphere.” It was exclu-

sively to prevent European interference in the 
Americas for our own security’s sake. In its 
focus on U.S.-Europe relations rather than 
Latin America, the “Roosevelt Corollary” dif-
fered not at all from Grover Cleveland’s 1895 
readiness to fight Britain over its interference 
with Venezuela. 

Kissinger notes correctly that T.R. in-
veighed against “grand pronouncements,” and 
that this advocate of power sought to give no 
offense: “Speak softly and carry a big stick.” 
But that prescription for U.S. foreign policy 
is no different from John Jay’s in The Feder-
alist. Nor does T.R.’s constant emphasis on 
the need to match ends and means depart 
from the American people’s timeless common 
sense, and the policy of nearly all their 18th- 
and 19th-century statesmen. 

But Kissinger’s judgment that, after T.R.’s 
passing, “American foreign policy returned 
to the vision of the shining city on a hill” is 
so contrary to reality—the foreign policy of 
Woodrow Wilson and of his many imita-
tors has been unlike any preached or prac-
ticed anywhere, at any time—as to be expli-
cable only by Kissinger’s own willfulness. He 
writes: “Woodrow Wilson turned the vision 
America had asserted largely for itself into an 
operational program applicable to the entire 
world.” This is a distortion. The desire of Wil-
son and subsequent Wilsonians to deal with 
the rest of mankind as if that vision of the 
good life were common, in Wilson’s words, to 

“forward looking men and women everywhere,” 
was and remains distasteful to the American 
people at large. Far from being “the vision that 
America had asserted largely for itself,” it was 
what set Wilsonians apart from their coun-
try’s history and sensibility. 

Moreover, people like Wilson were the 
very first Americans to imagine that they 
could or should use government force to 
improve others without their consent. Ulti-
mately, Wilsonians yearned to use American 
power on behalf of what Kissinger calls, cor-
rectly, “a definitive and global implementation” 
of their vision. He quotes Wilson to convey, 
correctly, his boundless millennialism: the 
Great War would be “the culminating and fi-
nal war for human liberty.” Achieving human-
ity’s end-state would require the “destruction 
of every arbitrary power anywhere…or, if it 
cannot be presently destroyed, at the least its 
reduction to virtual impotence.” He has no 
doubt that Wilson, because he thought this 
way, prevented an early, moderate, balance-
of-power settlement of the Great War that 
would not have left Germany irreconcilable, 
or too powerful. He faults Wilson’s followers 
for their fateful combination of international 
commitments and the reduction of the arma-

ments necessary to fulfill those commitments. 
He finds the concept of “collective security” 

“belied by the experience of history.” In sum, 
writes Kissinger, Wilson’s career “would ap-
pear more the stuff of Shakespearean tragedy 
than of foreign policy textbooks.”

And yet he writes that Wilson “had 
touched an essential chord in the American 
soul.” “[H]e rallied the tradition of American 
exceptionalism behind a vision that outlasted 
[his]…shortcomings.” Whenever America 
has faced challenges, “it has returned in one 
way or another to Woodrow Wilson’s vision 
of a world order that secures peace through 
democracy, open diplomacy, and the cultiva-
tion of shared rules and standards.” Neverthe-
less, Kissinger notes that this “elevated foreign 
policy doctrine” is “unmoored from a sense of 
history or geopolitics” (emphasis added). Later, 
when discussing John F. Kennedy, Kissinger 
also observes that Wilsonian foreign policy—
essentially the foreign policy of the past hun-
dred years—“based the moral universalism of 
the leaders on the American people’s dedica-
tion to freedom and democracy.” Note: the 
people want one thing, which the leaders re-
interpret and use to pursue the different thing 
they want. This is a massive critique.

It is not clear whether Kissinger realizes 
how massive. He is happy that U.S. elites are 
dedicated to the world order he celebrates. But, 
in his own words, this dedication is not just 

“unmoored” from international reality but also 
based on these very elites’ willful confusion of 
their own “moral universalism” with ordinary 
Americans’ love of their own freedom—a love 
their leaders deprecate. He does not ask about, 
never mind demonstrate, the sustainability of 
any policy that undertakes such a demanding 
task on such a precarious foundation. 

Minding Others’ Business

Indeed, in a chapter on “technology, 
Equilibrium, and Human Consciousness,” 
as well as in his conclusion, Kissinger de-

scribes the crafting of world order, out of the 
21st century’s increasing disorder, as a task so 
difficult as to be quixotic. 

He believes that the spread of nuclear and 
other sophisticated weaponry, coupled with 
advanced societies’ inherent vulnerabilities, 
will effectively level the military balance be-
tween peoples who live on vastly different 
socio-economic, cultural, and political planes. 
As a result, the world’s units will be function-
ally interchangeable in strategic terms, even 
though there will be enduring, perhaps grow-
ing differences among the various peoples. 
Hence, countries that are strategically com-
mensurable but inhabit “increasingly contra-
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dictory realities” will need some neutral order 
among themselves, as did the parties that 
made peace at Westphalia. Kissinger sees 
something like Mutual Assured Destruc-
tion (or mutual assured capacity to do serious 
damage) as the factor common to all that will 
push all to seek some kind of grand bargain.

He is by no means confident that these 
“contradictory realities” are capable of con-
ceding to one another the right to exist, nev-
er mind to grant “legitimacy” to any arrange-
ments they might make among themselves. 
He is also agnostic as to whether the big-
gest of these “realities”—he mentions China 
and the U.S.—can accommodate changes 
in power relationships between themselves 
in ways that “avoid a repetition of previous 
tragedies.”

In sum, according to Kissinger, “the struc-
ture of the twenty-first-century world order 
has been revealed as lacking in four important 
dimensions.” First, nation-states are ever less 
relevant. Second, pressures for protectionism 
imperil the world’s prosperity. Third, the mul-
tiplicity of international “ joint declarations” 
does not reflect any underlying “common con-
viction.” Fourth and most importantly for him, 
the United States is not doing enough to fos-
ter world order. The problem with this ham 
sandwich, in short, is that there is no ham, no 
bread, and nobody to put them together.

Complicating statesmen’s problems is that, 
as technology continues to spread informa-
tion, as well as the capacity of human beings 
to connect with one another, “a surfeit of in-
formation may paradoxically…push wisdom 
even further away than it was before.” As 
ordinary people’s capacity to influence for-
eign policy increases, the chances of world 
order drop: “The temptation to cater to the 
demands of the digitally reflected multitude 
may override the judgment required to chart 
a complex course in harmony with long-term 
purposes.”

So, “[i]s it possible to translate divergent 
cultures into a common system?” He answers: 

“the unity of things lies beneath the surface; it 
depends upon a balanced reaction between 
opposites.” “[D]ecisions to meet these chal-
lenges must be taken by statesmen before it is 
possible to know what the outcome may be.” 
There is no doubt that Kissinger’s oracular 
opacity is counseling statesmen to push for 
world order, nor that the statesmen to whom 
the book is addressed are American. 

Hence here, as in his other writings, Kis-
singer promotes a U.S. foreign policy the 
principle of which is minding the world’s 
business, a principle he shares with America’s 
ruling class but knows to be unpalatable to 
ordinary Americans, whom he often chas-

tises as unsophisticated “isolationists.” For 
the past hundred years the bipartisan ruling-
class consensus has favored a wide variety of 
political commitments, defining the national 
interest in terms that encompass the internal 
affairs of other nations while abjuring the use 
of force to redeem those commitments. Most 
Americans, however, have remained attached 
to an older view of foreign policy: few com-
mitments, tied tightly to our own narrowly 
defined interest, and defended by maximum 
force when required. 

Retrospective

Advancing the ruling class’s for-
eign policy project by subtly under-
mining the people’s inveterate foreign 

policy has been a principal feature of Henry 
Kissinger’s work. When Richard Nixon made 
him his National Security Adviser in 1969, 
Time magazine’s cover story said, “A superfi-
cial reading of some of his works makes him 

test of moral perfection, [America] cas-
tigated itself—sometimes to profound 
effect—for falling short.

He thus implies that conservatives in the 
1940s and ’50s, such as Robert Taft and Doug-
las MacArthur, favored “rolling back” Com-
munist conquests, making them advocates of 
a millenialist “final victory.” By contrast, liber-
als (from Henry Wallace to Adlai Stevenson) 
favored one degree or another of accommoda-
tion with Stalin which, according to Kissinger, 
meant that they were practitioners of tradi-
tional foreign policy. That is exactly, doubly 
wrong. It was liberals, Wilsonians all, who be-
lieved their objective in foreign policy—world 
co-dominion with Stalin—was ushering in the 
blessed Last Days. Franklin Roosevelt’s secre-
tary of state, Cordell Hull, looked forward to a 
resolution of World War II so transformative 
that “there will no longer be need for spheres 
of influence, for alliances, for balance of power, 
or any other of the special arrangements by 
which, in the unhappy past, the nations strove 
to safeguard their security or to promote their 
interests.” Conservatives were all about Wash-
ingtonian foreign policy: minding America’s 
peace and winning America’s wars today and 
tomorrow. As for castigating America’s sup-
posed moral imperfection, that was something 
that happened in the 1960s, exclusively among 
the ruling class’s left wing, which Kissinger 
was scrambling to join.

No one can read Kissinger, however, with-
out noting elements of insight. Occasional vi-
gnettes would lead careful readers to disdain 
political figures venerated by most, including 
by Kissinger. At Tehran in 1943 Franklin 
Roosevelt accepted Stalin’s offer to move the 
American legation from the U.S. embassy 
to the Soviet compound, where every room 
had been bugged. To take another example, 
Harry Truman and Secretary of State Dean 
Acheson refused to confront the Soviets’ 1948 
blockade of Berlin even though Stalin had or-
dered his forces not to resist if the Americans 
had mobilized along the entire front.

This “Ambivalent Superpower” chapter 
sums up the intellectual-political journey 
that culminated in Kissinger’s stewardship 
of the Vietnam war and his signature work, 
détente. In A World Restored (1957), he had 
supposed the existence of a common will or 
intention to assemble a system whose integ-
rity the participants valued above their own 
particular interests. False as this is to real-
ity, it has stood Kissinger in good stead with 
Wilsonians, always eager to see Vienna 1815 
as an important precursor to Versailles 1919, 
San Francisco 1945, and their latest scheme 
for world governance. Kissinger’s second 

seem like a hawk. But intelligent doves regard 
him as Nixon’s most astute appointment.”

In “The United States: Ambivalent Super-
power,” the present book’s Chapter 8, we get 
a retrospective view of Kissinger’s arguments 
and actions for six decades, an approach that 
has diminished America through deception 
and self-deception. “America’s Cold War un-
dertaking,” we read, “began as a defense of 
countries that shared the American view of 
world order.” Perhaps that was so for a half 
dozen high-placed thinkers. As far as the 
American people were concerned, the Soviet 
Union was to be fought because it was our 
godless enemy. Then Kissinger mischaracter-
izes the sides in the struggle over early Cold 
War policy:

Is American foreign policy a story…in 
which final victories are possible? Or is 
it a process of managing and tempering 
ever-recurring challenges? …By fram-
ing the issue of America’s world role as a 

People like 
Woodrow Wilson were 
the first Americans to 

imagine that they should 
use force to improve 

others without 
their consent.
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book, Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, 
published in 1957 by the Council on Foreign 
Relations, was the establishment’s principal 
attack on the Eisenhower Administration’s 
policy of responding to Soviet aggression 

“by means and at places of our choosing.” In 
it, Kissinger accused that policy of promis-
ing “instant and massive thermo-nuclear re-
taliation.” In its stead, he proposed meeting 
Soviet aggression locally, with small nukes if 
need be, backed not by the prospect of using 
big ones, but by what Kissinger imagined to 
be a common fear, amounting to a common 
will to avoid the “unthinkable.”

To this end, Kissinger applied the con-
cepts of “game theory” developed by Thomas 
Schelling, which depicted America and the 
USSR as locked in a matrix of choices by their 
equal desire to maximize gains and minimize 
losses, and hence axiomatically sharing an in-
terest in moderation. By 1961, in The Neces-
sity for Choice, Kissinger had taken the logic 
of shared interest to the next step. “Though 
the need for forces capable of fighting limited 
nuclear war remains,” he called for excluding 
them from limited war “except as a last resort.” 
Pushing the specter of nuclear weapons ever 
further into the background was essential to 

“show the way to a new international order.” 
Leftists criticized him for supporting, even 

in this partial way, the idea of making war on 
America’s behalf. Kissinger responded that 
“limited war is…preferable not to peace, but to 
surrender or all out war.” Limiting war to the 
kind that “a great nation can afford to lose” is 

“to be sure a subtle task,” possible only if the 
government is “prepared to negotiate and to 
settle for less than our traditional notion of 
complete victory.”

Upon reading such stuff coming out of 
America’s foreign policy establishment, our 
European allies started scrambling for alter-
natives to relying on the United States. In The 
Troubled Partnership (1965), Kissinger coun-
seled calm. The alliance’s ultimate purpose 
was to “take us beyond the divisions of nation 
states.” The point of it all, then, was to sacri-
fice particular interests to the greater good of a 
generally shared interest in international order. 
That book’s publication hastened Europe’s loss 
of trust in the U.S., Europe’s subsequent socio-
political transformation, and America’s corre-
spondingly diminished capacity to pursue its 
objectives. 

As National Security Adviser and in Presi-
dent Nixon’s name, Kissinger published a 
43,000-word “state of the world” message 
in 1970, unremarkable for its substance but 
very remarkable for the novelty of its focus: 

“While we proceed to guard our national in-

terests, let us also safeguard human interests. 
And the elimination of war and arms is clearly 
in the interest of both.” (This repeated, almost 
verbatim, President Kennedy’s 1963 speech in 
support of the nuclear test ban treaty, though 
Kissinger did not draw attention to that.) 
Thus did Kissinger place eliminating war—an 
instrument of statecraft throughout history—
on a par with the objectives of statecraft.

Kissinger and Nixon turned a different in-
strument, the balance of power, into an objec-
tive America should pursue for its own sake. 
Nixon told Time magazine in 1972, “I think it 
will be a safer world and a better world if we 
have a strong, healthy United States, Europe, 
Soviet Union, China, Japan, each balancing 
the other, not playing one against the other, 
an even balance.” Nixon did not explain the 
difference between balancing, and playing off 
against one another.

Kissinger did. It was “an informal commit-
ment by each to pursue its interests with re-
straint.” Characteristically he also distanced 
himself from the obvious incongruity, noting 
that “two of the countries listed as part of a 
concert of powers were in fact adversaries.” So 
how did he think that this hoped-for “infor-
mal commitment” might become reality? The 
United States would have to make it so by be-
ing the balancer while also being part of the 
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balance. It could do this by such subtleties as 
renouncing the use of “a capability [that the 
adversary]…knows one possesses and that 
will not be altered by the renunciation.” This 
was one instance of the “creative ambiguity” 
Kissinger extolled elsewhere. 

Kissinger’s Legacy

Between 1969 and 1977, with kis-
singer at the wheel, America test-drove 
these concepts. The resulting policies, 

“Vietnamization” and détente, crashed and 
burned. Sending troops to fight in Vietnam 
had been the Kennedy Administration’s ex-
pression of the preference for confronting 
Soviet expansion indirectly through “limited 
war,” the approach theorized by Kissinger, 
Walt Rostow, and others. Doing so eschewed 
using America’s overwhelming technological 
and economic advantages, in favor of relying 
on American flesh and blood—“boots on the 
ground,” as we’ve come to say. As summa-
rized by Jonathan Schell in The Time of Illu-
sion (1976), “the plan was to pay for nuclear 
peace with limited war.” Kissinger writes, 

“The dilemmas of Vietnam were very much 
the consequence of academic theories regard-
ing graduated escalation that had sustained 
the Cold War.” Yes, but these were his theo-
ries. “Bombing campaigns alternating with 
‘pauses’ to test Hanoi’s readiness for negotia-
tion tended to produce stalemate—bringing 
to bear enough power to incur denunciation 
and resistance, but not enough to secure the 
adversary’s readiness.” But Kissinger had been 
this tactic’s first advocate.

Then, having attributed the strategy’s fail-
ure to achieve any of the war’s purposes to 
nameless “disaffection,” he adds, “the Estab-
lishment view settled on a program to ‘end 
the war’ by means of a unilateral withdrawal 
in exchange only for the return of prisoners.” 
But by this time he was the establishment’s 
lodestar. Moreover, Hanoi returned only 591 
prisoners, holding back some 300 and de-
manding a ransom similar to what France had 
paid to get the rest of its POWs back in 1954. 
This was no secret. On February 2, 1973, the 
New York Times headlined: “Laos POW List 
Shows 9 from U.S.: Document Disappointing 
to Washington as 311 Were Believed Missing.” 
Because paying ransom would have unmasked 
claims of “peace with honor,” Kissinger then 
took the lead in scrubbing concern for the re-
maining American POWs from the govern-
ment and the press. The “settlement” he once 
claimed as his master stroke is, in reality, a 
stain that can never be erased.

This debacle resulted from nothing less 
than his cleverish attempt to stop the chal-

lenge that the Soviet Union was posing on 
the world’s periphery by giving in to some of 
its central demands—while, in the periphery, 
waging a “limited war” and advertising will-
ingness to settle for less than half a loaf. He 
expected the Soviets to respond to the Ameri-
can surrender on central demands by moder-
ating peripheral challenges. Lyndon Johnson 
already had offered Ho Chi Minh billions of 
dollars for a “Mekong Valley Authority” in 
exchange for letting America leave Vietnam 

“with honor,” and been rebuffed. Kissinger 
and Nixon were offering the Soviet Union 
itself much more: namely, strategic equality, 
the chance to partner with America to run 
the world, and subsidized food and untold 
billions of dollars.

According to Schell’s account of the 1972 
summit in Moscow, “as President Nixon pro-
claimed that ‘America’s flag flies over the an-
cient fortress,’ while Americans were dying in 
Southeast Asia in an attempt to counter the 
Kremlin’s influence, the fighting in Vietnam 
came to look like something without prec-
edent in military history: a war in which the 
generals on the opposing sides combined into a 
joint command.” But the Soviets never did join 
the joint command. As Nixon and Kissinger 
toasted in the Kremlin, the flow of Soviet ar-
maments to Ho Chi Minh increased.

In exchange for all of détente’s advantages, 
the Soviets gave America only what Kissinger 
was reduced to begging for: “a decent inter-
val” before overrunning South Vietnam. He 
cashed his Nobel peace prize share in Decem-
ber 1973, and the last American helicopter 
escaped from the U.S. embassy with desper-
ate Vietnamese hanging from its skids as So-
viet tanks crashed through the gates in April 
1974. (North Vietnam’s Le Duc Tho, refus-
ing to join the pretense that he had agreed 
to any kind of peace, refused his share.) Nor 
did the Soviets moderate any of their other 
clients’ anti-American activities. In 1973, as 
Syria and Egypt, equipped with Soviet arma-
ments, nearly overran Israel, a reporter asked 
Kissinger if this was not the sort of immod-
erate behavior that détente was supposed to 
have stopped. Kissinger replied, “When I see 
an example of such a thing, I will tell you.”

World Order makes no attempt to de-
fend what Kissinger touted to the Senate in 
1972: his supposed success in banishing the 
development of counterforce missiles and 
anti-missile weapons, thus dispelling the 
specter of nuclear war by institutionalizing 
Mutual Assured Destruction forever. This 
effort combined his general confusion about 
national security with his specific ignorance 
about missile weapons. Before he left office it 
was already clear that the Soviets had simply 

allowed him to believe his own press releases 
while they built the wherewithal to fight, sur-
vive, and win a nuclear war. 

His defense of détente in this book is indi-
rect and perfunctory:

In the face of strong domestic opposi-
tion, [President Gerald Ford]…super-
vised the conclusion of the European 
Security Conference. Among its many 
provisions were clauses that enshrined 
human rights as one of the European 
Security principles. These terms were 
used by heroic individuals such as Lech 
Walesa in Poland and Václav Havel in 
Czechoslovakia to bring democracy to 
their countries and start the downfall of 
Communism.

In fact, Kissinger’s policy had been to “nor-
malize” relations with the Soviet empire, 
legitimating and facilitating Moscow’s hold 
on it. Popular recognition of this fact was 
so strong, widespread, and scornful that it 
helped lead to Ford’s defeat in the 1976 elec-
tion and Kissinger’s exit from office.

By then Kissinger had become a focus of 
criticism by the presidential campaigns of 
both parties, of Jimmy Carter, who was elect-
ed in 1976, and of Ronald Reagan, who was 
almost elected in ’76 and won four years later 
in a landslide. No one has ever been so idolized 
by America’s bipartisan ruling class and so re-
jected, in effect, by the American people as Henry 
Kissinger. 

His exit from office, of course, did not end 
his influence on U.S. foreign policy. Though 
Reagan shunned him, his aide Brent Scow-
croft served as George H.W. Bush’s National 
Security Adviser. In that capacity, Scowcroft 
led U.S. efforts to keep the Soviet Union from 
falling and commissioned his assistant, Con-
doleezza Rice, to draft Bush’s “Chicken Kiev” 
speech, which warned Ukraine not to leave 
Mikhail Gorbachev’s Soviet Union. She then 
served George W. Bush as secretary of state. 
Kissinger aide Lawrence Eagleburger was 
very briefly President George H.W. Bush’s 
secretary of state, and served under Presi-
dents Nixon, Carter, and Reagan. 

Henry Kissinger’s practical advice and ex-
ample, such as practicing “creative ambiguity,” 
are exactly how serious people do not conduct 
private and public affairs. We can only hope 
that those who praise him, such as most of 
those who have reviewed World Order, have 
not understood him.

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

Letting Bygones Be Bygones
American Reckoning: The Vietnam War and Our National Identity, by Christian G. Appy.

Viking, 416 pages, $28.95

On the day after the united 
States won the Gulf War in 1991, 
with the desert highway north of 

Kuwait City still strewn with charred Iraqi 
tanks, George H.W. Bush addressed a group 
of young visitors. “It’s a proud day for Amer-
ica,” the president said. “And, by God, we’ve 
kicked the Vietnam syndrome once and for 
all.” He was referring to a problem that had 
embarrassed the country since it fled Viet-
nam in defeat and disgrace almost two de-
cades earlier. America claimed a role as the 
world’s leading democracy that required it to 
throw its weight around militarily. Yet in the 
wake of Vietnam, its democratic electorate—
diffident, skeptical and repentant—refused 
to authorize such a role. That problem, Bush 
was saying, was solved.

Time proved him wrong. The president’s 
own son and successor, George W. Bush, 
launched a second war in Iraq a dozen years 
later that would come to resemble Vietnam 
in certain respects—its political utopianism, 
its strategic misjudgment, its ultimate failure. 
As all wars do, the younger Bush’s recast our 
understanding of previous engagements. The 
Gulf War, which in 1991 looked like a victory, 
now looks like a false augury in another de-

feat. The Vietnam syndrome was never really 
cured. It was in remission. 

The shadow Vietnam casts over Americans’ 
sense of themselves is the subject of Christian 
Appy’s American Reckoning. In earlier books, 
Appy, a historian at the University of Massa-
chusetts, has described the Vietnam war from 
several angles—Cold War ideology, the class 
aspects of the military conscription system, 
the memories of combatants on both sides. 
Now, he takes a moral perspective. For two-
thirds of the book, he describes what America 
did wrong in Vietnam, in both senses of the 
word “wrong.” He then laments our culture’s 
response to the war, a response he believes has 
been marked more by self-pity than by self-
examination. Appy wishes we could come to a 
different understanding of Vietnam. For rea-
sons both good and bad, we cannot.

The vietnam war was built on mis-
conceptions. In a sense, it was over be-
fore the U.S. entered it. Although the 

victory of Ho Chi Minh over the French in 
1954 led to a U.N. partition, Vietnam was 
never as divided as it looked. Ho’s Commu-
nists would likely have won the national elec-
tion that the peace accords envisioned, had 

the U.S. permitted one. Ho drew on broad 
nationalist and anti-colonial sentiments, how-
ever big the eventual role of the Soviet Union 
in supplying weaponry (especially MiG fight-
ers and anti-aircraft systems) and of China in 
supplying personnel (including troops after 
1965). The South Vietnamese government, 
by contrast, would have crumbled without 
U.S. support. Its troops were battle-shy, out-
numbered, and outgunned by a domestic (i.e., 
South Vietnamese) guerrilla insurgency sup-
ported by the North, whom Americans (but 
not the guerrillas themselves) called the Viet-
cong. Eighty percent of the 5 or 6 million tons 
of bombs dropped in the war fell on the South, 
not the North. The United States dropped 
more bombs on the territory of its putative 
ally than it had dropped on all its World War 
II enemies. The guerrillas’ supporters and 
suppliers in the North were relatively shield-
ed, at least until the Nixon Administration, 
by Washington’s fear of rousing the North’s 
Chinese sponsors to intervene directly.

The war had a Through-the-Looking-Glass 
aspect from the start. Lyndon Johnson got 
congressional consent to bomb Vietnam dur-
ing the 1964 presidential campaign, in order 
to “retaliate” for a naval incident in the Gulf 
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of Tonkin that had been provoked (as Con-
gress would discover only later) by U.S. covert 
operations. The bombing, rationalized as an 
alternative to sending ground troops, made 
ground troops necessary, once the elections 
were over, in order to protect the perimeter of 
the airbases from which the bombers left. But 
then those troops were attacked. The “perim-
eter” was gradually extended to most of South 
Vietnam, which became the temporary home 
of 2.7 million mostly non-college-enrolled 
American youths. Their matriculating con-
temporaries pressed the case against the war 
back home. 

Leaders made the case for war in 
the language of optimism, technocracy, 
and progressivism—the very aspects of 

U.S. political culture that young Americans 
supposedly valued most. John F. Kennedy’s 
exhortation to students at the University 
of Michigan on the eve of the 1960 election 
(“How many of you who are going to be doc-
tors are willing to spend your days in Ghana?”) 
has often been taken as a glorious harbinger 
of the establishment of the Peace Corps. Appy 
sees it as tied to a more aggressive impulse. A 
country willing to rescue backward foreigners 
from bilharzia would surely be no less zealous 
in rescuing them from Bolshevism. Brother-
hood-of-man imperialism is never far from 
the old-fashioned, hard-edged kind, and gen-
erally exists only under its protection. 

David Halberstam and other journalists 
who were young in those days saw Vietnam 
as part of an attempt to give a “new sense of 
purpose” to a postwar America grown flabby 
from consumerism and suburbanization. Hal-
berstam’s Washington-focused The Best and 
the Brightest (1972) has become the canonical 
account of the country’s downward spiral into 
war and defeat. While grand in its scope and 
narrative energy, it was nonetheless sourced 
heavily by Kennedy and Johnson Adminis-
tration bigwigs keen to protect their own and 
their bosses’ reputations. It thus shields the 
martyred president from his full measure of 
historical opprobrium. Subsequent histori-
ans have followed Halberstam’s lead, making 
of the war a more bipartisan blunder than 
it actually was. They note the decimation of 
the government’s top China experts, many of 
them targeted during the McCarthy era for 
having been “soft” on Mao Zedong’s 1949 
revolution. They note that Richard Nixon, as 
president, escalated the bombing and widened 
the war into Laos and Cambodia, even as he 
extricated American soldiers. Today, many 
Americans accept as certitudes two specula-
tions about what John F. Kennedy would have 
done had he lived: he would have passed the 

civil rights legislation he never stopped hin-
dering during his lifetime, and he would have 
halted the Vietnam war that he never stopped 
escalating. 

If kennedy’s crusading machismo 
lured the country into the jungles of In-
dochina, Lyndon Johnson’s can-do faith in 

government trapped it there. Many of LBJ’s bi-
ographers have been as eager to separate Viet-
nam from the rest of his agenda as JFK’s were. 
Halberstam is an exception, writing of John-
son’s ability to bully the Senate into giving him 
broad leeway after the Tonkin Gulf incident: 

He was not berated for being a manipu-
lator then, that term would come later. 
His ability to drive men to a program 
and policy beyond what they themselves 
considered wise was considered a nation-
al asset, since the men he was manipu-
lating were largely old tired conserva-
tive Southern congressmen who headed 
committees and thus blocked progress.

Johnson’s modus operandi mixed falsehood, 
stealth, and vulgarity. “I’m going up her leg 
an inch at a time,” he told the skeptical South 
Dakota senator George McGovern, who was 
particularly worried that bombing might pro-
voke the Chinese. “I’ll get to the snatch before 
they know what’s happening.” Johnson sounds 
petty and diabolical when Oval Office record-
ings and staff memoirs capture him speaking 
in this vein—in contrast to the “flawed giant” 
Lyndon Johnson who passed, among so many 
other things, Medicare and Medicaid and the 
Civil Rights and Voting Rights acts. But there 
were not two Lyndon Johnsons. The one who 
brought quotas to the Labor Department was 
the same one who brought Vietcong “body 
counts” to Ben Tre. 

Johnson often complained that Congress 
would use the war as an excuse to underfund 
his Great Society programs, but he himself 
saw the two as complementary, not com-
petitive. He frequently described the war as 
a New Deal-style project, even launching a 
Mekong River Redevelopment Commission. 

“I want to leave the footprints of America in 
Vietnam,” he said. “I want them to say, ‘When 
the Americans come, this is what they leave—
schools, not long cigars.’ We’re going to turn 
the Mekong into a Tennessee Valley.” Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan and others in government 
were eager to use the military draft as an en-
gine of upward mobility for blacks and the 
poor. If it were true that government knew 
better than its citizens what is good for them, 
a view burnished by Johnson’s 1964 landslide, 
it would be even more true when the world’s 

most advanced country came into contact 
with backward peoples like the Vietnamese. 

The anti-war movement is often 
seen as the archetype of 1960s gen-
erational protest—a model for other 

clashes over race, sex, free speech, and poverty. 
This is a false impression. Most confrontations 
of the time pitted customs deemed bigoted or 
inefficient against the energetic application of 
up-to-date principles, undertaken by bureau-
cratic or corporate visionaries. Viewed this 
way, it was the war itself, not the opposition 
to it, that was the modern thing: the “leading 
experts” were on the war’s side, at least in the 
beginning. This impressed people. Halber-
stam grudgingly called Robert McNamara, 
the automobile executive who would serve 
both Kennedy and Johnson as secretary of 
defense and coordinate their bombing strate-
gies, “a remarkable man in a remarkable era”—
this on the strength of a career that had as its 
high point a marketing campaign for the Ford 
Falcon. In retrospect, McNamara appears a 
dime-a-dozen American type. His bamboo-
zling of the American public with the gospel 
of “systems analysis” will remind readers of 
the present-day faith in “big data,” and Mc-
Namara himself is the forebear of today’s too-
seldom-contradicted executive busybodies, 
from Mark Zuckerberg to Howard Schultz. 

Domestic reform and military adventurism 
were impossible to disentangle—each helped 
legitimize the other. By the summer of 1966 it 
was evident that the war and social spending 
were set to open up a vast deficit that would 
make inflation inevitable. Johnson, with his 
cabinet’s help, bought time by falsifying the 
budget. A year later, McNamara, speaking 
privately to Tom Wicker of the New York 
Times, was unrepentant: “Do you really think,” 
McNamara asked, “that if I had estimated the 
cost of the war correctly, Congress would have 
given any more for schools and housing?”

As Halberstam writes of McNamara:

[S]omething about him bothered many 
of his colleagues. It was not just Viet-
nam, but his overall style. It was what 
made him so effective: the total belief 
in what he was doing, the willingness to 
knock down anything that stood in his 
way, the relentless quality, so that other 
men, sometimes wiser, more restrained, 
would be pushed aside.

We begin to see how Vietnam became not just 
a foreign-policy or a military problem but a 
social problem as well. The arguments over it, 
like our own arguments over war, took place 
against the backdrop of a fragmenting consen-
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black-and-white POW/MIA flag flown over 
federal buildings, on the grounds that it “gave 
the POW/MIA emblem an official national 
status never conferred on any flag other than 
the American.” And he regrets the cheapening 
of the word “hero,” which once was conferred 
only on rare men of daring, but now applies 
to anyone who ever wears a uniform for any 
purpose. “By the 1980s,” Appy writes, “main-
stream culture and politics promoted the idea 
that the deepest shame related to the Vietnam 
War was not the war itself, but America’s fail-
ure to embrace its military veterans.”

The vietnam generation was not 
made up of cynics, malingerers, or ag-
nostics. Appy describes it as “one of 

the most patriotic ever raised.” In 1967, 42% 
of Americans said they would support using 
nuclear weapons if that would win the war. 
The heroism displayed in Vietnam, from the 
first major post-escalation battle at Ia Drang 
in 1965 to the infernal multi-week siege of 
Khe Sanh in the wake of the Tet Offensive 
in 1968, matches anything in the annals of 
American combat. Certainly there was mis-
behavior and indiscipline among the soldiers, 
particularly as the war wore on. According to 
the Army there were 126 “fraggings” (inten-
tional maimings or killings of officers) in 1969, 
271 in 1970, and 333 in 1971. 

Under the circumstances, one might have 
expected far worse. Soldiers told they were 
fighting for the Vietnamese people arrived in 
country expecting to be loved and supported 
by them. They weren’t. One infantry lieuten-
ant who had interviewed villagers day after 
day for a year recalled in a television interview: 

“I never once heard a Vietnamese say, ‘Don’t go 
down that trail, there’s a mine.’” 

The sense of betrayal must have been un-
fathomable. The glorious victory in Europe 
and Japan that had made America master of 
the world was still in the foreground of young 
men’s imaginations; the near-debacle in Ko-
rea had been airbrushed out of the national 
memory. This is what makes the Vietnam war 
not just a defeat but a tragedy: the bravery of 
the soldiers had the same root as the hubris 
of their leaders. It is quite natural that the GI 

“grunt” of the era has become an American 
archetype, like the Minuteman or the Forty-
Niner or the Okie or the flapper, and that 
Americans have been obsessed in retrospect 
with the fate of their own soldiers, even to the 
exclusion of other things.

Appy’s case that America’s conscience 
should be more troubled than it is by the war 
is strong. But in his unwillingness to hear the 
Vietnam-era military effort spoken well of 
in any way, he becomes unreasonable. Most 
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sus. When all the metaphysical structures are 
being knocked down, the advantage goes to a 
person like McNamara, a person whose ego 
makes him a metaphysic unto himself. The 
least introspective person becomes the most 
powerful. Strongly felt urges—sex, money, 
fame, power—roll over considered judgments. 
On top of that, the Kennedy assassination 
brought Democratic supermajorities and a 
sense that to oppose the new president’s agen-
da was to dishonor the slain president’s mem-
ory, which Johnson quickly recognized as his 
greatest political asset. The killing in Dallas 
thus removed many incentives to self-restraint 
and self-doubt. Asked in 1976 if he had failed 
in Vietnam, Kennedy and Johnson’s national 
security adviser, the former Harvard dean 
McGeorge Bundy, replied, “Yes, I did. But I’m 
not going to waste the rest of my life feeling 
guilty about it.”

George h.w. bush’s view of the 
“Vietnam syndrome” was that the 
war’s errors led Americans into an ex-

cessive prudence. Appy’s view is that the war’s 
crimes led Americans to a justified revulsion—
or at least ought to have. The first two thirds of 
his book touch on outrages: Kennedy’s “stra-
tegic hamlet” program, in which ancient vil-
lages were ordered evacuated and razed, driv-
ing peasants off the land and into the arms of 
urban Communist parties; the assassination 
of the ruling Diem family in a 1963 coup to 
which Kennedy gave the go-ahead; the wide-
spread use in bombing of a gelatinized gasoline 
called napalm; the measuring of progress by 

“body count” rather than territory seized; the 
millions of Vietnamese dead; the My Lai mas-
sacre. Viewing the 1972 photos of Kim Phuc, 
the 9-year-old survivor of a napalm attack, run-
ning amidst other crying children from the vil-
lage of Trang Bang with her clothes burnt off 
her, made Americans feel party to a ruthless-
ness that few of them associated with their own 
country. The U.S. killed 3 million Vietnamese 
in a war that it never saw fit to declare, and for 
which no clear casus belli was ever enunciated. 
While Appy never makes the point explicitly, 
he implies that America should treat Vietnam 
as it does slavery and segregation, or as Ger-
many does the Holocaust—through memory, 
commemoration, and atonement. 

Nothing could be further from the way the 
war is dealt with in popular culture. Appy is 
especially bothered by those Vietnam films of 
the 1980s—Uncommon Valor (1983), Missing 
in Action (1984), and Rambo II (1985)—which 
sought a fictional redemptive cause (such as the 
rescuing of one’s buddies) to superimpose on a 
morally dubious real-life war. He objects, rea-
sonably enough, to a 1991 law that ordered the 
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Americans were stirred by the close of Ronald 
Reagan’s 1981 inaugural speech—in which 
the new president gestured across the Mall to 
the crosses and stars of David on the slopes of 
Arlington National Cemetery, and paid trib-
ute to men whose lives ended “in places called 
Belleau Wood, The Argonne, Omaha Beach, 
Salerno, and halfway around the world on 
Guadalcanal, Tarawa, Pork Chop Hill, the 
Chosin Reservoir, and in a hundred rice pad-
dies and jungles of a place called Vietnam.” 
Appy, though, is appalled by Reagan’s words: 
“He simply attached Vietnam to a long tradi-
tion of heroic military service, yet one more 
place where brave Americans had died for 
their country,” Appy writes. “There was no 
need to question the righteousness or conse-
quences of any specific war.” 

Why should there have been? Soldiers are 
certainly responsible for their country’s righ-
teousness in their capacity as citizens. And in 
combat they must obey the code of military 
conduct. But the battlefield is not a place for 
self-expression or reflections on righteous-
ness, the way ballot boxes are. It is a place for 
service. What is honored about soldiers in 
statuary and oratory is often independent of 
the war aims of politicians and the wisdom of 
commanders. We know that Reagan believed 
military service a duty, not an endorsement of 
the regime to which it was offered. In 1985, 
on the 40th anniversary of the Allied victory 
in Europe, he attended, at the request of Ger-
man chancellor Helmut Kohl, a memorial 
ceremony at a military graveyard where Nazi 
soldiers were buried. 

For a book so focused on the viet-
nam war as an unjust cause, American 
Reckoning pays little attention to the 

war’s context—as part of America’s Cold War 
struggle against the ideology of Communism 
in principle and the Communist powers in 
practice. This is a failing the book shares with 
the majority of Vietnam war histories. Today, 
we can see that Cold War ideology was never 
as important a factor as the war’s protagonists 
said it was at the time. But their belief in its 
importance was sincere. Once the U.S. was 
engaged in Vietnam, U.S. leaders found them-
selves in a contest of prestige that made the 
costs of ending the war seem prohibitively high.

We know that the Cold War justifications 
for the war were exaggerated because the defin-
itive defeat of Communism in 1989 has done 
nothing to dim enthusiasm for Vietnam-like 
wars in Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, Iraq, 
Afghanistan and Libya. We are frequently 
urged to begin the ritual of threats and bomb-
ing raids that would lead to similar conflicts 
in places like Syria. (Nor has the Vietnamese 

regime had the slightest difficulty integrating 
itself into a global capitalist economy.) Our 
later engagements are not as different from 
Vietnam as we think, and Vietnam does not 
deviate as widely from the normal American 
way of war as we used to believe. The lessons 
our statesmen took from Vietnam involve not 
whether to wage such wars but rather how to 
wage them so as to risk a minimum in casual-
ties and prestige. 

Reagan, as it happens, was the 
president who absorbed these les-
sons best. When jihadists killed 299 

U.S. and French soldiers with a truck bomb 
at Beirut airport in 1983, the media and mili-
tary pressure to widen the U.S. mission there 
were even greater than those Lyndon Johnson 
faced after the Pleiku raids of 1964. There are 
wonderful passages in Richard Reeves’s 2006 
biography, President Reagan: The Triumph of 
Imagination, about the president's advisers 
operating under the magnetic pull of escala-
tion. Yet Reagan found the will to remove the 
troops rather than risk a regional conflict.

It is hard for a nation to learn lessons from 
a lost war. A lost war requires atonement but 
it also requires national reconciliation. The 
former is a matter of remembering, the lat-
ter of forgetting. If a country is content to 
depart the stage of history, as were Germany 
after World War II, white South Africa af-
ter apartheid, and even Russia for a few brief 
years after the Cold War, there is almost no 
limit to the honesty it can bring to bear on its 
past. But countries that plan to exercise power 
in the future have never behaved as if they had 
the option of constant self-interrogation. For 
U.S. political leaders after Vietnam, just as 
for Charles de Gaulle in France after World 
War II, reconciliation has meant letting by-
gones be bygones. Gerald Ford cautioned 
against “refighting a war that is finished as far 
as America is concerned.” Appy is angered by 
any such attempt to put reconciliation in the 
place of reckoning.

 One man’s imperial ambition is another’s 
imperial responsibility. The former always 
comes dressed as the latter, and only future 
generations can reliably distinguish the two. 
Before the U.S. began bombing the Balkans 
in the 1990s, one of its riskier post-Vietnam 
ventures, Secretary of State Madeleine Al-
bright asked General Colin Powell: “What 
are you saving this superb military for, if we 
can’t use it?” It is a perennial question. Until 
American leaders stop asking it, the country 
will steer clear of the confessional. 

Christopher Caldwell is a senior editor at the 
Weekly Standard. 
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Book Review by Alan Gibson

Who Owns the Founding?
Fighting over the Founders: How We Remember the American Revolution, by Andrew M. Schocket.

NYU Press, 256 pages, $30 

“In american politics, the american 
Revolution is still being waged.” So ar-
gues Bowling Green State University 

cultural historian Andrew Schocket. By the 
American Revolution, Schocket means “the 
American Revolutionary Era,” stretching 
from the crisis of imperial authority in the 
mid-1760s to the ratification of the Constitu-
tion in 1788. Fighting over the Founders: How 
We Remember the American Revolution studies 
the competing ways the founding is depicted 
and strategically evoked, most often for politi-
cal purposes. “The ability to claim an authori-
tative version of crucial national memories,” 
he reminds us, “makes for powerful ammuni-
tion in fundamental debates.” Since no period 
of American history has more moral currency 
than the founding, we strenuously contest 
how to remember and depict it.

Few sources that depict the founding lie 
outside Schocket’s purview. His book ana-
lyzes speeches by presidents and presidential 
candidates, museums, historical sites and 
reenactments, films and television programs 
made over the past 20 years, and popular bi-
ographies of the founders. Schocket’s central 
thesis is that the battle over what the found-
ing means today pits “essentialists” against 

“organicists.” Essentialists believe the Ameri-
can Revolution was “led by demigods, result-

ing in an inspired governmental structure 
and leaving a legacy from which straying 
would be treason and result in the nation’s 
ruin.” Essentialists propose that there’s a sin-
gle, objective truth about the founding that 
acts as a reservoir from which we can draw 
lessons about modern politics. The lessons 
essentialists draw include the importance 
of private property and capitalism, tradi-
tional gender roles, and Protestantism. He 
stops short—but only just short—of call-
ing essentialists racists and sexists. Essen-
tialist appeals to the founders, he contends, 
carry “particularly heavy racial and gendered 
freight,” reflecting and reinforcing the belief 
that the U.S. is a “tidy, white, conservative, 
patriarchal nation.”

Organicists, by contrast, reject the idea that 
there is a single true account of the Ameri-
can Revolution in favor of a multiplicity of 

“equally compelling conceptions.” Rather than 
unequivocally celebrating the founding, they 
view it as an incomplete project in the quest for 
political equality. Essentialists venerate a pan-
theon of heroes; organicists emphasize “forced” 
and “forgotten” founders, telling their stories, 
resurrecting their perspectives, and lauding 
their contributions. For essentialists, the past 
stands in judgment of the present; for organi-
cists, the present sits in judgment of the past.

So, essentialism is how the right 
interprets the founding, and organi-
cism is the Left’s approach. Right? Not 

so fast, because not so clear. Conservatives, 
Schocket maintains, “hold no monopoly on 
essentialism.” There are, it turns out, left-
leaning essentialists and conservative “organi-
cists.” Apparently, in these cases, essentialists 
differ from organicists because of epistemol-
ogy, not politics. Liberals become essentialists, 
in Schocket’s mind, when they give up their 
kaleidoscopic view of the past, propose that it 
can be objectively interpreted, and rummage 
through it for truth and applicable lessons. 

The problem Schocket creates by calling 
some liberals essentialists, however, is that 
he contradicts his central contention that 

“battles over the contemporary memory of 
the American Revolution serve as proxies for 
America’s contemporary ideological divide.” 
If battles over the contemporary memory of 
the American Revolution are being fought 
between “essentialists” and “organicists,” but 
liberals and conservatives can be either, then 
these labels do not serve as proxies for today’s 
political divisions. 

Essentialism and organicism also serve as 
clumsy categories for classifying contemporary 
scholars. Schocket labels Gordon Wood, one 
of the most famous historians of the founding, 
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an essentialist because he fights against the 
politicization of history and rejects the con-
tention that there are as many valid histories 
as there are historical perspectives. Neverthe-
less, if essentialists believe the founders were 
demigods who acted for the benefit of others, 
then Wood does not qualify. No scholar has 
more firmly insisted that we bring the found-
ers down from the clouds and treat them as 
men with concrete interests and anxieties. 

Schocket’s diagnosis is, nonethe-
less, stronger than his remedy, which is 
that scholars should portray essential-

ist and organicist themes “in tandem.” This 
involves depicting “persevering generals and 
heroic slaves, lone tribunes of liberty and bois-
terous tavern politicians, cruel patriots and 
suffering loyalists, wise framers and blunder-
ing bureaucrats, strident partisans and fearful 
disaffected, a glorious cause and bone-break-
ing devastation” together. This approach would 
indeed yield a “more complicated, more mul-
tivocal, more messy Revolution,” one in which 
everyone in the past has a story worth telling, 
and everyone in the present accepts that dif-
ferent ways of seeing the past are unavoidable. 
And it is hard to argue against a more complex 
narrative that captures a greater variety of per-
spectives. Nevertheless, it’s clear this third way 
is just a soft-pedaled version of “organicism,” 
with occasional references to elites sprinkled in.

More generally, contra Schocket, it is un-
fair to treat all founding scholarship as inher-
ently political. The best historical scholarship, 
Bernard Bailyn argued in The Ideological Ori-
gins of the American Revolution (1967), is pur-
sued through “an immersion in the detailed 
circumstances of a distant era and an effort to 
understand that world not as it anticipated the 
future but as it was experienced by those who 
lived in it.” The past, for historians so dedicat-
ed, is sacrosanct. Scholars who ransack it se-
lectively for its present value forfeit credibility. 
The search for the historic Thomas Jefferson 
or John Adams, serious historians believe, is 
complex and elusive, requiring a deep attach-
ment to the subject. 

It is true that there are some Ameri-
cans, including scholars, who want to cling 
to comforting narratives, either of national 
self-celebration or of identity politics. But the  
bridge across this ideological schism is not to 
integrate selective and partisan accounts, but 
rather continually to refine our ability to treat 
the past on its own terms. 

Alan Gibson is a professor of political science 
at California State University, Chico, and the 
author of Understanding the Founding: The 
Crucial Questions (University Press of Kansas).
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Book Review by Lucas E. Morel

Our Fathers
Founders’ Son: A Life of Abraham Lincoln, by Richard Brookhiser.

Basic Books, 347 pages, $27.99

In founders’ son, richard brook-
hiser accomplishes what one might have 
thought to be impossible: seeing the 

most written-about life in American history 
through a lens that is both new and impor-
tant. Viewing Abraham Lincoln as a “son” of 
the American Founders, Brookhiser brings 
Lincoln’s career and especially his mind 
to thrilling life. Everyone knows Lincoln’s 
reputation as the preserver of the Union 
and emancipator of slaves, but Brookhiser 
explains how central the founders and the 
founding were to Lincoln’s conception of 
America and to his own statesmanship.

As the author of biographies of George 
Washington, James Madison, Alexander 
Hamilton, Gouverneur Morris, and the 
Adamses (John, John Quincy, Charles 
Francis, and Henry), Brookhiser—a senior 
editor of National Review magazine—comes 

well prepared to make the case for Lincoln as 
the founders’ son. Relations between fathers 
and sons can be complicated, all the more 
so when there are several fathers, and he 
traces these complications insightfully. It is 
natural, too, that as sons mature, they grow in 
understanding of their fathers, as Brookhiser’s 
Lincoln does in his understanding of the 
founders. Ultimately, the son acquires his 
own independent judgment and, if he reveres 
his father(s), as Lincoln does, he reveres them 
not merely because they are his but because he 
has learned to see something in them that is 
worthy of reverence. 

A distinctive virtue of this biography is that 
it thinks Lincoln’s thoughts along with him, 
and invites the reader to do the same. Found-
ers’ Son illuminates Lincoln’s uncanny sense of 
political strategy, but attends most carefully 
to his words. It has something incisive to say 

about almost all of Lincoln’s great speeches 
and writings. Much like Brookhiser’s fine 
biography of George Washington, Founding 
Father (1996), written “to explain its subject, 
and to shape the minds and hearts of those 
who read it,” Founders’ Son is biography as civ-
ics lesson: Lincoln’s political education of the 
nation becomes ours. 

The american founder, george 
Washington, stands as an important 
motivator in Lincoln’s life—especially 

the Washington of Parson Weems’s famous 
biography. This popular work of fact and fic-
tion conveyed a key lesson about “rising in the 
world” that Lincoln took to heart: Washing-
ton won ascendancy as a public figure chiefly 

“by his own merit.” Weems’s Washington was 
a model of personal virtue—cherry tree and 
all—but he was also a “champion of liberty,” 
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whose crossing of the Delaware River and 
battle at Trenton, New Jersey, assumed world-
historic significance for Lincoln. 

In what, as far as I know, is a first for 
Lincoln biographies, Brookhiser identifies 
Thomas Paine as a key influence on Lincoln, 
not simply as one of several strident critics 
of Christianity that he read and absorbed—
he read Voltaire and Constantin de Volney, 
too—but as “an eccentric founding father 
who gave him provisional answers to some 
big questions, and who encouraged him in 
certain styles of thinking and writing.” For 
example, Brookhiser maintains that Lin-
coln’s signature use of reductio ad absurdum, 
the combination of logic and humor, came 
from Paine. Most biographies mention Lin-
coln’s early religious skepticism, which was 
used against him when he ran for Congress 
in 1846, but say little else about Lincoln’s 
attraction to “infidel” views. Brookhiser ar-
gues that Paine’s ridicule of religion and his 
devotion to reason were irresistible to Lin-
coln, who went so far as to write his own 
tract critical of orthodox Christianity, which 
friends managed to dispose of before its pub-
lication could ruin a political career just un-
der way. In sum, Brookhiser interprets the 
early Lincoln of the Lyceum Address (1838) 
and the Temperance Address (1842) as too 
enamored of Paine’s reason to do justice to 
the memory of the other founding fathers, 
who were “venerable but vanished”—includ-
ing Washington. 

In his lyceum address, lincoln praised 
the founders for establishing “a political 
edifice of liberty and equal rights,” but 

concluded that with that “generation just 
gone to rest,” a living memory of the founding 
heroes would need to be replaced by pillars

hewn from the solid quarry of sober 
reason. Passion has helped us; but can 
do so no more. It will in future be our 
enemy. Reason, cold, calculating, unim-
passioned reason, must furnish all the 
materials for our future support and 
defence.

Brookhiser thinks reason needs more 
help from memory than young Lincoln rec-
ognized, and that his discovery of this was 
key to his soaring rhetorical invocations of 
the founders in the 1850s and beyond. In the 
meantime, the Temperance Address wasted 
Washington’s legacy and was “the most fus-
tian performance he would ever give.” More 
generally, Lincoln’s rhetorical use of Wash-
ington in the 1840s was “opportunistic or 
empty.”

Signal events of the 1850s, including the 
passing of Henry Clay, whom Lincoln salut-
ed as his “beau ideal of a statesman,” elicited 
a defter political and rhetorical employment 
of the fathers and their principles. Clay, the 
Great Compromiser, was central for Lincoln, 
but the compromising that appealed to him 
was not a mere splitting of differences or “go-
ing along to get along.” Reflecting a “deep 
devotion to the cause of human liberty,” his 
compromises steered between abolitionists 
who rejected an allegedly pro-slavery Consti-
tution and slavery apologists who rejected the 
Declaration of Independence if it applied to 
black people. Clay helped Lincoln see how to 
apply the founders’ thinking to the increas-
ingly divisive slavery controversy. Instead 
of appealing emptily to old icons, Lincoln 
learned to apply the founders’ principles—
especially the equality and consent principles 
enshrined by Thomas Jefferson in the Dec-
laration of Independence—to the pressing 
constitutional issues of his day. In doing so, 
Lincoln answered Clay’s call for “a new race 
of heroes.”

of Independence and its principal author, 
Thomas Jefferson, “the most problematic of 
the founders” and one who “so often seemed 
to disagree with himself,” as Brookhiser de-
scribes him. Lincoln “the reasoner” as well as 
Lincoln “the artist” found a worthy aegis in 
Jefferson, whom Lincoln did not mind using 

“to wrong-foot the Democrats, Jefferson’s po-
litical heirs.” To his credit, he “also clung to 
Jefferson to save him.” Brookhiser observes, 

“Sons need their fathers to be at their best; 
sometimes they need them to be better than 
they actually were.”

Douglas and Lincoln both claimed to be 
acting consistently with the founding fathers, 
and both were stalwart defenders of the Union. 
Former Whig Alexander Stephens, on the 
other hand, the vice president of the Confed-
eracy, rejected the founders’ ideas as “funda-
mentally wrong.” For him, Thomas Jefferson 

“and most of the leading statesmen at the time 
of the formation of the old constitution” erred 
in believing that “the enslavement of the Afri-
can was in violation of the laws of nature.” If 
Lincoln saw himself as “the loyal son of the 
founders,” writes Brookhiser, Stephens “por-
trayed himself as the wiser son—wiser than 
Lincoln, wiser than the founders themselves.”

With the deepening of the slavery crisis 
and the coming of the war, Lincoln’s writings 
and speeches reveal a growing religious sen-
sibility, which Brookhiser notes but does not 
give the serious consideration it deserves. To 
his credit, Brookhiser marks Lincoln’s turn to 
poetry in his overtures to founders he once 
claimed were dead but now brings to life by 
recalling their words and deeds. But he un-
derestimates the seriousness with which Lin-
coln read poetry, as certain poets helped him 
wrestle with the quandaries of religious faith 
and practice. 

Brookhiser calls poetry, especially 
that of Robert Burns and William 
Shakespeare, “a mirror for [Lincoln’s] 

moods.” This is true as far as it goes, but it 
doesn’t go nearly far enough. Shakespeare’s 
histories and tragedies were for Lincoln a 
great teacher, a mirror not only for his moods 
but for his deepest thoughts. In the middle 
of the Civil War, he wrote a letter to Shake-
spearean actor James Hackett, expressing his 
preference for the abortive prayer of King 
Claudius over Hamlet’s more famous solilo-
quy: “Unlike you gentlemen of the profession, 
I think the soliloquy in Hamlet commencing 
‘O, my offence is rank’ surpasses that com-
mencing ‘To be, or not to be.’ But pardon this 
small attempt at criticism.”

In contrast to Paine’s forthright ridicule 
of Christianity, Shakespeare gives Christian-

The founders became all the more 
important when Lincoln’s rivalry with 
Stephen Douglas came to a head in the 

mid- to late 1850s, for Douglas also claimed 
the founders’ mantle when he proposed 
popular sovereignty as the best way to settle 
the agitation over slavery. Brookhiser wisely 
identifies the years 1854-60 as “one long Lin-
coln-Douglas debate,” with Lincoln’s greatest 
speeches devoted to refuting Douglas’s ac-
count of the founding fathers. In the Peoria 
Address (1854), the dead fathers of the Ly-
ceum Address 16 years before were suddenly 
brought to life via the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, the Northwest Ordinance, and the 
Constitution to clarify the options the country 
faced in the growing crisis. His Cooper Insti-
tute address (1860) delivered blow after dev-
astating blow to Douglas’s claim that “popular 
sovereignty” represented the principles of the 
founding fathers; not incidentally, the speech 
positioned Lincoln as a credible long shot for 
the presidency.

Brookhiser devotes a whole chapter to the 
Cooper Institute speech, particularly to how 
Lincoln came to terms with the Declaration 

A distinctive virtue of 
this biography is that it 

thinks Lincoln’s thoughts 
along with him.
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ity its due while illustrating the difficulties it 
poses for political life. In the aforementioned 
prayer, Claudius attempts to ask God to for-
give him for murdering his brother (for the 
crown) and bedding his brother’s wife. But 
as forgiveness only follows repentance, which 
would require forfeiting his title, wife, and 
ambition, the new king rejects the mercy of 
God to enjoy the illicit pleasures of earth. Lin-
coln marveled at Shakespeare’s depiction of a 
soul caught between the tug of heaven and 
the pull of earth, which made Hamlet’s more 
famous soliloquy on suicide seem ironically 
self-indulgent. Where Brookhiser highlights 
only the rhetorical draw of the Bible for Lin-
coln, his increasing references to God and the 
Bible reflect a more serious consideration of 
its revealed truths, which Lincoln also found 
in the Bard. And so, despite his youthful res-
ervations about the Bible, Lincoln thought 
deeply about Christianity. He avoided the 
religious orthodoxies shared by most Ameri-
cans, but was never an avowed atheist. In the 
end, Lincoln was remarkably Shakespearean 
about religion.

Because Brookhiser underestimates Lin-
coln’s religiosity, he misses an opportunity to 
reflect upon a profound connection between 
Lincoln and Washington at a crucial time in 

Lincoln’s life and the life of the nation. In his 
biography of Washington, Brookhiser ar-
gued that “Washington’s God was no watch-
maker…but an active agent and force.” The 
first president “had a warm and lively belief, 
repeatedly expressed in private and in pub-
lic, in Providence.” Consider, then, Lincoln’s 
Farewell Address at Springfield, Illinois, in 
1861:

I now leave, not knowing when, or 
whether ever, I may return, with a task 
before me greater than that which rested 
upon Washington. Without the assis-
tance of that Divine Being, who ever at-
tended him, I cannot succeed. With that 
assistance I cannot fail. Trusting in Him, 
who can go with me, and remain with 
you and be every where for good, let us 
confidently hope that all will yet be well. 
To His care commending you, as I hope 
in your prayers you will commend me, I 
bid you an affectionate farewell.

Or Lincoln’s 1861 speech to the New Jersey 
Senate en route to the White House:

I am exceedingly anxious that this 
Union, the Constitution, and the liber-

ties of the people shall be perpetuated 
in accordance with the original idea 
for which that struggle was made, and 
I shall be most happy indeed if I shall 
be an humble instrument in the hands 
of the Almighty, and of this, his almost 
chosen people, for perpetuating the ob-
ject of that great struggle.

The providential self-understanding that 
Brookhiser rightly observed in Washington 
is certainly present in that founder’s son as 
he approaches his presidential inaugura-
tion. Though Brookhiser cites both of these 
speeches, and notices that the task that awaits 
Lincoln is “serious enough to invoke God,” 
he fails to highlight Lincoln’s consistent ref-
erences to God as he travels to the nation’s 
capital to assume the presidency. Neglect-
ing to mention that Washington also made a 
habit of appealing to the Almighty is passing 
strange for a biography that argues that the 
ravages of the Civil War will compel Lincoln 
to replace his earthly fathers with “God the 
Father.”

Had he explored this similarity 
between Lincoln and Washington, 
Brookhiser would not have strug-

gled, as he does, to understand Lincoln’s most 
sublime speech, the Second Inaugural. As the 
war appeared to draw to a close with a body 
count exceeding any sane American’s expec-
tation, Lincoln turned from the founding fa-
thers to “God the Father.” He made the jus-
tice of God—and by implication, His mercy—
the centerpiece of the address, for without it, 
he could not fathom the meaning of the war. 
Brookhiser considers this Lincoln’s greatest 
speech, but thinks it is as “wrongheaded” as 
it is great.

Despite this blind spot, Founders’ Son 
shows how we can, like Lincoln, look to 
the founders to regain our bearings. Lin-
coln “made his mark as a politician mostly 
by communication,” notes the author. “He 
would never have been able to do anything 
memorable and right if he had not said so 
many memorable, true words.” Thanks to 
Richard Brookhiser’s own memorable, true 
words, his readers have fresh reasons to be 
grateful for their patrimony.

Lucas E. Morel is Class of 1960 Professor of Eth-
ics and Politics at Washington and Lee Universi-
ty, and editor of Lincoln and Liberty: Wisdom 
for the Ages (University Press of Kentucky). He 
is currently writing a book entitled Lincoln and 
the American Founding (forthcoming from 
Southern Illinois University Press).
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Book Review by Mackubin Thomas Owens

General of the Lost Cause
The Man Who Would Not Be Washington: Robert E. Lee’s Civil War and His Decision That Changed American History,

by Jonathan Horn. Scribner, 384 pages, $28

Clouds of Glory: The Life and Legend of Robert E. Lee, by Michael Korda.
Harper, 832 pages, $40

There hasn’t been a standard bi-
ography of Robert E. Lee since 1995, 
when Emory Thomas published Rob-

ert E. Lee: A Biography. The past year, how-
ever, has brought two valuable but different 
Lee biographies: Jonathan Horn’s The Man 
Who Would Not be Washington and Michael 
Korda’s Clouds of Glory: The Life and Legend 
of Robert E. Lee. Korda’s is the more tradi-
tional, examining both Lee’s military and per-
sonal life. While admitting Lee’s shortcom-
ings, Korda, also the author of well-received 
biographies of Ulysses S. Grant and Dwight 
Eisenhower, offers a very favorable view of his 
subject. Horn, a journalist, by contrast spends 
little time on Lee’s military actions during the 
war, concentrating instead on the personal 
and national consequences of his momentous 
decision to wage war against the Union that 
George Washington had helped to create.

Horn’s argument is provocative. How, he 
asks, did Lee bring himself to make his fate-
ful decision to fight for Virginia and against 
Washington’s Union? The choice was difficult, 
Horn shows, because the bond between the 
two Virginians was not Confederate propa-
ganda, but real, and twofold.

First, Lee’s father, “Light Horse” Harry 
Lee, had been one of Washington’s favorite 
generals and a close confidant. The elder Lee—
whom Horn calls a “foundering father”—had 
disgraced himself and his family after the 
Revolution, incurring debts by land specula-
tion that adversely affected others, including 
Washington, whom Lee ensnared in his busi-
ness deals. Horn is not the first to contend 
that Robert E. Lee’s famous rectitude was an 
attempt to atone for Harry’s sins. 

Second, Lee married into the extended 
Washington family: his wife was the daughter 

of Washington’s adopted son, George Wash-
ington Parke Custis. Though a fundamentally 
decent man, Custis was often overwhelmed by 
his responsibilities, a trait his daughter inher-
ited. Both biographies, but especially Horn’s, 
describe the problems Lee faced in constantly 
dealing with the fecklessness of both father 
and daughter regarding the management of 
money. Lee was forced to carve out an inor-
dinate amount of time from his U.S. Army 
duties to attend to his father-in-law’s affairs. 
Indeed, one such occasion brought him to 
national prominence: home on leave in 1859, 
he was called to Washington and assigned to 
command the detachment that captured John 
Brown at Harpers Ferry.

In any event, the Washington-Lee bond 
was real, and both sides invoked it. Abra-
ham Lincoln, through an emissary, appealed 
to the legacy when offering Lee command of 

General Robert E. Lee at the Battle of Fredericksburg,
after a painting by H.A. Ogden
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the Union forces charged with defeating the 
rebellion. In the course of beseeching Lee to 
command Virginia’s forces, John Janney, the 
president of the state's secession convention, 
called him “first in war” among the citizens of 
Virginia, a clear allusion to Washington.

But while lee’s decision may have 
divided Americans, his favorable repu-
tation has been shared nationally. How 

did this come to pass? During the war, Lee 
was nicknamed the “rebel chieftain.” In tak-
ing up arms against the Union, Lee violated 
his oath as an officer, committing treason 
against the United States, if we follow the 
plain meaning of the word. In Conquered 
into Liberty (2011), Eliot Cohen observes that 
Benedict Arnold, the paradigmatic American 
traitor, never took an oath to defend the Con-

stitution, which didn’t exist, after all, until af-
ter the Revolution. Lee and the other officers 
who fought for the Confederacy, however, did 
take and then violate that oath. 

Yet in the aftermath of the war something 
remarkable happened: the “rebel chieftain” 
was transformed from a regional hero into a 
national one. Americans, South and North, 
came to see Lee as surpassing all others on 
both sides of the conflict in terms of soldierly 
virtue, integrity, magnanimity, and humanity. 
Indeed, for decades no Civil War figure’s rep-
utation, not even Lincoln’s, surpassed Lee’s.

As a national hero, Lee came to be seen as 
the perfect soldier—a Christian and a gentle-
man as well as a peerless commander who pre-
vailed against adversaries far less skillful than 
he, but whose superior resources ultimately 
proved overwhelming. According to historian 

Gary Gallagher, the consensus came to hold 
that in defeat, Lee and his soldiers could look 
back on a record of selfless regard for duty and 
magnificent accomplishment.

His standing in the South is no mystery. 
When he assumed command of what would 
soon be called the Army of Northern Virgin-
ia in June 1862, the Confederacy was on the 
brink of defeat. In the west, Union armies had 
penetrated deep into western Tennessee and 
northern Mississippi and had captured the 
important city of New Orleans. In the east, 
George McClellan’s Army of the Potomac 
seemed to be moving inexorably towards 
Richmond. Had that city fallen in the spring 
or summer of 1862, the rebellion might well 
have ended with the seceded states returning 
to the Union. 

But when Joseph Johnston was seriously 
wounded in June 1862 and Lee replaced him 
as commander of the Confederate army op-
posing the Union's Army of the Potomac, he 
immediately changed the character of the war 
by inflicting defeat after defeat on Union forc-
es. Over his first year in command he drove 
McClellan back from the gates of Richmond 
during the Seven Days Battle, then shifted 
his forces north to crush John Pope’s Army 
of Virginia at Second Manassas in August. 
Lee immediately invaded Maryland to capi-
talize on his advantages and the Union’s dis-
array. There, his outnumbered army fought 
the Army of the Potomac to a bloody draw 
at Sharpsburg (Antietam) in September. He 
repulsed a Union assault at Fredericksburg 
in December, then crushed the Army of the 
Potomac under Joseph Hooker at Chancel-
lorsville in May 1863 before being checked in 
Pennsylvania at Gettysburg. 

This incredible string of victories against a 
materially superior foe made Lee a hero in the 
South. The spell he cast over the Confederacy 
continued for the duration of the war, during 
which circumstances forced Lee to fight con-
tinually on the defensive. So powerful was the 
Lee legend that even as late as the winter of 
1865, with his army besieged in Petersburg, 
the Southern population clung to the hope 
that the Confederacy would prevail. As long 
as Lee was still in the field, success was some-
how possible. For three years, he and his army 
had proved the backbone of the Confederate 
cause and the constant source of hope. 

In the north lee’s standing was the 
result of his stoical acceptance of the war’s 
outcome, as well as his extraordinary rec-

titude and gentlemanly reserve. He chose not 
to write a memoir and refrained from public 
commentary. After his death, his stature ben-
efited from the Northern desire for national 
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reconciliation, which led many Northerners 
to accept the “Lost Cause” justification of the 
war. 

As Yale’s David Blight observes in Race 
and Reunion (2002), this interpretation of the 
war was the South’s response to the physical 
destruction and psychological trauma of de-
feat. The matchless bravery of the Confeder-
ate soldier, said Virginia’s Governor Charles 
T. O’ Ferrall, succumbed to the “ juggernaut of 
superior numbers and merciless power.” Rob-
ert Penn Warren wrote, “In the moment of its 
death, the Confederacy entered upon its im-
mortality.”

Although the political component of the 
Lost Cause school is demonstrably false—that 
the cause of the war was not slavery, but the 
central government’s oppressive power, against 
which the South wished only to exercise its 
constitutional right to secede—there is a great 
deal of truth to the military component. The 
South did fight at a material disadvantage, and 
Lee’s generalship permitted him to overcome 
immense odds on battlefield after battlefield.

There is, however, only so much logic to 
Lee’s elevation. In “the post-Civil War effort 
to turn Lee into a kind of secular saint,” Kor-
da writes, “his views on race have been almost 
altogether eliminated from his portrait.” For 
instance, Lee has often been described as an 
opponent of slavery, but his views mirrored 
those of many other Southern whites: slavery 
was particularly regrettable as a burden on 
whites rather than an injustice to blacks. His 
dislike of the institution was exacerbated by 
his efforts to execute his father-in-law’s will, 
which manumitted Parke Custis’s slaves. Be-
cause of legal issues arising from that will, Lee 
was unable to free them until January 1, 1863, 
the day that Lincoln’s Emancipation Procla-
mation took effect.

Of course, his military prowess is why most 
Americans know of Robert E. Lee. But even 
his generalship—praised alike by officers who 
fought with and against him—has been reas-
sessed critically. Remarkably, some of his most 
prominent critics have been Southerners or 
historians who have written sympathetically 
of the Southern war effort. For instance, his-
torians such as Thomas Connelly and Alan 
Nolan have contended that Lee’s single-mind-
ed offensive orientation resulted in casualties 
the Confederacy could not afford, hurting the 
Southern cause. 

According to his detractors, lee 
had no grand strategy and a too nar-
row, parochial focus on defending 

Virginia. His predilection for the offensive 
helped bring about a defeat that could have 
been postponed, and possibly averted. Con-

nelly argued the Confederacy would “have 
fared better had it not possessed” a leader as 
aggressive as Robert E. Lee. Indeed, some 
historians have gone so far as to dismiss Lee’s 
military reputation as “manufactured history,” 
a postwar invention by such Lost Cause writ-
ers as Jubal Early, who distorted the record 
by vastly inflating Lee’s abilities and wartime 
stature.

Korda agrees with some of these criticisms, 
especially those regarding Lee’s focus on Vir-
ginia at the expense of the greater South. 

He remained a Virginian first and fore-
most; he had resigned from the U.S. 
Army to defend Virginia; and while he 
was committed heart and soul to the 
Confederacy if only as a matter of hon-
or, his first love remained his own state. 
His strategic vision was a reflection of 
his personality—a strong preference for 
attack over defense, a belief in the su-
periority of his own troops over Federal 
troops, and a determination to remove 
Federal forces as “invaders” from all of 
Virginia.

But as other historians have noted, this 
was not so much a myopic focus on Virginia 
as a belief that the South’s best chance for 
achieving independence was to employ a stra-
tegic turning movement with infantry and 
cavalry to neutralize the Union’s advantage in 
engineering, artillery, and gunboats. For Lee, 
maneuver was not an end in itself but only the 
means to attack the enemy and inflict heavy 
losses. Only in this manner, Lee believed, 
could the South persuade the population of 
the North that a costly, interminable struggle 
lay ahead if the Confederacy were denied in-
dependence. This confirms military historian 
Russell Weigley’s observation that Lee was 
the most Napoleonic general of the war, al-
ways seeking a climactic battle of annihilation. 
In addition. Lee was the commander of only 
one Confederate army, not a general in chief 
responsible for overall Confederate strategy. 

Mostly, though, Korda agrees with such 
Lee defenders as Gary Gallagher that Lee’s 
reputation was certainly not manufactured 
after the war. Korda, like Gallagher, demon-
strates that Lee’s eminence rests not on ret-
rospective accounts informed by full knowl-
edge of how the war unfolded but on what 
Southerners, both civilians and soldiers, said 
and wrote during the war. The record is clear: 
the people of the Confederacy harbored a re-
markable faith in Lee and his army. Korda 
echoes Gallagher’s argument—“the Confed-
erate people looked to them as the nation’s 
best hope for winning independence”—and 

they didn’t see the setbacks at Sharpsburg 
(Antietam) and Gettysburg as disasters, be-
lieving, even in late 1864, that ultimate vic-
tory was possible. 

Korda does put his finger on one 
of Lee’s shortcomings as a command-
er: his refusal or inability to make 

sure that his generals always executed the 
orders he gave. “Lee possessed every quality 
of a great general except the ability to give a 
direct order to his subordinates and ensure 
that it was obeyed.” Lee, ever the gentleman, 
thought it sufficient to describe what he want-
ed to accomplish and leave the actual execu-
tion to others. This worked with “Stonewall” 
Jackson but not with James Longstreet, who 
saw his role as a contrarian whose responsi-
bility was to force Lee to consider all options. 
But at the same time, Korda will have no part 
of Lost Cause attempts to blame the Con-
federacy’s ultimate defeat on Longstreet. Lee 
certainly leaned on the general he called his 

“war horse.” 
Both biographies make clear the great cost 

of the decision Lee made in 1861. He lost his 
home, his family life, his health. A vigorous 
man at the beginning of the war, he appeared 
old and haggard four years later. Korda specu-
lates that Lee suffered from heart disease. He 
died, five and a half years after Appomattox, 
at the age of 63. 

I believe that Lee, the greatest general of 
the war, did more with less than anyone had 
a right to expect. He came astoundingly close 
to his goal of winning the war by inflicting a 
catastrophic defeat on a Union army. Horn’s 
argument is also persuasive, however. Lee’s 
decision to resign his commission and take up 
arms against the Union did have a profound 
impact on the course of American history.

But consider another scenario. Had Lee 
not changed the character of the war when 
he assumed command of the Army of North-
ern Virginia in June 1862, it is possible that 
the seceded states would have returned to the 
Union under the old formula, “the Constitu-
tion as it is, the Union as it was,” i.e., with slav-
ery intact. Thus, Lee’s decision may have been 
the sort of occurrence that summons up the 
idea of Providence. The war was necessary to 
save the Union but also to make it “worthy of 
the saving.” Lee’s choice and subsequent prow-
ess made this outcome possible. 

Mackubin Thomas Owens, who recently retired 
as professor of national security affairs at the 
Naval War College, is dean of academics at the 
Institute of World Politics in Washington, D.C., 
and editor of Orbis, the quarterly journal of the 
Foreign Policy Research Institute. 
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Book Review by Allen C. Guelzo

Slavery All the Way Down
The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism, by Edward E. Baptist.

Basic Books, 498 pages, $35

It might seem strange, given how 
much has been written on American slav-
ery just over the past half-century, that 

yet another book, in its title, could propose 
that The Half Has Never Been Told. But the 
half that Cornell historian Edward Baptist 
believes has “never been told” is revealed in 
the subtitle: Slavery and the Making of Ameri-
can Capitalism. The half that remains to be 
told is about capitalism’s complicity in slave 
labor—at which point we realize that this is 
not a book about slavery after all; it is a teem-
ing, visceral condemnation of capitalism, and 
it is of a piece with a “new history” of capital-
ism which, according to Brown University’s 
Seth Rockman, sees “southern slaveholders 
as architects of a capitalist system predicated 
on commodity production, entrepreneurship, 
technological innovation, and lengthy chains 
of trans-Atlantic finance.” The fundamental 
argument of this new history is that slave-
holding and capitalism, which were once seen 
as antithetical—so antithetical, in fact, that 
Charles Beard and the Progressive historians 
built a scholarly empire around the idea that 

demand as readily as the American South. 
Especially once Eli Whitney’s “cotton gin” 
simplified the separation of the cotton boll 
from its seeds, Southern cotton production 
soared, from 36 million pounds in 1800, to 
480 million pounds in 1835, then to 1.92 
billion pounds by 1860, so that Southern 
cotton exports constituted 72% of all world 
cotton exports. By 1860, Southern cotton 
constituted 57% of all American exports. 
Compared to Northern grain agriculture, 
which exported only 5% of its total crop, 
Southern cotton plantations shipped 75% of 
their cotton abroad. But more than merely 
filling plantation owners’ coffers, the profit-
ability of cotton fueled two other develop-
ments. First, it firmly cemented into place 
the use of slave labor as a production force. 
Second, it drew into its orbit a supporting 
cast of government and finance as its col-
laborators. Brokers and bankers serviced the 
transport and sale of slave-produced cotton; 
the U.S. government provided credit in the 
form of cheap land sales in the Mississippi  
Valley frontier; and slaves themselves were 

the Civil War was waged so that Northern 
capitalism could destroy its Southern agrar-
ian rival—are not really opposed at all. “The 
antebellum South’s economic structures and 
mentalities” are seen instead as “converging 
with those of the North,” writes historian 
Scott Marler, so that “the South and North 
were more alike than different prior to the 
Civil War.” Capitalism, in Orwellian juxtapo-
sition, has become slavery. 

The centerpiece of baptist’s in-
dictment of capitalism is a single, re-
morseless fact: cotton was the great 

engine of antebellum America’s rise to eco-
nomic success. Cotton, he writes, “drove U.S. 
expansion, enabling the young country to 
grow from a narrow coastal belt into a vast, 
powerful nation with the fastest-growing 
economy in the world.” The Industrial Revo-
lution was, in large measure, a revolution in 
the production of textiles in Great Britain; 
that production depended on the import 
of inexpensive, high-quality cotton, and no 
place on the face of the earth fulfilled that 

T
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furnished by internal export from the worn-
out agricultural lands of the upper South to 
the new cotton lands from which the fed-
eral government had ruthlessly evicted their 
Creek, Choctaw, Cherokee, and Seminole 
inhabitants. “An increasingly efficient mar-
ket” thus blindly and willfully created what 
Baptist calls “a nexus of cotton, slaves, and 
credit.” And it was very much a capitalist 
nexus, as “enslaver-generals took land from 
Indians, enslaver-politicians convinced Con-
gress to let slavery expand, and enslaver-en-
trepreneurs created new ways to finance and 
transport and commodify ‘hands.’”

Nor did this new cotton empire resemble 
any benign Kentucky home. The passion 
for cotton profits drove slaveholders to the 
extreme limits of violence and expropria-
tion. “Enslaved African Americans were 
the world’s most efficient producers of cot-
ton”—not because of any invisible hand, but 
because of the all-too-visible whip, which 

“was as important to making cotton grow as 
sunshine and rain.” Each slave was capable 
of producing 5 or 6 bales (between 450 and 
500 pounds, worth about $360). We should, 
Baptist argues, abandon the idea that slavery 
was unproductive; but we should not leap 
from there to assume that its productivity 
was based on a nice regard for the capital 
investment slaveholders had made in their 
slaves. Slaveowners had no worry about 
the consequences of working their slaves to 
death, since more slaves could always be sup-
plied relatively cheaply. “We should call tor-
ture by its name,” Baptist insists, and torture 
thus “extracted an amount of innovation vir-
tually equal in numerical measure to all the 
mechanical ingenuity in all the textile mills 
in the Western world.” 

It is with that sentence that bap-
tist unloads what I suspect is his real 
indictment, against capitalism and 

industry as a whole, since for him, all capi-
talist production is “systematized torture,” 
which was “crucial…to the industrial revo-
lution, and thus to the birth of the modern 
world.” Critics of slavery might like to bleat 
that coercion was inherently inferior to free 
wage labor, but Baptist will have none of it. 
Plantations are, simultaneously, engines of 
efficient production and “slave labor camps,” 
even (borrowing Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s 
metaphor) an “archipelago of slave labor 
camps, a literal organism of economic pro-
duction.” And what they were continues to 
make us what we are. “Slavery’s expansion 
was the driving force in U.S. history between 
the framing of the Constitution and the be-

ginning of the Civil War,” and in the process, 
it permanently (and unjustly) created wealth 
for whites and poverty for blacks. Moreover, 
the pattern of systematic expropriation es-
tablished by capitalism was continued after 
slavery’s death in the form of “scientific man-
agement, the stretch-out, management stud-
ies,” as well as in “anti-Semitism, the exter-
mination of native peoples around the world, 
brutal forms of colonialism, and the exclu-
sion of immigrants.” Like the little old lady 
in Stephen Hawking’s story, who believed 
that the earth rested on the back of a turtle 
and that “it’s turtles all the way down,” for 
Edward Baptist, capitalism is slavery, and it’s 
slavery all the way down.

It becomes, then, a good question why, 
if slavery was the summation of everything 
that capitalism worshipped, it permitted 
slavery to be destroyed in America in a mon-
strous civil war from 1861 to 1865. Baptist’s 
explanation of the Civil War is as creative as 
his indictment of capitalism—because slav-
ery unwisely turned on its host. (This is an 
inversion of the argument formulated by Eric 
Williams in 1944 to explain West Indian 
emancipation: slave labor was simply no lon-
ger as profitable for the capitalists as it had 
once been, so they cut their losses through 
emancipation.) 

The chronological and geographi-
cal center of The Half Has Never Been 
Told is the Mississippi Valley between 

1830 and 1860, because it is in those years 
that the cotton rocket goes wildly up, and 
then wildly down again. Andrew Jackson’s 
destruction of the Second Bank of the Unit-
ed States unleashed a flood of cheap credit 
from state banks and from European bank-
ers, which allowed slaveowners to borrow at 
8% and enjoy gross profits of 30%. No won-
der, then, that production of cotton soared 
from 732,000 bales in 1832 to 1.5 million 
bales by 1837 (although it should be said 
that Baptist’s numbers are far from reliable, 
compared with the tables in volume one of 
the Historical Statistics of the United States, 
J.D.B. DeBow’s 1852 The Industrial Resources, 
Etc., of the Southern and Western States—see 
page 148—or John Downes’s United States 
Almanac or Complete Ephemeris for the Year 
1844—see pages 171-172). The cotton glut, 
however, drove prices down, which in turn 
caught lenders short, and by 1839 the cot-
ton economy was in free fall. In its struggle to 
reclaim profitability, Southern slaveholders 
demanded more and more land to turn into 
cotton fields, and repudiated more and more 
of their debts to Northern bankers. North-

ern capitalists balked. Having made their 
fortunes from cotton already, they began to 
fear that placing all their bets on cotton was 
a mistake, and so Northerners increasingly 
withdrew from their collaboration with slave 
capitalism. This, in turn, created the political 
tension between North and South that trig-
gered the Civil War. Game, set, match. Beard 
and Williams were right, after all.

But this is where the wheels begin 
to come off Baptist’s overall strategy, 
which is to teach us that capitalism, 

having given us slavery, is thus shown to be 
the root of all evil. For one thing, he defines 
capitalism very narrowly—as a system of 
production—while ignoring the singular fact 
that slavery existed quite independently as a 
system of production far earlier, and for far 
longer, than capitalism. The Portuguese and 
Spanish empires of the 16th century were built 
on slave labor; but no one has ever accused 
them of being capitalistic. The production of 
textile products in the 19th century may have 
been capitalistic, but the production of cotton 
by slave labor was as ancient as any traditional 
society’s deployment of compulsion to ensure 
agricultural production. It was “the superior 
quality of United States cotton” that “always 
enables it to command a higher price,” not the 
labor that produced it. Nor does Baptist of-
fer us any way of seeing how the slaveowners’ 
totalitarian tactics were responsible for the 
systems of factory labor discipline (“scientific 
management”) which emerged in the North. 
It was, if anything, Northern manufactur-
ers’ constant wail before the Civil War that 
labor costs easily dwarfed capital investment. 
This, in turn, is why almost no one saw any-
thing capitalistic about slavery, including the 
people who were managing it. Daniel Harvey 
Hill described the South he had defended as 
a Confederate general in terms which would 
have made Adam Smith cringe. “The South…
built no great cities, for they had no trade,” 
Hill wrote, “they developed no mines and 
erected no factories, for their laborers were 
better at field work than at anything else. The 
Southern men of property went to the coun-
try and became feudal lords of black retainers.”

What foreign observers noticed first about 
the South was not a bustling, entrepreneur-
ial spirit, but its lassitude and poverty. “For 
the first time in the States,” wrote William 
Howard Russell of the London Times as his 
train crossed through into North Carolina 
in 1861, “I noticed barefooted people” and 

“poor broken-down shanties or loghuts” filled 
with “paleface...tawdry and ragged” wom-
en and “yellow, seedy-looking” men. Even 
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College.” Jurist-philosopher Francis Lieber 
thought it ironic that “almost all, perhaps ac-
tually all, the most prominent extremists on 
the State-Rights side…have been at the same 
time strongly inclined toward centralization 
and consolidation of power within their re-
spective States.” And it showed in the way 
Southern state governments funded their 
railroads, which garnered state funding at 
twice the rate Northern rail lines enjoyed—
not because they represented state support 
for capitalism but because the rail lines af-
forded speedier avenues for moving state 
militia to quell slave revolts. Despite South-
erners’ incessant complaints about Northern 
tariffs, the Confederacy imposed tariffs from 
5-25%, and imposed formidable bureaucratic 
restraints on the movement of goods within 
the Confederacy—revenue locks on freight 
cars, permits for inland transportation, au-
thorizations for Confederate revenue officers 
to inspect passenger baggage. Even to ride a 
train, passengers had to obtain government 
passes.

cally and expensively undone—or whether 
they were ever there at all. “The legislation 
of the South under the old system” offered 

“little inducement…to capital, foreign or do-
mestic,” wrote former Confederate general 
Thomas Logan, and the numbers show much 
less of a connection between Northern eco-
nomic activity and Southern cotton produc-
tion than Baptist implies. Cotton may have 
been America’s biggest export item by volume, 
but in 1856-57 New York overshadowed ev-
ery other state in the Union in the value of 
exports of “produce”—and almost twice as 
much as all the slave states combined (except 
for Louisiana)—which does not exactly look 
as though flows of investment capital were 
a North-South street. Similarly, New York 
banks possessed capital almost equal to that 
of all 15 slave states, and with three times the 
amount of specie in their vaults; it doesn’t look 
as though Northern capitalists were nearly as 
heavy investors in the South as Baptist sup-
poses. Foreign capital was being injected into 
the American economy, but those invest-
ments came in the form of foreign purchases 
of bonds for canal-building, railroads, min-
ing, manufacturing, and utilities. Seven ma-
jor foreign-owned banks with close ties to the 
cotton trade (like the Bank of Mobile) were 
headquartered in the slave South (three of 
them in New Orleans alone). But that was out 
of 985 banks operating in the United States 
in the 1850s. 

Far from capitalism and slavery being 
tied hand to hand, Abraham Lincoln be-
lieved that capitalism was always what set 
the North apart from the South. “Men who 
are industrious, and sober, and honest in the 
pursuit of their own interests should after 
a while accumulate capital, and after that 
should be allowed to enjoy it in peace, and 
also if they should choose when they have 
accumulated it to use it to save themselves 
from actual labor and hire other people to 
labor for them is right,” Lincoln said in 1859. 
This is what leads to “[a]dvancement” and 
“improvement in condition.” Slavery, by con-
trast, is the “effort of some to shift their share 
of the burthen” of labor “on to the shoulders 
of others.” Slavery was not merely about ra-
cial coercion; it was a system that “scorned 
labour” as slave-work and appealed to those 

“who looked upon work as vulgar and un-
gentlemanly.” And if we are to judge by the 
voices of Northerners at the close of the war, 
the imposition of capitalism on a South to 
which it had been a stranger was the first 
item on the Reconstruction agenda. There 
must, decided Union Army general Carl 
Schurz, be “[a] great social revolution” in the 

Northerners felt that, moving through the 
South, they were visiting a foreign country. 
In 1856, Frederick Law Olmsted felt moved 
by his “saddle-trip” to Texas to offer a tell-
ing contrast between “two recent immigrants, 
one in Texas, the other in the young free 
State of Iowa.” The Texan wants to build a 
house, and buys a slave; the Iowan “advertis-
es in the newspapers, that he is ready to pay 
better wages than carpenters can get in the 
older settlements.” The Texan “tries to get 
on” with his slave, but slave-labor can only 
build him an “ill-furnished plantation work-
shop,” while the Iowan is able to begin in-
vesting money in “merchants, mechanics, or 
manufacturers who are disposed to establish 
themselves near him.” The Texan can only 
purchase the bare basics: “salt, sugar, molas-
ses, tobacco, clothing, medicines, hoes and 
plow-iron,” and probably couldn’t purchase 
more if he wanted to because there is no cap-
ital available for “systems of public convey-
ance.” The Texan is always in debt, and can 
only survive by growing cotton, which in turn 
demands the purchase of more slaves, which 
produces more debt, which requires more 
cotton-planting. But worse than debt, slavery 
molds an authoritarian frame of mind. Slav-
ery “educates, or draws out, and strength-
ens…to an inordinate degree, the natural 
lust of authority” in a slaveowner, and makes 
him “prefer to accept much smaller profits, 
much greater inconveniences…rather than 
submit to what he considers to be the inso-
lence of a laborer, who…demands a greater 
consideration for his personal dignity” than 
a slave. “The longings of South Carolina are 
essentially monarchical rather than republi-
can,” wrote Illinois reporter Sidney Andrews, 
after touring the South in 1865, and “every-
where” there is “a rigid spirit of caste.” Nor 
did Southerners themselves try to make it 
appear otherwise; if anything they dwelt in 
what they imagined was a feudal economy, 
not a modern one. James Walker, a Charles-
ton lawyer, went so far as to insist that “ours 
is in truth not so much slavery as feudality.”

Nor does baptist pay much atten-
tion to what the slaveholding South 
created as an economy during the 

brief time it imagined itself an independent 
nation, since the narrative portion of his book 
effectively ends in 1860. Far from dreaming 
capitalist dreams, Southerners (despite their 
attacks on federal authority) never hesitated 
to endorse state-sponsored experimental 
farms, state-sponsored agricultural appren-
ticeships, state institutes for training farmers, 
and even a “Southern Central Agricultural 

It may be saying too much to claim that 
the Confederacy was the first modern ex-
ample of “state socialism” or “war social-
ism.” But it is no exaggeration at all to say 
that the Confederacy behaved more like a 
pre-capitalist, feudal state than a modern 
one. The Confederate government nation-
alized Southern war industries, resorted to 
draconian regulations for curtailing profits, 
and, in the end, created that frequent monu-
ment to anti-capitalist government policies, a 
thriving black market. The last thing planta-
tion elites wanted to see was any emergence 
of a powerful industrial middle class in the 
South, and both the Confederacy and the 
Jim Crow South that followed it ensured that 
this was one threat they would have little to 
worry about.

Baptist’s 1860 cut-off also means 
the book does very little to explain 
why or how the supposedly integrated 

connections between Northern investors and 
Southern planters somehow came so dramati-

If slavery was everything
that capitalism worshipped, 
why did it permit slavery to
be destroyed in a monstrous 

civil war?
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South which will begin with “the abolition 
of slavery and the substitution for it of free-
labor society.” Reconstruction would not be 
a revulsion against capitalism; it would be a 
revolution, and indeed, it would be the last 
revolutionary offensive undertaken in the 
war. “The whole fabric of southern society 
must be changed,” declared Radical Repub-
lican Thaddeus Stevens, “Heretofore, it had 
more the features of aristocracy than of de-
mocracy.… If the South is ever to be made a 
safe republic, let her lands be cultivated by 
the toil of the owners or the free labor of in-
telligent citizens.”

The slaveholding south partici-
pated in a transatlantic capitalist sys-
tem. But it was in it, rather than of 

it. Like the old Soviet Union, it could trade 
with the capitalist world even while wishing 
its destruction. Southerners like William 
Henry Trescot understood this quite well. 
Trescot was at great pains to distinguish be-
tween “those who produce cotton and those 
who manufacture it,” since they represented 

“two individual and inconsistent systems.” It 
certainly did not acquire a middle-class cul-
ture, just as 19th-century Germany created 

a system of advanced industry while keep-
ing its highly repressive forms of agricultural 
labor and feudal mentality. The Prussian 
nobility might not have been slaveholders 
per se, but in defending their estates, they 
shared vast common ground with slaveown-
ers in the South by denying natural rights—

“demagogic and egotistical ideas of equality,” 
as Trescot put it—and saw themselves as the 
deliverers of Germany from “selfish expedi-
ency.” The slaveholder, wrote one Northern 
correspondent for the Atlantic Monthly, had 
all the characteristics of Junker feudalism: 

“a…cast of character which was founded 
mainly on family distinction, social culture, 
exemption from toil, and command over the 
lives and fortunes of his underlings.” He was 

“careless of his own money, he was inclined 
to be careless in all pecuniary affairs, often 
running heavily into debt and showing ha-
bitual negligence in settling small accounts”; 
and “degenerated into bravoes and spend-
thrifts.” Honor, not capital, was the slave-
holder’s polestar. “The passing of high words 
and blows, canings, cowhidings, and so on, 
all terminated by the drawing of knives or 
pistols” in just the same way they ended for 
Otto von Bismarck as a young aristocrat at 

Göttingen—in 25 duels—“and duels, be-
came every-day occurrences in the South, 
and especially in South Carolina and per-
haps Mississippi.” 

In that respect, the Civil War was a conflict 
between what political sociologist Barrington 
Moore called “a progressive capitalism and a 
reactionary agrarian society based on slav-
ery,” the successor to the “medieval towns-
men beginning the revolt against their feudal 
overlords.” Of course, if we define capitalism 
solely as, in Adam Smith’s terms, a natural 
inclination to truck and barter, then it has no 
more “progressive” meaning than the natural 
flow of a river; whether it serves to protect the 
life of a people or serves to enslave them is of 
no consequence to our estimate of rivers. But 
it evidently does make a difference to Edward 
Baptist, who can hardly wait to conflate the 
tortures of slaves with the labor of an automo-
tive assembly-line, and, for an entirely differ-
ent set of reasons, it should make a difference 
to us, as well.

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).
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Book Review by Edward Feser

Looking for Meaning in All the Wrong Places
The Meaning of Human Existence, by Edward O. Wilson.
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Suppose that, after the events 
portrayed in The Godfather Part III, the 
Corleone family went completely legit. 

Suppose its new leaders solemnly denounced 
the way their forefathers Vito and Michael 
Corleone had acquired the family’s wealth. 
But suppose also that they indignantly re-
buffed any suggestion that there was some-
thing morally problematic about their holding 
on to that wealth, and refused to compensate 
the victims of the family’s crimes. “But we 
don’t engage in murder, extortion, or brib-
ery!” they protest, rather missing the point. 
For their wealth would not have existed had 
such crimes not been committed, and it will 
remain tainted as long as these wrongs are not 
made right.

Contemporary materialists are a bit like 
that with respect to René Descartes, the fa-
ther of modern philosophy and one of the 
fathers of modern science. They routinely 
denounce Cartesian dualism, Descartes’s 
famous bifurcation of the world into mind 
and matter—or more precisely, into res cogi-
tans or “thinking substance,” and res extensa 
or “extended substance.” And they do so in 
the name of science. Yet they remain essen-
tially committed to Descartes’s conception 
of the material world; indeed, modern sci-
ence would not have been possible without 

it. What they forget is that the res cogitans 
they deplore was necessitated by the res ex-
tensa they maintain. Hold onto the latter and 
you are implicitly committed to the former, 
whether you like it or not. This is the source 

of the perpetual failure of materialists to 
come up with explanations of consciousness, 
meaning, and morality that are convincing—
just as the pious moralizing of a reformed 
Corleone family would fail to convince, given 
how their wealth was generated.

To understand the problem re-
quires going back (Godfather Part II-
style) to the beginning. Like Francis Ba-

con, Descartes wanted to make of modern sci-
ence an instrument by which we might predict 
and control natural phenomena and develop 
new technologies. What he saw more clearly 
than Bacon was that mathematics was the 
key to realizing this aim. Hence he adopted a 
purely quantitative conception of the natural 
world, treating matter as entirely definable in 
terms of the geometrical property of extension 
or spatial dimension. Descartes’s successors 
would put less emphasis on extension, specifi-
cally. But the idea that what is material is what 
you can capture in the language of mathemat-
ics is still with us, as a glance at any physics 
textbook will show.

Now, where does this leave the qualitative 
aspects of the world of our experience—colors 
and sounds, tastes and smells, heat and cold, 
pain and pleasure? Where does it leave the 
meanings and purposes we see in the world 
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around us, and the thoughts and choices we 
find within ourselves? Descartes embraced 
the obvious implications of the exhaustively 

“mathematicized” notion of matter he had 
introduced into Western thought, which the 
scientific revolution took and ran with. If mat-
ter is purely quantitative, and the qualitative 
features of reality cannot be reduced to the 
quantitative, then they cannot be material. 
And if these features don’t really exist in the 
material world but do exist in the mind’s ex-
perience of that world, then the mind itself 
must not be material. 

Hence, Cartesian dualism was by no 
means a desperate rearguard action against 
the scientific revolution; on the contrary, it 
was the logical outcome of the scientific revo-
lution. Matter, on the scientific conception, is 
comprised of colorless, soundless, odorless, 
tasteless, meaningless particles in fields of 
force, governed by mathematical laws which 
describe how these particles happen to be-
have, but no purposes for the sake of which 
they behave. To be sure, we might, when do-
ing physics, redefine certain qualitative fea-
tures in terms of some quantifiable doppel-
gänger. Color, for example, can be redefined 
in terms of a surface’s reflection of light of 
certain wavelengths. Sound can be redefined 
in terms of compression waves in the air. But 
these redefinitions, which even a blind or 
deaf person can understand, do not capture 
the way red looks, the way an explosion sounds, 
and so forth. Color, sound, odor, and taste 
as we perceive them can—given the scientist’s 
essentially Cartesian conception of matter—
exist only in the conscious experiences of an 
immaterial mind or res cogitans. Meaning can 
exist only in this immaterial mind’s thoughts. 
Purpose can exist only in its volitions.

To be sure, this cartesian picture 
is highly problematic. Not the least of 
its problems is that it makes of mind 

and matter two realms so hermetically sealed 
off from one another that it is utterly mysteri-
ous how they ever interact. It is no surprise 
that philosophers like Roger Scruton and con-
temporary scientists like Edward O. Wilson 
would like to be rid of it. Still, having followed 
Descartes in defining matter in so thoroughly 

“mathematicized” a way that irreducibly quali-
tative features, meanings, and purposes are 
excluded from it, modern science itself effec-
tively closes off the possibility of a scientific 
explanation of these features. Thus while ma-
terialists are right to complain that Cartesian 
dualism leaves mind-body interaction obscure, 
dualists are right to complain that purported 
materialist explanations in fact ignore, or even 
implicitly deny, the existence of mind. 

To get a sense of how absurd and point-
less this debate is, consider another analogy, 
an orange. (Godfather fans will appreciate 
the symbolism.) Suppose you squeeze ev-
ery last drop of juice out of the orange, put 
it into a glass, and set the glass next to the 
desiccated pulp and husk of the orange. This 
is analogous to “draining” the natural world 
of all the purposes, meanings, and qualitative 
features common sense attributes to it, leav-
ing only a purely quantitative, mathematical 
abstraction. The Cartesian dualist, who iden-
tifies matter with this abstraction and then 
relocates meaning, purpose, and qualitative 
features to an immaterial substance—taking 
the world to consist in the conjunction of the 
two—is like someone who defines an “orange” 
as what you get when you stick some desic-
cated pulp and husk next to a glass of orange 
juice. The materialist, who like the Cartesian 
identifies matter with the mathematical ab-
straction but rejects immaterial substance, is 
like someone who denies that glasses of or-
ange juice exist and defines an “orange” as a 
pile of dried-out pulp and husk alone. In real-
ity, of course, an orange is what you had be-
fore you squeezed the juice out. And in reality, 
the natural world is what you have before the 
qualitative features, meanings, and purposes 
are abstracted out of it. Cartesians and ma-
terialists alike are correct to regard modern 
science as having given us a very penetrating 
grasp of part of the natural order, namely the 
part susceptible of analysis in purely quanti-
tative terms. Where they both go wrong is in 
supposing that modern science gives us the 
whole of that order. 

It is only in light of this background 
that we can evaluate books like Scruton’s 
The Soul of the World and Wilson’s The 

Meaning of Human Existence. Both books 
are haunted by the fact that modern science 
seems to have stripped the natural order of 
any meaning or purpose and relocated it all 
within the narrow compass of the human 
mind. Both, accordingly, tend to treat reli-
gion, morality, art, and literature alike as if 
they were all merely artifacts of the mind, 
expressions of the way human conscious-
ness interprets the world but not of the way 
the world really is in itself (though Scruton 
is a little more ambiguous where religion is 
concerned). Both nevertheless want to affirm 
the abiding value of these cultural artifacts 
(though Wilson is considerably less sympa-
thetic where religion is concerned). Both au-
thors acknowledge that the existence of this 
culture-generating mind within a natural or-
der that is otherwise utterly devoid of mean-
ing, purpose, or consciousness is something 

of a mystery. Both attempt to mitigate this 
mystery in a more or less materialist fashion. 
And both fail dismally.

Wilson’s book is mostly a summary of 
current thinking in biology about how life 
evolved on earth and may have evolved else-
where in the universe. This is all well and 
good, except that it has nothing to do with 
the question of exactly how properties like 
consciousness, meaning, and purpose possi-
bly could have arisen from material process-
es that are utterly devoid of consciousness, 
meaning, or purpose. Wilson has nothing 
to offer by way of answering that question 
other than hand-waving references to what 
neuroscience and evolutionary biology may 
one day uncover. But saying “Evolution did it” 
or “The brain did it” is even less genuine an 
explanation than saying “Elves did it,” if you 
start out characterizing material processes 
in such a way that they couldn’t have done 
it. The problem, again, is that since the time 
of Descartes, science has for methodological 
purposes essentially defined matter in such a 
way that meanings, purposes, and irreduc-
ibly qualitative features are excluded from it. 
Trying to get conscious awareness, meaning-
ful thought, and purposive action out of mat-
ter so defined is like trying to get blood from 
a stone, or orange juice from the desiccated 
husk of our example.

It is the way modern science charac-
terizes matter, and not particular gaps in 
current scientific knowledge as described 

by Wilson, that leaves us stuck with Des-
cartes’s dualism. Given this characterization, 
we may find ever more detailed correlations 
between the mental and the physical, but we 
will never be able to reduce the mental to the 
physical. Two celebrated recent books by phi-
losophers—Alex Rosenberg’s The Atheist’s 
Guide to Reality (2011) and Thomas Nagel’s 
Mind and Cosmos (2012)—see the problem 
more clearly than Wilson and other con-
temporary scientists tend to. Rosenberg’s 
mad but intellectually honest solution is to 
conclude that if matter as physics conceives 
of it is all that exists, mind must really be an 
illusion. Nagel’s sane but no less intellectu-
ally honest solution is to conclude that since 
mind and matter both exist but mind cannot 
be assimilated to matter as conceived of by 
physics, it follows that physics does not give 
us a complete account of matter. There must 
in Nagel’s view be more to matter than phys-
ics reveals, some additional ingredient that 
could account for the origin of consciousness, 
meaning, and value.

Scruton considers but rejects both Rosen-
berg’s and Nagel’s approaches. Indeed, though 
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well-known for his willingness to offend or-
thodox academic sensibilities where questions 
of morality, politics, and culture are concerned, 
Scruton is surprisingly deferential to conven-
tional wisdom when he turns to metaphysics. 
To be sure, as you’d expect from a philosopher, 
he has a much deeper grasp of the difficulties 
the mind-body problem poses than the biolo-
gist Wilson does. And as you’d expect from 
Scruton, his writing is unfailingly erudite and 
elegant. Following Horace’s dictum, Scruton 
always both instructs and delights.

Unfortunately, in this new book 
he also exasperates. Like Wilson, 
Rosenberg, and other materialists, 

Scruton concedes “explanatory priority” and 
indeed “ontological priority” to the picture of 
the world science gives us. That might seem 
to imply that he favors a reductionist account 
of the mind. Yet like Nagel, Scruton also 
thinks that the mental and the physical are 

“incommensurable.” That might seem to imply 
that he favors a dualist account of the mind. 
And indeed, Scruton calls his position “cog-
nitive dualism.” He thinks that descriptions 
of human beings in terms of their conscious 
experiences, thoughts, and choices cannot be 
reduced to, translated into, or predicted from 
descriptions of human beings in terms of their 

physical, chemical, neurological, or behavioral 
properties. But he thinks this entails a dual-
ism, not of two irreducibly different kinds of 
reality, but only of two irreducibly different 
ways of conceptualizing the one physical reality 
revealed to us by science. 

This is a muddle. Descriptions of human 
beings in terms of their conscious experiences, 
thoughts, choices, and the like either are true 
descriptions or are not. And if they are true, 
then there must be some objective facts by vir-
tue of which they are true. Now, by Scruton’s 
own admission, the facts in question could not 
be physical facts, since he concedes that noth-
ing that the physical sciences tell us captures 
what we describe in the language of conscious 
experience, thought, choice, etc. Rosenberg, 
who thinks the physical facts are all the facts 
there are, concludes that conscious experience, 
thought, and free choice must be unreal. Na-
gel, who thinks conscious experience, thought, 
and free choice are real, concludes that the 
facts physical science reveals to us cannot be 
all the facts there are. Scruton wants to resist 
both conclusions, and thinks he has found a 
third option, but this is an illusion. What he 
has really put forward is merely a position that 
is ambiguous between these options. 

Nor are Scruton’s arguments for resisting 
a more robustly anti-materialist position con-

vincing. Nagel proposes that we cannot make 
sense of how our rational faculties aim at truth 
unless we acknowledge (as Aristotle did but no 
materialist would) that there are final causes 
or teleological principles governing the natural 
world. In response, Scruton endorses Imman-
uel Kant’s view that the truth-directed nature 
of our rational faculties is evident from the fact 
that any attempt to deny that they are so di-
rected is self-undermining. Scruton seems to 
think Nagel’s and Kant’s positions are in com-
petition. But they are not, and his attempt to 
refute Nagel by appealing to Kant is therefore 
confused. Kant is making an epistemological 
point, a point about what justifies us in believing 
that our rational faculties are reliable. Nagel is 
making a different, metaphysical point, a point 
about what causes them to be reliable. 

We won’t be free of Descartes’s legacy until 
we face up to both halves of it, the material 
as well as the mental. You can’t buy a clean 
conscience with dirty money. You can’t get 
juice from an orange you’ve already squeezed 
dry. And you can’t get human purposes and 
meanings out of a material world from which 
all purpose and meaning have been banished. 

Edward Feser is the author, most recently, of 
Scholastic Metaphysics: A Contemporary In-
troduction (Editions Scholasticae).
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Essay by Larry P. Arnn

Martin Gilbert among the Wodges

How would someone go about 
writing 88 books of serious history 
in a life of 78 years? Take out the 21 

years or so that are necessary to grow up and 
get going. Exclude something at the end for age 
and incapacity. That leaves scarcely 54 years 
in which to do it, and so one must write 1.629 
scholarly books every year. How can it be done? 

Here is the way Martin Gilbert did it. 
First, you must set things up right. When I 

met him in 1977, Martin lived and worked in 
Oxford. He was in his ninth year as official bi-
ographer of Winston Churchill, and before that 
for six years he had been a researcher on the 
project. He had built himself a house, which he 
called The Map House, after his love of histori-
cal maps. A modern structure with windows 
running its length on the upper of two floors, 
it was on Harcourt Hill, to the west and south 
of Oxford, looking down on the spires. The top 
floor and part of the lower were dedicated to 
work. The lower work area, I should mention, 

became the domain of Penelope Houghton, 
Gilbert’s new secretary, two weeks after I ar-
rived as his new research assistant. She was the 
best thing I found in Oxford, which is saying 
something. Since 1979, she has been my wife.

On the top floor, one long side—probably 
80 feet long—was covered with books, floor 
to ceiling. On the other long side and one 
of the short sides was a desk, at least 35 feet 
long by about five feet wide. Stacked on this 
long desk were tens of thousands of historical 
documents. The documents were bound into 

“wodges,” a bit smaller than a ream of paper, 
fixed in the upper left corner with a “black clip” 
or, as we say in America, a bulldog clip. The 
documents inside each wodge were arranged 
in chronological order. The wodges—a British 
word for large or thick pieces of something—
themselves were stacked, two or three stacks 
deep and two or three feet high, in chronolog-
ical order along the desk, left to right, earliest 
to latest. Included in these wodges was every 

relevant original source document, from every 
place public and private, that Martin Gilbert 
could find in decades of looking, sometimes 
with help from the odd person here and there, 
like me. 

The wodges were organized in the way the 
story would be written, which is also the way 
in which the documents came to be: in time 
order. Martin said: 

All history I think ought to be narrative 
because that’s how things happened in 
the past. They began in the morning 
and ended at night. They began in Janu-
ary and ended in December. It’s pos-
sible to…deconstruct history, and write 
about theoretical models…which are 
static, but I feel that doesn’t happen, it 
doesn’t happen in our daily life. I feel if a 
historian can recreate that in the past…
it is of course not only a narrative, but a 
dramatic narrative.
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Truth in the Wodges

How would you use these wodges? 
They were excellent for sitting down 
and writing the story, if, that is, you 

intended to write the story in order of time. 
But often one needed to look things up in the 
wodges that came before or later than the im-
mediate things about which one was writing. 
Here the difficulties were often formidable. 
Let us say you need the minutes to the “De-
fense Deputation.” As I recall, sitting here 
writing this memorial, this deputation met 
in 1936, when Prime Minister Stanley Bald-
win was compelled by the force of Churchill’s 
speeches and other things to receive some 
people at 10 Downing Street to talk about the 
defense of the nation. Baldwin had been doing 
his best to avoid that subject. It was an im-
portant occasion. It is one of the steps on the 
long road to turning the country around to get 
ready to fight. Like the other steps, it was not 
enough to prevent the war or to be ready for 
it, but it helped. 

The documents there in the Map House 
when I arrived covered 1921 until after the 
Second World War: the year 1936 (if I am 
remembering the year rightly) is one year 
among some 25. It would help a lot to remem-
ber the month in which the defense deputa-
tion occurred. I cannot do that right now, al-
though this is one of my favorite stories about 
Churchill in the 1930s, my favorite time in 
his life. To look for the document efficiently I 
must look up the date somewhere. 

I discover in Churchill: A Life by Martin 
Gilbert that the deputation met on July 29, 
1936. Now I can find the document. I did not 
find the date on Google, which did not exist for 
most of Martin’s work. I found it in his book, 
the best one-volume biography of Churchill, 
and this book like all of Gilbert’s books was 
written by laboring, page by page and inch 
by inch, through those wodges to construct 
the story of Churchill’s life. I have looked up 
the date by using something written from the 
wodges to find something in the wodges. 

Can you see that it was harder to look 
things like this up, before Gilbert wrote his 
books? Before he did, you would have to con-
sult many different books to find a thing like 
that, or you would have to read the whole year’s 
documents (if you got the year right). When I 
was working for Martin, that was often neces-
sary, because who writes books these days out 
of original source material almost exclusively? 
The defense deputation is a famous thing, and 
many people, including Churchill, have men-
tioned it in books. But there are countless 
things in Martin Gilbert’s books that no one 
has mentioned before. What if you are look-
ing in the wodges for one of those?

What did you say? How long did you talk with 
him? One could watch as their memories be-
came sharper and richer by remembering de-
tails, which were to Martin more valuable than 
their conclusions, at least initially and gener-
ally. The wodges contained detailed notes of 
these interviews, each placed at the dates in 
the past described in the interview. If many 
dates were described, many copies were made. 
What was life like before the photocopier?

My favorite example of an interview is the 
man who came to the Map House one after-
noon. I have forgotten his name, but he was 
short and trim with white close-cropped hair. 
Also he was quietly spoken, as if shy. He was 
not quick to speculate. He had been a na-
val officer working in the Admiralty when 
Churchill was First Lord (political head of the 
Royal Navy) in 1939-40. Not all at once, but 
in stages, the visitor revealed a story to Gil-
bert. He recalled that a man from the bank 
visited Churchill once a week to see how he 
was coming on a book. It seems Churchill had 
a large overdraft, and during his lunch hour—
during the greatest war in history—he would 
dictate some for the book. He had a progress 
payment coming from the publisher when he 
finished a chapter, and the bank man would 
welcome the money into Churchill’s accounts. 
This was a great interview. 

The wodges were also full of excerpts from 
secondary sources. I cannot recall a single 
one of them (and the wodges, which are now 
in Hillsdale, have been familiar to me for 37 
years) that states the opinion or conclusion 
of the author/historian. The excerpts from 
secondary works are rather direct quotations 
from original documents or recollections. One 
can read a thousand pages of Gilbert and not 
find a footnote to the opinion of a secondary 
author. I hardly ever saw him reading them. 
Yet I never brought one up to him when he did 
not do one of two things: explain some place 
where they found or neglected some valuable 
piece of evidence, or quiz me in detail about 
the book, how it was written, and what it said. 
Most often he had read the book, which he 
must have done at lightning speed. 

This failure to quote other historians did 
not make them happy. Moreover, for a long 
time Martin had exclusive use of the Churchill 
papers, which are massive and invaluable. My 
wife, then fiancée, and I went with Martin to 
London for a series of three (as I recall) annual 
war lectures by him at King’s College, Uni-
versity of London. Several of the great histo-
rians attended the lecture, including Martin’s 
teacher, A.J.P. Taylor. Martin was nervous. In 
his introduction, the chair of the first lecture 
encouraged Martin to “take his eye away from 
the microscope” and talk more generally about 
Churchill and his times. Martin’s first words 

This kind of work places a premium on 
memory, and Martin had the best memory 
I have ever observed. He had the capacity to 
marshal and command all those wodges, and 
yet he looked everything up before he wrote it 
down, even when he remembered, which he 
always did. He would say to me, with a certain 
emphasis he would use when making a gener-
al point that was to be absorbed and lived by: 

“You have a good memory, and I have a good 
memory. We do not rely upon our memories.” 
As I remember those words, I remember also 
that before I started this article I would not 
have bet much on the month in which the 
defense deputation occurred: I would have 
said “summer.” And as to the details of the 
meeting and the aftermath—better go look. 
Martin did not like the word “perhaps,” and if 
you used it he would arch his impressive eye-
brows and reply: “Perhaps not.” At a lecture at 
Hillsdale College, he told some students the 
story of his teaching me this lesson decades 
before and said: “In the writing of 19th and 
20th century history, there is no room for the 
word ‘perhaps.’” You can find out, and you had 
better. 

That was his way. He poured the substance 
of his professional life into gathering, orga-
nizing, and exploiting those wodges. To be 
around him and to be useful was to help him 
with that. In those wodges was the truth, or 
rather the Truth. The nuggets of purest gold 
were the ones written down, at the time, by 
people who knew the facts. This included 
whatever Churchill or anyone else said or 
wrote about his own judgments, motives, and 
opinions, recorded at the time they gave rise 
to action. The documents that contain this 
information are immune to the two perils: 
hindsight and failures of memory. There is no 
space for hindsight and no need for memory at 
the moment things are done and said. Taken 
together—and they must be taken together—
such documents tell the story most truly. 

Interviews and Other Sources

After contemporaneous docu-
ments, recollections of eyewitnesses 
are valuable, but less so. Witnesses 

remember, but the first things they remem-
ber are the conclusions they drew from seeing 
something. I watched and later helped Gil-
bert conduct many interviews. Often people 
would begin with what they thought, meaning 
what they concluded, about Churchill. This 
was of course an important subject to them, 
for Churchill became famous and honored 
as much as anyone in modern times. Martin 
would stretch and probe their memories by 
asking details: Where were you when you saw 
him? Why were you there? What did he say? 
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were: “the microscope is stuck to my eye.” In 
the question period Martin was asked some 
testy queries, even by the chair. I remember 
Martin quoting the man’s own book back to 
him, and then referring to a specific document 
presented in the Churchill biography that re-
futed his point. “Did you not read my book?” 
Martin asked. It was a powerful moment. 

Freedom and War

This method of writing history 
makes for long books, especially when 
one is writing about Churchill. He did 

so much, for so long, and wrote and said so 
much about what he did, that the story is al-
most without bounds. Martin often made the 
point that it took many months just to read 
what Churchill wrote, and that is only the 
starting place. This was a task made for a man 
with Gilbert’s energy and attention to detail. 
It also makes for the longest biography ever 
written—8 volumes and 9,166 pages in all. 
Very few people have read it through; very few 
ever will. Never mind: it is valuable because it 
is true, its truth backed by now 17 and even-
tually 22 volumes of documents. It is written 
in chronological order, and it is carefully, even 
lovingly, indexed by the author himself. It is 
truly an exhausting work; and, thanks to Gil-
bert, it is exhaustive.

As Martin wrote on, year after year, the 
shape of his thinking and his interests be-
came clear. He was British, and like the Brit-
ish he loved freedom and the nations that 
protect it. Also he hated war, and he reports 
that for a time in his youth he was a pacifist. 
It may seem incongruous that such a young 
man would write for so long and so well on 
Winston Churchill, but then Churchill both 
hated and feared war, even if he was excited 
by it and good at fighting it. Plus, Martin was 
a Jew, and he cared for the Jewish people and 
for Israel. He wrote a great deal about them 
and their state, and he knew many of the 
people who helped to found it. His Israel: A 
History (1998) is a wonderful story written in 
love but with all the care for the wodges that 
distinguishes his works. His several books on 
the Holocaust make one of the grimmest and 
most comprehensive records of that most grim 
event. I remember him one morning making a 
little groan to himself. He had found another 
document that showed the conflict between 
the German military and the SS over priority 
of transport: it was so urgent to win the war; it 
was so urgent to ship those Jews to the killing 
factories as quickly as possible. 

All these themes of freedom, faith, war, peace, 
tyranny, and justice come together in the life of 
Churchill, the greatest of our modern states-

men. By modern I mean what Churchill meant: 
the time in which science, the magic tool, has 
transformed both war and peace to produce 
opportunity alongside cataclysm, plenty along-
side paucity and destruction, justice alongside 
tyranny on a scale never seen. Churchill loved 
freedom, peace, prosperity, nature, God, and 
the right to worship God, and he fought the 
greatest threats to those goods that the “dark 
lamentable catalog of human crime” has pro-
duced. Churchill was a friend to the Jews and 
to Israel from early days to the last. In writ-
ing history to the high standards he achieved, 
Martin Gilbert fought Churchill’s battle in his 
own way, a powerful way.

True Order

Any big and excellent thing that 
humans produce will require both 
the moral and the intellectual virtues. 

Martin exhibited them in profusion. 
Begin with the moral. Martin worked long 

hours, every day. He would begin at 9 a.m. 

get them told. They were for him a way of life. 
As he prosecuted this way of living, he became 
important and famous, and then a new kind of 
interruption began to intrude. Now not only 
graduate students and professors would call 
with questions, but also statesmen and other 
famous people. I once spoke to Laurence Ol-
ivier on the telephone: “This is Larry Olivier. 
May I speak to Martin?” I had the presence 
of mind to say: “I will get him, Lord Olivier.” 
The Russian embassy sent some large men in 
a black car to pick up a document. The Carter 
White House had a question about atomic 
power, and I found the answer, by gosh, and 
the president used the quote in some way and 
was grateful, we later heard. Martin, who 
knew better than I how hard things were to 
find, asked me how I found it in the three 
hours available. I confessed: the speech was 
entitled “Atomic Power,” and the quote was in 
the first paragraph. 

He traveled to Washington with John Ma-
jor to meet with Bill Clinton. He traveled to 
Jerusalem with him to meet with, among oth-
ers, Yasser Arafat. He spent hours with Tony 
Blair and Gordon Brown. Margaret Thatcher 
asked him twice to write her biography: he 
would not, because he must not write about 
anything except when all the documents were 
available. He was given a knighthood. He 
spent Easter weekend at Windsor with the 
queen. 

Martin told me about this last over the tele-
phone, but he would not give details. He said: 

“It was magical, but it must be told over din-
ner.” That dinner came, and I learned about it 
all as only he could describe it. As in his writ-
ing, the details make up the story (they packed 
our bags for us when we left, and I took a pic-
ture when I got home because nothing was 
wrinkled and the suitcase was less than half 
full!), and the story made a whole. This was 
also what it was like to travel with him. In 
Jerusalem, for example, he knew the history 
of every building or wall, back 2,000 years in 
some cases. I first beheld the city having been 
forbidden to look at it before he said I could. 
He led me up a hill, Mount Scopus, with my 
eyes closed. “Now open them,” he said, “and 
you will see what Tiberius saw before he took 
the city.”

All this—fame, travel, connections—
might have distracted another man. Martin 
was the most persistent worker I have seen. I 
came in one morning to find him sitting with 
a small towel in his left hand pressed against 
his face. He was writing with his right hand, 
and the documents were rearranged so that 
he could put his pen down and manipulate 
them with his writing hand, instead of using 
his free hand, as usual. This was inefficient, 

punctually, and in less than half an hour he 
would be writing. The relevant wodges, two 
or three or four, would be out before him and 
open. He would page back and forth within 
and among them; he would follow each little 
story of each day, several for each day, each of 
them discrete yet connected in time and in the 
soul of a statesman who must deal with them. 
So they must be connected in the mind of the 
historian, yet their discreteness must remain. It 
was like painting: the nature Gilbert recorded 
was found in discrete facts in the documents, 
and he had to hold them in his soul and ren-
der them into their true order. Churchill values 
this capacity and compares it, in his writings, 
to statesmanship, to philosophy, to art, and to 
war. Gilbert painted this picture or fought this 
battle daily, with a break for lunch and dinner, 
for 50 years. Sometimes dinner was the end of 
the working day. Often in my day I would be 
invited to stay for dinner, and that meant we 
would work after dinner until 10 or 11. 

The stories that Gilbert told were huge, and 
it required decades of research and writing to 

Martin did not like
the word “perhaps,” and
if you used it he would

arch his impressive
eyebrows and reply:

“Perhaps not.”
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and he complained of it. I asked, “What is the 
towel for?” He said that he had been stricken 
the evening before with Bell’s palsy, and the 
doctor, whom he had seen that morning, said 
it would probably go away. Meanwhile the 
left side of his face was paralyzed. He was us-
ing the towel to keep his mouth closed. He 
pressed on. There was no complaint about the 
condition.

Martin Gilbert was married to Esther, his 
third wife, when he died. I know both Susan, 
his second wife, and Esther well. Both of them 
were of great help to Martin in his work, both 
of them deeply interested in the Holocaust 
especially. Susie was his research assistant at 
one time, and evidence of her work crops up 
often in the wodges. Esther and Martin found 
a lot of happiness together in the last 10 years 
of his life. For almost three of those Martin 
was incapacitated, and Esther’s care for him 
was selfless to the point of heroism.

Act of Discovery

Of course the decisive virtues 
that he displayed were intellectual. 
As I say, Martin had the best mem-

ory I have ever seen. This would have meant 
little except for the principle that drove his ap-
proach to history. This principle is profound; 
it is connected to a view of nature and of poli-
tics like Churchill’s or the classics’. In one way, 
this view involves limiting one’s ambitions: the 
historian cannot think of the past as a struc-
ture for a thinker to build anew, fresh and 

bright for the current day. He cannot think 
of history as a creative act, but rather as an act 
of discovery. He does not make what he finds; 
the satisfaction is in the finding.

In another way this is the most ambitious 
approach to history. If the truth is one and 
error is many, and if the truth can be known, 
then one is on a treasure hunt. For that trea-
sure to exist, its value would have to be con-
tinuous, that is valuable to us today as it was 
to those in the past. Otherwise how could 
we understand it? This means that the ques-
tions of justice and injustice that are alive to-
day may have been alive in the past in terms 
understandable to us, and this in turn means 
that the most important masters of the past 
could become our teachers. We could learn 
from their deeds as well as from our own, and 
all the peaks of history could be part of our 
landscape. And so our experience of nature, 
of man, of things can be infinitely wider than 
if we were confined to our own time. This 
was Gilbert’s breathtaking project, captured 
beautifully in a passage he wrote about his ap-
proach to history: 

On the tomb of the nineteenth cen-
tury Church historian Bishop Mandell 
Creighton are inscribed the words: “He 
tried to write true history.”

Like the bishop—who was a member 
of my own college at Oxford—I believe 
that there is such a thing as “true history.”

What happened in the past is unal-
terable and definite. To uncover it—or 

as much of it as possible—the historian 
has several tools, among them chro-
nology, documentation, memoirs, and 
the vast apparatus of scholarly work in 
which others have delved and laboured 
in the same vineyard.

For Gilbert, history was like nature, and 
not like the History that has replaced nature 
in the thinking of the modern age. The work 
of the historian was not to interpret the past 
into a new thing recognizable to us from our 
different perspective. It was rather to find 
out what happened and why, and so then to 
find in a different time the exhibition of hu-
man potential. Professor Harry V. Jaffa, who 
introduced me to Martin, loved to quote the 
statement of Aristotle, repeated by Thomas 
Aquinas: “This alone is denied even to God: 
to make what has been not to have been.” 

This principle drove Martin to amass those 
wodges, to master what was in them, and to 
relate them to us. If one wishes to know what 
has happened in this turbulent and terrible 
age in which we live, he can find the story in 
the pages of Martin Gilbert. If one wishes 
to understand the judgments of Winston 
Churchill, the supreme statesman of this time, 
it is possible because Sir Martin worked so 
hard. We who love freedom and knowledge 
owe him a debt beyond any repayment. 

Larry P. Arnn is the president of Hillsdale Col-
lege, and a former president of the Claremont 
Institute.
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Ayn Rand
The Russian Radical
Chris Matthew Sciabarra

“Chris Matthew Sciabarra wrote a powerful 

book. It is not easy reading, but it is a must 

for all Randians, all individualists, and all 

men and women who believe in and live by 

the precepts of truth, reason, and freedom.” 

 —Jack Schwartzman, Fragments

In this new edition of Ayn Rand, Chris 

Sciabarra adds two chapters that present 

in-depth analysis of the most complete tran-

scripts to date documenting Rand’s education 

at Petrograd State University. A new preface 

places the book in the context of Sciabarra’s 

own research and the recent expansion of 

interest in Rand’s philosophy. Finally, this 

edition includes a postscript that answers a 

recent critic of Sciabarra’s historical work on 

Rand. Shoshana Milgram, Rand’s biographer, 

has tried to cast doubt on Rand’s own recol-

lections of having studied with N. O. Lossky. 

Sciabarra shows that Milgram’s analysis fails 

to cast doubt on Rand’s recollections—or on 

Sciabarra’s historical thesis.
544 pages | 17 illustrations | $39.95 paper

Total Freedom
Toward a Dialectical Libertarianism
Chris Matthew Sciabarra

“Unlike so many other scholars and histori-

ans, Sciabarra looks at the history of phi-

losophy through his own eyes and his own 

understanding. As a result, this beautifully 

and clearly written book will make the read-

er reexamine the history of philosophy and 

the history of dialectics by means of a new 

epistemological perspective: the perspective 

of dialectics. Total Freedom is a landmark in 

philosophical studies and interpretation.” 

 —Barbara Branden

“Total Freedom is a treat: a scholarly tour de 

force that successfully integrates seem-

ingly disparate intellectual traditions, while 

providing a feast of valuable insights whose 

assimilation promises to raise libertarian 

theory to new heights of sophistication, flex-

ibility, and theoretical power.” 

 —Roderick T. Long,  

 Journal of Ayn Rand Studies
480 pages | 18 illustrations | $39.95 paper
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Essay by Michael Anton

Woman in Full

The literary establishment has 
worked hard to dismiss Tom Wolfe’s 
novels. John Updike’s calculated put-

down—that Wolfe’s fiction amounts to “en-
tertainment, not literature, even literature 
in a modest aspirant form”—represents the 
intellectuals’ consensus, but is more revealing 
than intended. Literature, apparently, is not 
supposed to be fun: dullness and seriousness 
may not be identical but there is a strong and 
necessary correlation.

Wolfe’s four novels are nothing if not en-
tertaining—so much so that even friendly 
reviewers tend to overlook their underlying 
seriousness. Wolfe is often given credit for 
creating the Reverend Reginald Bacon in The 
Bonfire of the Vanities (1987), published six 
weeks before Al Sharpton rocketed to infamy 
in the Tawana Brawley hoax. But few are will-
ing to take the logical next step and admit that 
the ability to foresee human behavior—the 
ever-unfulfilled dream of the social sciences—
presupposes a sound understanding of human 
nature. To concede that would be to accept an 
account of human nature that too often of-
fends contemporary sensibilities.

Wolfe tells unwelcome truths about race, 
multiculturalism, modern art, masculinity, 
and much else. At least these get noticed. His 

heterodox insights on women have been en-
tirely ignored, unseen behind the repeated 
insistence that he is unable “to write sensibly 
or sensitively about female characters”—thus 
Stephen Abell, representatively, in the Times 
Literary Supplement. “Wolfe’s women are 
mostly ciphers in short skirts, who adore male 
attention,” Abell continues, not noticing the 
tension between the two halves of his formu-
lation. Perhaps Wolfe’s depiction of women 
is yet another instance of his trying to tell us 
something we don’t want to hear.

Only the Best

William crooke and sir herbert 
Risley, two 19th-century English 
social scientists, coined the term 

“hypergamy” to describe their observations of 
inter-caste marriage in India. Women, they 
found, married up but never down. Crooke 
and Risley concluded (or assumed) that hy-
pergamy’s root (in India, at least) is the male 
insistence on preserving the status of the pat-
rimonial line. A decade ago, political theorist 
F. Roger Devlin revived the term and gave it 
a new twist. Far from being unique to India, 
hypergamy is in Devlin’s account universal 
and, what’s more, driven by female, not male, 

desires. “[W]omen,” he wrote, “have simple 
tastes in the manner of Oscar Wilde: They 
are always satisfied with the best.”

When properly channeled, hypergamy can 
be individually and socially beneficial. It en-
courages young ladies to become worthy of a 
worthy man, and vice versa. Yet off the leash, 
it spurs women in unhappy and self-indulgent 
directions.

This truth our culture cannot abide. That 
there are vices characteristic of men and not 
widely shared by women (violence, crudeness, 
skirt-chasing) is not merely acknowledged but 
rubbed in our faces. But any assertion of the 
converse is met with incomprehension, denial, 
and sometimes persecution. The writings of 
Tom Wolfe—who figured all this out on his 
own—are just about the only mainstream cul-
tural product of the last 50 years to present an 
alternative view. Everyone missed it because 
Wolfe has consistently declined to be explicit, 
partly out of the good storyteller’s dictum to 
show rather than tell, perhaps also to protect 
himself from undue blowback. But it’s there, 
between the lines, and has been almost from 
the beginning of Wolfe’s career.

Consider the 1965 essay “The Woman 
Who Has Everything.” Helene is a rich young 
divorcée of 25. (Today she would be closer to 
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Works by Tom Wolfe
discussed in this essay:

“The Woman Who Has Everything,” 
in The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake 

Streamline Baby. Farrar, Straus & 
Giroux, 384 pages, $16 (paper)

The Right Stuff. Farrar, Straus &
Giroux, 448 pages, $17 (paper)

The Bonfire of the Vanities.
Farrar, Straus & Giroux,
704 pages, $18 (paper)

A Man in Full.
Farrar, Straus & Giroux,
742 pages, $17 (paper)

I Am Charlotte Simmons.
Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 688 pages, 

$28.95 (cloth), $20 (paper)

Back to Blood.
Little, Brown and Company,

720 pages, $18 (paper)

40. At 25 our metro-gals haven’t even begun 
to think about, much less actually married, 
their “starter husband.”) Helene has divorced 
Kurt because…well, for no discernable reason, 
although full custody of her son and “a great 
deal of alimony” no doubt helped smooth the 
passage. She is desperate to find another hus-
band and to that end is fixed up with a great 
many men, all of whom she finds wanting for 
one trivial failing or another. Not that she 
doesn’t sleep with them anyway. This detail 
Wolfe slips in unobtrusively, so as not to shock 
the beehived matrons reading a broadsheet 
Sunday supplement in 1965. But eventually 
her lovers display some weakness. Like the 

“Cotton Exchange” lawyer wearing, to that 
picnic in Central Park, a shirt so obviously 
out-of-the-box brand new and bought for 
the occasion that the sleeve creases were still 
showing. Or Pierre winding his watch before 
climbing into the sack. No woman could pos-
sibly tolerate that. So out go Cotton Exchange 
and Pierre.

Yet Helene cannot shake the impression 
made on her by Porfirio Rubirosa. Rubirosa 
is a man of slight accomplishment, nominally 
a “diplomat” in service to Dominican tyrant 
Rafael Trujillo, as well as an amateur race 
car driver with a knack for not finishing. His 
true profession was womanizing, and he was 
very, very good at it. He married five times: 
once to Trujillo’s daughter, twice to actresses, 
and twice to heiresses. That’s not counting a 
lengthy string of boldface-name bedmates. 
Helene sees Rubirosa at a party after a year’s 
absence. Wolfe leaves ambiguous the nature 
of their relationship, though perhaps the 
phrase “absolutely marvelous hot labial looks” 
is meant as a clue. Rubirosa trowels on his leg-
endary charm, and 

Helene knows he means it because he 
doesn’t mean it. Is that too crazy? You 
are a woman, he is a man. He would 
break up this stupid Cotton Exchange 
Terrier universe just to have you. Well, 
he didn’t, but he would. Does one know 
what Helene means?

Surely part of what she means is that, after 
a taste of Rubirosa, Cotton Exchange and 
Pierre and bowl after bowl of oatmeal others 
just aren’t going to cut it.

Supply and Demand

The sexual revolution, universally 
assumed to be a boon for randy men, 
has turned out to be in at least one 

respect much more conducive to satisfying 

women’s preferences than men’s. Men may 
have started it, or at least egged it on, hoping 
that with the old restraints gone, they would 
be free to indulge. But they forgot or never 
understood a fundamental law of nature: 
throughout the animal kingdom—up to and 
including Homo sapiens—males merely dis-
play; females choose. When a woman’s choice 
is completely free of all social, legal, familial, 
and religious boundaries, she prefers to hold 
out for “the best.” Hence a constrained-supply 
problem arises.

Four years ago, a University of North Car-
olina co-ed lamented to the New York Times 
that the sex imbalance on college campuses 

That fortunate 20% may be loosely defined 
as “alpha males,” a phrase Devlin (and oth-
ers) borrow from zoology. In animal packs, 
one or a few dominant males monopolize as 
many females as they can. And the females 
not only don’t object—they seek out an alpha 
knowing full well that exclusivity is not part 
of the deal—they will willingly abandon him 
as soon as a more dominant male comes along.

In the wild, “alpha-ness” possesses an im-
mutable core of intrinsic reality. A bull el-
ephant seal either is or is not strong enough 
to fend off competitors and maintain exclu-
sive access to his harem. For the human male, 
well-toned muscles (not to mention lantern-
jawed good looks) are a definite plus in the 
mating game. To these he can add—if he is 
talented and/or lucky—money, fame, and 
status. But should nature or fortune have 
left him bereft in these areas, all is not lost. 
He can make up for their lack by simply fak-
ing it—consciously or otherwise—and many 
women either won’t notice the difference or 
don’t care.

This insight is the great contribution of the 
“pick-up artists,” who insist that women re-
spond positively, almost automatically, to cer-
tain male behaviors and are repulsed by their 
opposites. In brief, aggression, overconfidence, 
and dominance—real or projected—work 
(almost) every time. “Just being yourself ”…
not so much—especially if “yourself ” is intro-
verted, shy, nerdy, needy, normal, or (the kiss 
of death) “nice.”

The more sophisticated professional lady-
killers claim that their teachings derive from 
evolutionary psychology, a relatively new 
discipline that attempts to find the source of 
human behavior in naturally selected traits 
from our animalistic past. An interesting 
hypothesis—but no such appeal to science is 
necessary. First, because an army of pick-up 
artists have, over the past 20 years, marched 
out into the field, tested their techniques, 
and shown them to be effective. Second, be-
cause—from Eve and Helen of Troy through 
Anna Karenina and Cathy Ames—the writ-
ten word has been telling us all we need to 
know.

Against Type

A common—and fair—criticism of 
The Bonfire of the Vanities, Wolfe’s first 
novel, is that it lacks compelling char-

acters. The focus is instead on plot and set-
ting. Wolfe shows exactly what would happen 
in race-obsessed America if an ambiguous 

“incident” were used for nakedly political ends. 
Indeed, having been forced to relive the plot of 

(nationally, 43% male, 57% female as of fall 
2014) is even worse for girls than it looks. “Out 
of that 40 percent, there are maybe 20 percent 
that we would consider, and out of those 20, 
10 have girlfriends, so all the girls are fighting 
over that other 10 percent.”

Probably she was being either polite or 
self-congratulatory by stretching her eligibil-
ity pool to fully half the males on campus. If 
reports of college men are to be believed, no 
more than 20% get all the action. Perhaps not 
unrelated, when the dating website OKCupid 
asked its female members to rate the pictures 
and profiles of their male counterparts, 80% 
were deemed “unattractive.”



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2015
Page 70

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
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Summer 2015

Consciousness
and Politics
Barry Cooper
This concluding
work of Cooper’s
renowned trilogy
on the work of
Eric Voegelin 
begins with an
analysis of the
problem of the
historicity of
truth  as formu-
lated in his 

History of Political Ideas and proceeds
through all of his ourstanding late work.
Cooper closes by addressing the perennial
question: what is the relation of his polit-
ical science or philosophy to Christianity?

The Conservative
Rebellion
Richard 
Bishirjian
Bishirjian, Presi-
dent of Yorktown
University, exam-
ines the American
conservative
movement in
light of phases of
American history
in which the life
of the American

nation took shape from forces and condi-
tions of the American soul, arguing that
the first phase of our common political
life was a rebellion that we recall the
“Spirit of  ’76.”

What Does 
“Academic”
Mean?
Josef Pieper
Introduction by
James V. Schall
In our age of edu-
cational decline,
Josef Pieper offers
new hope and 
understanding: 
“The proper end of
knowledge is truth
and the proper end
of knowing it is 

festivity, something that can only be a free 
response to the joy caused in us when we realize
that reality is not a necessity but a gift for us to
know, a gift to set us free to rejoice also in what
is not ourselves.”  — James V. Schall

Christian 
Persecutions in
the Middle East
George J. Marlin
George Marlin
documents coun-
try by country,
acts of twenty-
first century
Christian perse-
cution that is
nearing a bloody
climax that could
produce the  

unthinkable: a Middle East without
Christians and the destruction of an 
ancient patrimony that has been a vital
link to the very birth of Christianity.

Aborting 
Aristotle
Dave Sterrett
In this wonder-
fully creative
work of looking
at the abortion
debate, Sterrett,
author of best-
seller I Am Second,
reveals the unrea-
sonableness of
abortion and ar-
gues against abor-

tion even in the difficult circumstances.
He draws upon current scientific knowl-
edge of the human embryo to provide
reasons for the restoration of Aristotelian
scholastic philosophical ethical tradition. 

Theology and the
Cartesian Doc-
trine of Freedom
Étienne Gilson
Now available for
the first time in
English is Gils-
on’s doctoral the-
sis, showing the
medieval roots of
Descartes at a
time when the
very existence of
medieval philoso-

phy was often ignored. This facinating
work follows the difficulties and trials of
Descartes with the Jesuits and sets the
stage of much more from the world-fa-
mous philosopher Gilson would become.

Neo-Scholastic
Essays
Edward Feser
Here the author
of The Last 
Superstition 
collects some 
academic papers
from the past ten
years on themes
in metaphysics
and philosophy 
of nature, natural
theology, philoso-

phy of mind, and ethics.
“Feser . . . has the rare and enviable gift of 
making philosophical argument compulsively
readable.” Sir Anthony Kenny, Times Literary
Supplement

Docilitas: 
On Teaching and
Being Taught
James Schall S.J.
The inimitable
James Schall
takes as the title
of his book a
word meaning 
the willingness
and capacity we
have of being able
to learn some-
thing we did not

know, which has not the same connota-
tion as “learning,” which is what happens
to us when we are taught something.

Seeing Things
Politically
Pierre Manent
Introdution by
Daniel Mahoney

These autobio-
graphical and
philosophical 
essays, in the
form of expertly
probing inter-
views, provide a
superb introduc-
tion to the work

of one of the most significant contempo-
rary political philosophers. It is certainly
the best (and most readable and enjoy-
able) introduction to the vital quest for 
meaningful action in the modern world. 

Neo-Scholastic
Essays

From the author of

The Last 
Superstition

Edward Feser
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Bonfire dozens of times since the book’s pub-
lication—Michael Brown and Freddie Gray 
being only the most recent examples—one 
can’t help wondering if we’re all trapped in 
Nietzsche’s eternal return.

Bonfire’s characters often feel like types. 
Judy McCoy, for instance, seems like a typi-
cal wronged wife. But this first impression is 
not accurate, or at least not complete. Land-
ing Upper East Side Yalie Sherman McCoy 
was a major coup for the professor’s daughter 
from Terwilliger, Wisconsin. A Wall Street-
deriding leftist when they meet, and contemp-
tuous of finance even after, Judy nonetheless 
transforms herself into a Park Avenue “Social 
X-Ray” (“starved to near perfection”) with no 
qualms about using Sherman’s money and 
family connections to underwrite her ladies-
who-lunch lifestyle and interior decorating 
hobby-business.

Maria Ruskin also appears to be a “type”: 
the trophy wife. At 26, she is married to a 
71-year-old centimillionaire and lives in a 20-
room Fifth Avenue duplex overlooking Cen-
tral Park. Closer attention reveals her to be, in 
addition, another “type,” albeit one forgotten 
or at least seldom spoken of in our politically 
correct time: the adventuress. She claims to 
be from South Carolina and speaks with a 
Southern accent but otherwise looks “Italian 
or Greek” (and her middle name, coinciden-
tally or not, is Teresa). In addition to that fab-
ulous spread on Upper Fifth, she maintains 
(illegally) a rent-controlled studio where she 
meets her paramours, of whom Sherman is 
but one. She coolly lies to a district attorney 
and grand jury, not merely to get herself out 
of trouble but also to ensure that Sherman is 
thrown to the mob. By the end, she has taken 
her $100 million inheritance and married a 
marginal, but young and very attractive, artist 
with whom she had been trysting on the side 
all along.

Charlie Croker’s two wives in A Man in 
Full (1998) also seem to fit easily into the 
wronged-wife and trophy-wife boxes. There 
is even an adventuress, too: Sirja, the Finn-
ish department store buyer who uses banker 
Ray Peepgass’s lust to produce an anchor baby, 
settle in the United States, and live off child 
support.

Yet Wolfe dramatically improved his abili-
ty to craft three-dimensional characters in the 
11 years between his first and second novels. 
Martha Croker is proof that Wolfe’s women 
are not all gold-diggers and man-eaters. His 
vision is wide enough to see, and show, vir-
tue as well as vice, even as—in the tradition 
of comic poetry, to which Wolfe is a distant 
heir—he spends more time mocking the latter 
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than praising the former. Yet he is careful to 
do both. He extolls womanly virtue perhaps 
most clearly in The Right Stuff (1979), his non-
fiction account of the early space program. Its 
first chapter—entitled “The Angels”—is a 
paean to the fortitude and supportiveness of 
the astronauts’ wives. Nor does Wolfe shrink 
from letting us know that too many of their 
husbands, whose courage and patriotism he 
palpably admires, rewarded that loyalty with 
rampant infidelity.

Martha, too, is a sympathetic figure—and 
not merely because Charlie chucked her in 
late middle age for a much younger model. 
Martha had been a devoted wife and a good 
mother. She also appears to be one of only 
two characters in the book not motivated by 
pecuniary or purely personal considerations. 
Granted, such magnanimity may come easily 
given her $50,000-a-month alimony and $10 
million in cash and securities. But perhaps 
this is a fraction of what she rightfully earned 
as the indispensable foundation of Charlie’s 
vast success. He has manhood and bravado 
in spades but lacks prudence and polish, 
both of which Martha supplied and helped 
him learn. Wolfe writes movingly about 
Martha’s travails as a “superfluous woman,” 
cast off by her husband and ignored by her 
former friends. (Similarly, Wolfe’s depiction 
of the black professional class through law-
yer Roger White and Mayor Wesley Jordan 
is both engrossing and sympathetic—too 
much so to take seriously the oft-repeated 
charge of Wolfe’s “racism.”)

Yet Martha is not—quite—an angel. Wolfe 
hints that she was not entirely blameless in 
the dissolution of her marriage: she somewhat 
knowingly let herself go and stopped exerting 
much effort to maintain her husband’s affec-
tions. Post-divorce, her solution to superfluity 
is to attach herself to a man she doesn’t love, or 
even respect, because his mere presence ren-
ders her visible again to women for whom the 
only thing more pathetic than a woman with-
out a man is a woman who had one, lost him, 
and can’t get another. Martha must get herself 
through the ordeal of sex with Ray Peepgass 
by imagining not just Charlie, but Charlie as 
he was 33 years prior: a college football su-
perstar whose “massive muscular body…had 
scarcely an extra ounce on it back then.”

Martha was sufficiently well brought up 
to have felt embarrassment over “going all the 
way” with Charlie on their first date. She was 
also honest enough to admit, if only to herself, 
her own culpability:

[N]o matter what Martha Starling’s 
better self thought of what she had done, 

no matter how much shame flooded her 
mind, she had a visceral memory of the 
most intense ecstasy of her life. It was 
so taboo even to intimate that you could 
be aroused by male physical power that 
she had never said a word about it to 
anyone.

Eighteen-year-old co-ed Elizabeth Arm-
holster revels in the same lust but lacks Mar-
tha’s honesty or integrity. Caught in flagrante 
at a party with another gridiron superstar, 
Fareek “the Cannon” Fanon (whom Wolfe 
draws about as unsympathetically as pos-
sible—though not inaccurately, as anyone 
who’s been around a Division 1-A star in the 
last 40 years must admit), Elizabeth—sud-
denly concerned for her reputation—seeks 
to absolve herself of responsibility by crying 

“rape!”
Seventeen years after A Man in Full ’s 

publication, the Obama White House not 
only fully endorses the feminists’ phony sta-
tistic that one in five college girls is raped; 

learned nothing, remember nothing, and 
will believe anything.

Cautionary Tales

The disgraceful sexual market-
place that roils today’s campus is the 
theme of I Am Charlotte Simmons 

(2004), a novel that provoked gales of ill-
natured, and not entirely harmless, ridicule. 
This courtly, white-suited old man goes back 
to school 50 years after his own graduation 
and is shocked—shocked!—to find students 
drinking and having sex! Wolfe’s attackers re-
acted with the customary reflex of a Clinton 
caught red-handed: deny, deny, deny. Then, in 
the next breath, insist that the awful spectacle 
you’ve just witnessed is old news. And not re-
ally all that bad. Normal, even. Admirable! 
Kids blowing off steam! Sowing wild oats 
before they hunker down for demanding jobs 
at Goldman, McKinsey, Skadden, or some 
startup in the Valley.

A raft of non-fiction books—A Return to 
Modesty by Wendy Shalit (1999), Unprotected 
by Miriam Grossman (2006), Unhooked by 
Laura Sessions Stepp (2007), Hooked by Joe 
McIlhaney (2008), and many others—have 
made the empirical case against the ravages of 
today’s youthful bacchanalia. But only Wolfe 
has taken us inside the skulls of the partici-
pants, leading to his greatest creation to date, 
a character as fully realized as, say, Emma 
Bovary (whom, not coincidentally, Wolfe uses 
as a plot device).

“I wrote it to be an Uncle Tom’s Cabin for 
young women,” Wolfe told me in an interview. 
And, on one level, the book does appear to be a 
cautionary tale about the dangers to “good girls” 
from a fetid environment. Laurie McDowell, 
Charlotte’s only high school friend, goes off to 
North Carolina State and is immediately cor-
rupted upon arrival by a “culture” for which her 
religious, backwoods upbringing is no match. 
Beverly Amory—Charlotte’s rich, spoiled 
roommate—arrives at Dupont University (the 
novel’s fictional elite campus setting) already 
corrupt and proceeds to spiral downward in a 
whirlpool of booze, bulimia, and casual sex.

Charlotte’s fate, by contrast, seems almost 
positive. At novel’s end, she has snagged a top 
athlete for a boyfriend, along with a choice seat 
in the basketball arena, and is being courted 
by the hottest sorority on campus. To ram 
home Charlotte’s meteoric ascent in conven-
tional status, Wolfe has star professor Dr. Vic-
tor Ransome Starling—a Noble laureate, no 
less—trudge past her up the steps on his way 
to the nosebleed section. Charlotte is stronger 
than Laurie: she resists total assimilation to 

it also presses university administrators to 
make campus sexual assault tribunals even 
more unfair to males than they already are. 
The accused—and they are always males—
are denied an attorney; can’t confront accus-
ers, or sometimes even learn who they are; 
and aren’t allowed to present exculpatory 
evidence. Harvard Law professor Alan Der-
showitz recently said of his university’s poli-
cy that it “was written by people who think 
sexual assault is so heinous a crime that even 
innocence is not a defense.” The much ridi-
culed Antioch College code from the early 
1990s, which required “affirmative consent” 
for every minute act—“May I touch your 
left breast?” “May I touch your right breast?” 
and so on, until she bolts in disgust—is now 
state law in California. Late last year, an 
iron triangle of journalists, activists, and 
left-wing bloggers whipped the nation into a 
froth over a campus gang-rape story so see-
through preposterous it’s a wonder it took a 
whole ten days to self-destruct. Our ruling 
elites are dumber than the Bourbons: they’ve 

The Sexual Revolution has, 
in at least one respect, 

been much more conducive 
to satisfying women’s 

preferences than men’s.
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the ambient rottenness and at least remains 
monogamous (albeit serially), not something 
that can be said for any of her peers.

But Charlotte must suffer deeply and lose 
much to reach even this mediocre equilib-
rium. Wolfe is surprisingly candid about the 
depression he endured after a 1996 heart at-
tack and quintuple bypass. It was no doubt 
excruciating, but he nonetheless managed to 
make good use of the experience. Charlotte’s 
descent into the abyss is as gripping as any-
thing he has ever written, and perhaps the 
most convincing depiction of depression ever 
penned in fiction.

Charlotte is an extraordinary girl, and it 
takes an extraordinary confluence of misfor-
tunes—many of them seemingly contrived by 
the university for the purpose—to bring her 
low. Dupont, like virtually every college to-
day, has not merely abandoned in loco parentis; 
it actively promotes every kind of vice. Also 
culpable, improbably but unmistakably, are 
Charlotte’s decent and religious but danger-
ously cloistered parents.

Charlotte could talk to Momma about 
menstruation, hygiene, deodorants, 
breasts, bras, and shaving her legs or 
armpits, but that was the limit. When it 

came to matters such as whether or not 
she should hook up in even a minimal 
way with a Channing or a Brian and 
whether or not girls who kept it until 
they got married were becoming rare, 
Momma closed any such line of inquiry 
as soon as Charlotte tried to open it up, 
no matter how indirectly, since there 
was nothing to discuss.

This stiff-arm strategy may have befitted 
an earlier age, but applying “Just Say No” to 
the college hook-up scene is akin to bringing 
a Nerf bat to a nuclear war. Charlotte enters 
Dupont utterly unprepared and unequipped 
for the moral squalor she finds there. Even 
Charlotte’s considerable virtues—including 
faith, intellect, and industry—prove insuffi-
cient to withstand sustained assault.

Yet Wolfe also quietly shows that Char-
lotte is not simply a victim. Like a tragic hero-
ine, her own bad choices contribute to her fall. 
Charlotte feels a thrilling, taboo attraction to 
her high school’s drunken, chaw-spitting bad 
boy, Channing Reeves, whom she professes 
to despise, and carries that crude taste with 
her to Dupont. She is a little too proud of her 
figure, especially her legs, and the effect she 
knows they have on men. She teaches herself 

to dress provocatively and becomes something 
of a tease. In her hubris, she is certain she can 
manage young men’s hormone-charged ad-
vances but badly miscalculates her ability to 
control her own.

The heart of the novel is the presentation, 
and tacit analysis, of Charlotte’s three suit-
ors and her reactions to them. Adam Gellin 
is, on paper, ideal for Charlotte. Driven, curi-
ous, and intensely bright, he is the first person 
her own age Charlotte has ever met who is re-
motely her intellectual equal. He personifies 
for her—after her rude awakening to the ugly 
side of campus life—the exhilarating pos-
sibilities of “the life of the mind.” In pick-up 
artist terms, though, Adam is a “beta”—full 
stop. At 22, in the midst of Dupont’s exuber-
ant and highly visible rolling orgy, he remains 
a virgin—a source of deep humiliation on 
which he never stops dwelling. 

Jojo Johanssen by contrast is an arche-
typal “alpha male”: big, strong, muscular, 
aggressive, physically dominant—all traits 
which he employs to great effect on the bas-
ketball court, where he adds fame to his im-
posing presence, making him something of a 
demi-god.

Hoyt Thorpe illustrates the kind of “alpha” 
that has no analog in the animal kingdom. He 
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precautions, the players manage to connect 
with the girls—or the girls sneak past security 
to find them.

After one such encounter, a puzzled (and 
guilty-feeling) Jojo asks a groupie why she 
and her sisters do it. Her answer? “Every girl 
wants to…f--k…a star. Any girl who says she 
doesn’t is lying. Any girl…. And every girl.”

Wolfe asked his two then-college-aged 
children to review his manuscript for accu-
racy. He reports getting high marks with one 
exception: his daughter insisted that no girl 
would ever say any such thing. I believe I can 
resolve this family dispute: they’re both right. 
No girl would ever say it, or perhaps even con-
sciously think it. But that urge is the subcon-
scious motivator.

“Not even the sight of the boys in their Me-
chanics & Tradesmen’s Ban-Lon could turn 
off the girls to the presence of the astronauts,” 
was Wolfe’s comment in The Right Stuff on the 
dismal style of the two worst-looking of the 
Mercury Seven. “There were juicy little girls 
going around saying ‘Well, four down, three 
to go!’ or whatever—the figures varied—and 
laughing like mad. Everybody knew what 
they meant.”

Any girl and every girl may feel the impulse, 
the same way almost any man will neurologi-

cally respond to the sight of a beautiful young 
woman. But it took the complete stripping 
away of all restraint, plus the added kerosene 
of “sex positive” propaganda, to encourage 
thousands—millions—of girls to leap head-
first, without a trace of shame, into risky, self-
destructive behavior that in every prior gen-
eration would have resulted in ostracization 
by peers, parents, co-workers, everyone. To 
say nothing of all the attendant medical and 
psychological risks.

Even Charlotte, the archetypal “good girl,” 
is not immune.

[S]he wanted to want Adam! She want-
ed to want to kiss Adam goodnight in 
a deeply committed way. Adam had an 
interesting mind, an exciting mind, an 
adventurous mind…. He was sweet and 
he really was smart…. She consciously 
wanted to be Adam’s friend, his close 
friend—no, it was more than that…she 
wanted to love him! That would solve so 
many problems! She could live the life 
of the mind and the life of romance in 
one and the same person! All things 
that really counted would come togeth-
er! …[B]ut she didn’t love him, and she 
couldn’t force herself to love him…. She 

is well-known—on campus, at least—but it’s 
hard to pin down exactly why. Partly his sta-
tus derives from being the leading brother in 
Dupont’s most prestigious fraternity, Saint 
Ray, partly from his good looks, partly from 
the way he deliberately misleads others to 
overestimate his socio-economic background, 
but mostly it’s owing to his preternatural cool.

In the wild, and even on campus, if things 
were somehow to come to blows, a giant like 
Jojo would simply annihilate Hoyt. Hoyt’s 

“alpha” is all show, no substance (he ignomini-
ously loses the one fight we see him jump into). 
But for man—the social and political ani-
mal—alpha-ness takes more than just physi-
cal form. Devilishly handsome, seemingly 
(but not really) rich, socially dominant, and 
always always always gloriously bored, Hoyt 
may lack Jojo’s bulk and national renown, but 
he is every bit as successful with the co-eds.

Neither need exert any effort to attract girls. 
Nubile co-eds show up at the Saint Ray house 
to service Hoyt and his friends and don’t so 
much as ask, or expect, the bros to learn their 
names. The basketball players are stalked ev-
erywhere they go—at practice, before and af-
ter class, on the road. Before every away game, 
groupies mill around the hotel lobby as the 
team checks in. Despite the coaching staff’s 
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didn’t feel butterflies in her stomach at 
the very thought of him…. If she did, 
she was convinced, love would drive all 
the cheap, smug standards of Cool out 
of her mind.

Adam is in fact worse than a simple nice-
guy beta; he is what the professional pick-up 
artists term a “beta orbiter.” He hangs around 
Charlotte constantly, calls incessantly, and 
contrives deceptively random meetings. His 
supplication culminates in his playing nurse 
during her depression, cuddling her night 
after night—with their clothes on—without 
getting so much as a kiss on the cheek.

Against this pathetic show of non-virility, 
the allure of cool proves far stronger than the 
appeal of the mind. The first time Charlotte 
meets Hoyt, before he even knows her name, 
he tries to maneuver her into a one-night stand. 
This makes her indignant in the moment, but 
doesn’t stop her from pursuing him later; nor 
does seeing him brazenly dirty-dance with a 
hot blonde, right in her face and in front of 
her friends. Even after it’s all over with Hoyt, 
Charlotte can’t bring herself to feel anything 
more than a weak sisterly concern for Adam. 
Indeed, when Adam plunges into his own de-
pression and begs her to mother him the same 
way he had babied her, she does so—briefly, 
grudgingly, irritably, out of a sense of obliga-
tion and nothing else. For Hoyt—who drunk-
enly took her virginity and then never spoke 
to her again—she retains a naïve affection 
unto the end, and even a level of self-delusion:

Ah, Hoyt. If only you would come take 
one last look at what you so cavalierly 
discarded, at what you once loved—and 
love her you did—I know it!—if only for 
an evening or a single hour or one brief 
instant.

Perhaps Charlotte—like Helene with 
Porfirio Rubirosa—will never get over Hoyt, 
notwithstanding her superstar, super-alpha 
boyfriend. But then, by the end, Jojo too is 
sucking up to her. She considers herself his 

“teacher…mentor…nanny.” One wonders how 
long they will last.

Charlotte’s final brief encounter on the 
arena steps with Professor Starling brings 

her story to a fitting end. She had greatly im-
pressed this man and was given the extraor-
dinary opportunity—especially for a fresh-
man—to work as his research assistant. That 
chance has been squandered—along with the 
extraordinary potential that lifted Charlotte 
to Dupont in the first place.

Trading Up

In wolfe’s latest novel, back to blood 
(2012), Magdalena Otero—it’s worth 
pausing to recognize that Wolfe is the 

most inventive namer of characters since 
Charles Dickens—is the clearest possible ex-
pression of hypergamy in action. As the story 
progresses, she “trades up”—or tries—to a 
succession of higher-status men. None of her 
exes cheats on her or mistreats her in any way. 
She simply becomes dissatisfied, sees a chance 
to do better, and goes for it.

When the curtain rises, Magdalena is 
partnered to nice-guy cop Nestor Camacho. 
Nestor has many things going for him, includ-
ing an enormous upper body built by repeat-
edly climbing a 55-foot rope without using 
his legs. But he loses Magdalena by forgetting 
how he won her:

Suave he must have looked when he had 
to prevent this jebita from passing the 
barricade across 16th Avenue at Calle 
Ocho and she put up this big argument…
and then he smiled at her in a certain 
way and said I’d love to let you by—but 
I’m not going to and kept on smiling in 
that certain way and she told him two 
nights later that when he started smil-
ing she thought she had charmed him 
into letting her have her way but then 
he stood her up rigid with but I’m not 
going to—and it turned her on.

By the time we readers first see them together, 
muscle-bound Nestor is all lovey-dovey mush. 
Magdalena is repulsed.

So she dumps him for Dr. Norman Lew-
is—with whom, incidentally, she’s already 
spending the night. Norman is much older 
than Nestor and a decidedly inferior physi-
cal specimen. But he’s an americano with blue 
eyes and wavy light brown hair, plus a high-

priced condo, a speedboat, and a national 
reputation, all of which confer a certain sta-
tus—on her. “You want everybody to know 
that Dr. Norman Lewis is your boyfriend! 
Admit it!” Magdalena harangues herself. “[Y]
ou want his picture all over the page by the 
time the 60 Minutes thing…is on. Right? You 
want them to know you possess that gorgeous 
blond, blue-eyed americano, that glamorous, 
famous Older Man!”

Russian oligarch Sergei Korolyov com-
bines Nestor’s physique with levels of money, 
power, and fame that Norman can’t touch. 
Magdalena dives into Sergei’s bed after only 
their third meeting, and first real date—alac-
rity she is able to rationalize as “the modern 
sequence of love.” But she is scarcely afforded 
30 minutes to revel in this fairy tale before it 
collapses into a putrid pumpkin. In the most 
humiliating fashion, Magdalena is smacked 
with the realization that she is but one in an 
endless series—“pumped and dumped,” as 
the pick-up artists say—an outcome any fool 
could and should have seen coming a light 
year away. But the lure of muscles, money, and 
a foreign accent….

When allure gives way to danger, the pri-
mal instinct to seek protection resurges and 
the formerly unexciting suddenly appears in a 
different light. Magdalena, fearing that Sergei 
might be involved in a crime, seeks the com-
fort of Nestor’s arms. “It was like he was be-
ing all manly and taking charge,” she gushes 
to a girlfriend later, “like he knew something 
about it and knew what to do. He was kind 
of…I don’t know…hot.”

From Helene to Magdalena—and many 
others in between—Wolfe’s women are not, 
alas, in their every action paragons of every 
known virtue. But they are real women—
with real strengths, desires, and failings. Tom 
Wolfe lifts the lid off their ids to reveal that 
what motivates them is consistent and com-
prehensible—and quite different from what 
drives men. Because what he shows isn’t al-
ways pretty, we’ve preferred not to notice. In 
an era of collapsing marriage, rising illegiti-
macy, elite cheerleading for false rape accusa-
tions, and much else, it’s high time we started 
paying attention.

Michael Anton is a writer living in New York.
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Good Cops, Bad Cops

Discussed in this essay:

Blue Bloods, created by Robin Green and 
Mitchell Burgess. CBS Television.

If you’ve been watching any of the 
trendy new programs on cable television, 
your first response to Blue Bloods, the CBS 

crime drama which recently ended its fifth 
season, will likely be: this is some old-fashioned 
TV! There’s no profanity, nudity, explicit sex, 
or extreme violence, and at the center of the 
series is an Irish Catholic family, the Reagans, 
who have worked in law enforcement for three 
generations. 

The patriarch, Henry Reagan (Len Cariou), 
is a former beat cop who rose through the 
ranks to become police commissioner. His 
son, Frank (Tom Selleck), followed the same 
trajectory and now holds that office. Henry 
and Frank are both widowers, and one of 
Frank’s sons, Joe, was a police officer killed in 
the line of duty. Another son, Danny (Donnie 
Wahlberg), is a detective, devoted to his wife, 
Linda (Amy Carlson) and two young boys, 
Jack and Sean (Tony and Andrew Terracia-
no). Frank’s daughter, Erin (Bridget Moyna-
han), is an assistant district attorney who is 
divorced and raising a precocious teenage girl, 
Nicky (Sami Gayle). And Frank’s youngest 
son, Jamie (Will Estes), is a graduate of Har-
vard Law School who wasn’t planning on en-
tering the “family business” but had a change 
of heart after Joe’s death.

By opening and closing one case per epi-
sode, Blue Bloods partakes of the classic TV 
genre, the “procedural drama.” The best 
known example is Law & Order, which ran 
on NBC for 20 seasons without once deviat-
ing from a scheme as strict as the rhymes in 
a limerick: the first half-hour traces the dis-
covery of a homicide, followed by an inves-
tigation and arrest; the second shows a jury 
trial and verdict. Law & Order spawned four 
spin-offs and countless imitations, all offering 
a predictable—and idealized—portrait of the 
American criminal justice system.

I say idealized because every single Law & 
Order episode concludes with a jury trial. This 
can be dramatic and inspiring to watch, not 
only for Americans but also for viewers over-
seas, especially in countries where there is no 
such thing as due process. But it is also wild-
ly—I’m tempted to say criminally—unrealis-
tic. In America today, the jury trial is practi-

lows a formula. Although the Reagans have 
a rule against “shop talk,” their attention in-
evitably turns to whoever appears to have 
had the worst week. Noting that one Reagan 
is moping, irritable, or preoccupied, another 
will say, “Please pass the potatoes—what’s 
wrong?” And the floodgates will open, as all 
four generations weigh in with questions, ad-
vice, reminiscences, and differences of opin-
ion—some quite heated.

Not surprisingly, these scenes contain 
some of the best and worst moments in the 
show. The best occur when the cast interacts 
in a way that feels spontaneous and real. Not 
evident to the audience but important to the 
actors is the need for the whole ensemble to 
meet on a regular basis, in order to film these 
scenes. As Selleck explained in an interview, 
these meetings foster camaraderie; “in some 
shows you can go months without ever work-
ing with or seeing your costars.” Especially 
fine are the moments when one of Danny’s 
sons asks some elephant-in-the-room ques-
tion, and the elders struggle to come up with a 
truthful but age-appropriate answer.

As for the worst moments, they occur 
when the writers editorialize. The original 
writer-producers, Robin Green and Mitchell 
Burgess, were veterans of the HBO series The 
Sopranos, so when Blue Bloods premiered in 
2010, they told the press:

We did the anti-hero for all those 
years…. But every great character you 
see on TV right now is dark…. We 
wanted to rediscover the hero.

Green and Burgess left after the first season, 
but Blue Bloods still focuses on heroism. Its 
overall message, as unapologetic and visible 
as a silver shield on a blue shirt, is that every 
hour of the day and night, thousands of hard-

cally extinct; more than 95% of U.S. criminal 
convictions are by guilty pleas, typically the 
result of plea-bargains.

The Sunday Dinner Scene

On this score, blue bloods is more 
realistic. Jury trials are scarce, and 
most cases end up being pleaded out 

before Assistant District Attorney Erin Rea-
gan. Yet this, too, can be dramatic and inspir-
ing, because by the time Erin extracts just the 
right guilty plea and hands down just the right 
sentence, the case has been duly processed by 
several of her relatives. If Jamie didn’t make 
the collar, then Danny did. If Danny was too 
zealous in the investigation, then Erin or Frank 
stepped in to correct him. If the case raised po-
litical hackles, then it landed on Frank’s desk.

Not only that, but every week the most im-
portant cases also land on the senior Reagans’ 
dining-room table, where the family gathers 
for dinner every Sunday. Executive producer 
Leonard Goldberg calls this Sunday dinner 
scene “the hallmark of our show.” It, too, fol-
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working, dutiful cops are out there battling 
the misery, depravity, and sheer evil that in-
habit the great city of New York.

At the same time, Blue Bloods can be quite 
critical of the NYPD. For example, while af-
firming the virtues of loyalty and solidarity, 
the Reagans condemn the tendency of police 
to raise a “blue wall of silence” around cor-
ruption, misconduct, and brutality. A central 
theme of the show is how much honesty, ac-
countability, and openness are possible in an 
organization whose responsibilities include 
protecting officers and witnesses from crimi-
nal reprisals, not to mention preventing ter-
rorist attacks. Unfortunately, these topics are 
frequently treated in a manner more didactic 
than dramatic—especially during those Sun-
day dinner scenes, when the cast’s normally 
fluid acting stiffens into a set-piece debate, fol-
lowed by a mini-lecture by one of the patri-
archs, usually Frank.

Different Genres, Different Audiences

This editorializing may be the result 
of combining two very different genres: 

the procedural, in which the characters’ pri-
vate lives are mere background to their public 
roles; and the family-centered show, in which 
the opposite is true. To the extent that Blue 

Bloods is modeled on another successful CBS 
series, The Good Wife (about a high-priced de-
fense attorney whose estranged husband is a 
well-connected Chicago politician), it strives 
to foreground both the private and the pub-
lic. But in the case of Blue Bloods, this requires 
considerable artifice. In particular, it asks the 
viewer to believe that in New York it is normal 
for hundreds of criminal cases to pass through 
the hands of not just one or two members of 
the same family, but up to six (counting Linda 
the nurse).

It is, of course, true that the NYPD has a 
tradition of multigenerational service, espe-
cially among Irish Catholics. It is also true 
that the best way to get something done in a 
large urban bureaucracy is to trade in personal 
connections, including those of family, neigh-
borhood, and faith. But Blue Bloods beggars 
belief when it portrays Jamie working a beat 
that covers all five boroughs; or Danny pursu-
ing cases from lofts to liquor stores, boutiques 
to bodegas, penthouses to crack houses. The 
naïve viewer might well get the impression 
that New York is a small island nation, like 
Singapore or Bahrain, ruled by a single pow-
erful clan.

Reinforcing this impression are the “money 
shots”—glorious aerial views of New York—
which illuminate the screen every few min-

utes (and also, it must be said, justify the exis-
tence of high-definition TV). These stunning 
panoramas add an extra layer of meaning to 
the many times when Frank is besieged by 
bad guys, smooth operators, or just plain fools, 
and he hunkers down and growls something 
to the effect of, “This is my city, and I’m not 
going to let you mess with it.”

When Blue Bloods was first launched, there 
was a dispute between the higher-ups at CBS, 
who wanted it to be a straight procedural dra-
ma; and some of the creative types involved, 
notably Selleck, who wanted it to be more 
family-centered. The media blamed the dis-
pute on “creative differences,” but it was more 
than that. It was a disagreement about a ques-
tion that now looms large in every corner of 
the U.S. entertainment industry: which audi-
ence is more important, the domestic Ameri-
can one, or the increasingly lucrative global 
one? As the Wall Street Journal explains, the 
two have different priorities:

[P]rocedurals are more popular over-
seas than serialized programs and are 
easier to sell. That is, in large part, be-
cause individual episodes stand on their 
own and don’t have to be viewed as part 
of a bigger story. That helps procedural 
shows do better in repeats than serial-
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ized dramas. Plus, the simple plots in 
procedurals tend to travel better than 
the often over-the-top, American-cen-
tric story lines that dominate prime-
time soaps.

Occasionally referred to as the “prime-time 
soap” because it was pioneered in the 1980s 
with Dallas and Dynasty, the serialized drama 
reached maturity with shows like The Sopra-
nos and is now the most sophisticated genre 
in American television. Linguistically sophis-
ticated, culturally nuanced, weaving multiple 
storylines together over multiple seasons, the 
serialized drama is often compared to the 
novel. And like the novel, it is best consumed 
in large chunks. Thus, many Americans now 

“binge watch” serialized dramas, on either 
DVD or streaming video. But this pattern of 
viewing has yet to take hold overseas, where 
people still tune in weekly to their favorite 
shows, a pattern that favors the self-contained, 
interchangeable episodes of the procedural. 
Hence executive producer Goldberg’s wry 
observation that, rather than green-light any-
thing original, the networks ask, “Why not do 
CSI Tel Aviv?… Or, you know, Law & Order 
Pittsburgh”?

As this comment suggests, procedurals 
travel well because they follow the same for-

mula regardless of setting. The same is true 
of other globally successful American enter-
tainment: along with being generic and pre-
dictable, it requires no particular linguistic 
or cultural understanding. Put another way, 
such entertainment is not “too American” 
to be shown overseas—or to be imitated by 
foreign entertainment industries, including 
those in authoritarian countries where all 
the media are effectively controlled by the 
state. Interestingly, this cannot really be said 
of the procedural. Whether legal or medical, 
this genre is about doing things the right way, 
according to the proper procedure. In the legal 
procedural, this means judging every case ac-
cording to a very American understanding of 
due process. Hence, the hidden virtue of a 
program like Law & Order is that it teaches 
viewers in China, Russia, Iran, and other 
repressive countries what it means to have 
rights under the rule of law. No one is se-
riously pitching a show called Law & Order 
Moscow.

There’s a similar hidden virtue in Blue 
Bloods. The device of making New York ap-
pear a Reagan fiefdom speaks to a salient 
problem in the post-Cold War world. Despite 
widespread cynicism, democracy is still the 
form of government aspired to by most of the 
world’s people. But to realize that aspiration, 

it is necessary to transcend the loyalties of 
family, kinship, and tribe. That aspiration is 
reinforced every time a foreign viewer hears 
one Reagan say to another, “I know you want 
me to bend the rules for you, but I can’t do 
that. I’ve got to do my job.”

The Current Crisis

It is all the more disappointing, then, 
to see Blue Bloods do such a poor job of 
illuminating the current crisis of law en-

forcement in America. This crisis’s most glar-
ing indicator is the rate of incarceration. As of 
June 2014, the United States had the second 
highest in the world (behind the tiny island 
nation of Seychelles), with 716 inmates per 
100,000 population, far higher than Russia’s 
rate of 490. America also has the largest abso-
lute number of inmates: 2.2 million, far more 
than China’s 1.6 million.

Painful to report, the main reason why this 
issue has not been on the political front burn-
er is that 40% of incarcerated persons in the 
United States are black, even though African 
Americans make up only 13% of the total U.S. 
population. A huge number were sentenced 
for drug-related offenses, such as trafficking 
and possession. But instead of diminishing 
the nation’s drug problem, current drug laws 
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Bubbles (Andre Royo), lesbian detective Kima 
Greggs (Sonja Sohn), tightly wound deputy 
police commissioner Cedric Daniels (Lance 
Reddick), and, most poignantly, sweet-natured 
16-year-old dealer Wallace (Michael B. Jordan), 
whose violent death serves as the season’s tragic 
denouement.

Unfortunately, The Wire is so rich in black 
characters, and so relentless in its probing of 
the connection between crime in low places 
and corruption in high places (including the 
Baltimore political establishment), it never 
attracted a huge domestic audience, much 
less a foreign one. One of the most highly 
acclaimed serialized dramas, it has a robust 
following in secondary U.S. markets (DVD 
and streaming video). But to make it to these 
secondary markets, a program must first 
succeed in the primary one. And as Simon 
commented recently, “I’m not sure The Wire 
could survive now. The stakes are higher for 
HBO.”

Whitewashed for Export?

If by “higher stakes” simon means the 
global TV market, then this is dispiriting 
news for American popular culture and 

its ability to grapple with American problems. 
Much as we might admire Blue Bloods for re-
minding us what good policing looks like, its 

conformity to the procedural formula ham-
pers its ability to connect that vision of good 
policing to the harsh realities of the underly-
ing crisis.

Here’s an example: Season 4 of Blue Bloods 
includes an episode about an angry husband 
being arrested during a domestic dispute, 
then dying from an illegal chokehold while 
in custody. Used for many years by American 
police, the chokehold has a racially charged 
history. In 1982, after a high proportion of 
African Americans had died during police 
chokeholds in Los Angeles, that city’s po-
lice chief, Daryl Gates, ordered a study of 
whether this “valuable tool” was more harm-
ful to blacks than to whites. That might have 
been tolerated—indeed, some black leaders 
had been making that very claim. But then 
Chief Gates put his foot in it, suggesting to 
the media that when the chokehold is applied 
to “some blacks,…the veins or arteries do not 
open up as fast as they do on normal people” 
(emphasis added).

It’s hard to imagine that the Blue Bloods 
writers didn’t know this history. But if they 
didn’t, they had ample opportunity to learn 
about it when, three months after their epi-
sode aired, a resident of Staten Island named 
Eric Garner met a similar death at the hands 
of police who had stopped him for selling 
non-taxed cigarettes. Yet consider the differ-

and modes of enforcement have hollowed out 
entire neighborhoods and placed the drug 
trade at the center of local economies.

The good news (there isn’t much) is that 
this crisis seems to be one of the few that can 
conceivably draw liberals and conservatives 
together. In recent years there has emerged an 
imperfect but potentially effective consensus 
on the need to reduce the alarming cost, both 
fiscal and human, of so much incarceration. 
There is also broad agreement on the need for 
more and better policing, guided by a recogni-
tion of certain hard facts, including racial bias 
and the “blue wall of silence” among police; 
and the grotesquely high murder rates among 
low-income blacks. (According to FBI crime 
statistics, African Americans now account for 
25.5% of New York City’s population, 70% of 
its shooting arrests, and 73.9% of its shooting 
victims.)

The best TV treatment of this national cri-
sis is still The Wire, a serialized drama created 
for HBO back in 2002 by Baltimore crime 
reporter David Simon. During its first sea-
son, Simon’s show offered a stark, naturalistic 
portrait of the ravages of the drug trade in that 
city. It also boasted a rich array of three-dimen-
sional black characters: reluctant gang leader 
D’Angelo Barksdale (Larry Gilliard, Jr.), en-
trepreneurial hit man Omar Little (Michael K. 
Williams), former addict and police informer 



Claremont Review of Books w Spring 2015
Page 81

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Summer 2015

Charles Murray
The American Dream

Joseph Epstein
T.S. Eliot

James W. Ceaser
Obama as Messiah

Carol Iannone
Feminism Unfinished

James H. Hutson
Nature’s God

Christopher Caldwell
Ronald Reagan

Allan H. Meltzer
The Crash of 1921

Lauren Weiner
Hollywood Traitors

Brian T. Kennedy
The New Isolationism

Douglas Kries
Thomas Aquinas

Subscribe today.

www.claremont.org/subscribe

in the 

next issue 

ences between the Eric Garner case and the 
way Blue Bloods dealt with the issue: Garner 
was black, and the officer accused of chok-
ing him, Daniel Pantaleo, was white; and 
although Pantaleo had been sued several 
times for misconduct, he was not indicted 
for Garner’s death. In Blue Bloods, the victim 
of the chokehold is white, and although the 
white cop who chokes him is not indicted ei-
ther, justice is nonetheless served—because 
two Reagans, Erin and Frank, intervene to 
expose the cop’s violent past and make sure 
he gets fired.

I mentioned that the classic procedural, 
Law & Order, is unrealistic in concluding ev-
ery homicide case with a full-blown jury trial. 
Related to this is another unrealistic aspect, 
namely, that the vast majority of characters 
convicted of murder on this classic procedural 
are white, and sufficiently wealthy to be able to 
afford good defense lawyers. Given the huge 
popularity of Law & Order in foreign mar-
kets, are we to assume that to succeed over-
seas it is not enough to be a procedural—that 
a program must also avoid having too many 
black characters, or delve too deeply into the 
fraught subject of race?

During the first four seasons of Blue Bloods, 
the only black faces to appear for more than 
a brief cameo are Mayor Carter Poole (David 
Ramsey), a Yale grad whose liberal views don’t 
mesh with Frank’s conservative instincts; and  
the Reverend Darnell Potter (Ato Essandoh), 
an opportunist and demagogue clearly mod-
eled on Al Sharpton. To those of us who have 
grown weary of Sharpton-style “leadership,” 
it is gratifying to see Frank go mano à mano 
with Potter and win. But given the depth of 
hostility now existing between police and low-
income African Americans, it is not enough 
to have Frank score debating points against 
Potter whenever the latter rants about the 
NYPD being “an occupying army” and him-
self the leader of the “resistance.” The lan-
guage may be ill chosen, but the reality is not 
so easily dismissed. If liberals and conserva-
tives agree on anything, it is that policing goes 
from bad to worse when there is not even a 
modicum of trust between officers and law-
abiding residents.

The obvious way to dramatize this need 
would be to have Jamie and his female partner, 
the attractive, feisty Eddie Janko (Vanessa 
Ray), stop bouncing from borough to borough 
and start seriously patrolling a single tough 
neighborhood. But this isn’t likely to happen, 
because the space allotted to Jamie and Eddie 
is largely taken up with a cute cop-meets-cop 
flirtation that, in keeping with the most cli-
chéd of all TV formulas, is designed to keep 
us guessing, Will they or won’t they?

Quick and Easy Resolutions

In the recently ended season 5, there 
were some attempts at greater realism. In 
one episode, a black suspect is seriously 

injured during a stop-and-frisk. The officer in 
question is wearing a body camera, but because 
it quits at the crucial moment, he is accused 
of turning it off. As it happens, the incident is 
captured on video by a local woman, watching 
from the window of her beauty parlor. There’s a 
powerful scene in which Frank meets with the 
woman, and she confronts him with the objec-
tions many black New Yorkers have to stop-
and-frisk: “My law-abiding sons feel falsely ac-
cused every time they walk down the street!”

But here, too, Blue Bloods is evasive. As 
Frank reminds the woman, the officer in ques-
tion is a black man like her sons, and like them, 
he grew up in that neighborhood with a clean 
record and respect for the law. Not only that, 
but in the end, the woman’s video exonerates 
the officer. A nice resolution, but what about 
all the officers, white and black, who are not ex-
onerated by a video? What about all the young 
people who do not have a clean record or much 
respect for the law, but who do not deserve to 
be manhandled by police? And what about all 
the incidents in which someone is hurt or killed, 
but there is no dispositive evidence to stop the 
bitter accusations and counter-accusations?

If Blue Bloods is renewed for a sixth season 
(and the betting is that it will be), then per-
haps it can summon the confidence to tackle 
these questions. I hope so, if only because of 
the solid instincts it has brought to bear on 
the questions it does tackle. But to move in 
this direction, the writers will have to intro-
duce some longer story lines—and that means 
moving away from the procedural and toward 
the serialized drama.

The point is borne out by two examples 
from Season 5: the episode in which Danny 
is required to mentor a black teenage girl with 
major attitude; and the two-part season fi-
nale, in which a beloved senior officer and his 
wife—both African Americans devoted to 
helping troubled youth—are gunned down 
by a stone-hearted gang leader. Both of these 
storylines are promising, but in keeping with 
the iron law of the procedural, they are re-
solved far too quickly. The teenager’s attitude 
is transformed in one episode, which strains 
credulity. And the gang murder is resolved in 
two episodes, which is not enough time for us 
care about it either way.

Of course, none of this matters if Ameri-
can popular culture is just a widget manu-
factured to make money at home and abroad. 
But perhaps we ought to think twice before 
allowing it to be so cheapened.
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by David Lowenthal

Frost’s Mite

The contemplative frost observed
A mite upon a sheet of white,
And watched it scurry to and fro 

To circumvent his finger’s probe.
“A mind,” said he. “It has a mind,
The smidgen mite is of our kind.” 
With a capacity like ours
For safety, first of needed powers,
A link across life’s spectrum broad,
From humble mite to human lord.
Of things that move, none can survive
No painted frog, no bee in hive, 
No fluked leviathan, no bird,
No roaring beast nor cattled herd,
Without some means of sensing threats,
Averting harm, defeat, and death.

That’s what life’s for, the sage will say,
Self-preservation, come what may.
But is that true, or are there not
Some purposes the sage forgot? 
We live not for ourselves alone;
The fate of others we bemoan
And often risk our limb or life 
For others, braving every strife.
On friendship do we dote for joy,
A union strong, a fair alloy.
And then there’s offspring—all do wish
To more than feast at their own dish.
They reach beyond what they can see;
They long for immortality. 

Is that the purpose of it all? 
Is that what preservation’s for?
Peculiar that our life should be
A prelude to our not-to-be,
A preparation for our heirs
Who in turn prepare for theirs.
But life itself is more than that, 

More than a care for one’s own fat, 
More than, in truth, a passing on
Of one’s own flesh beyond the morn. 
Life fills out every kind of being
Enjoys the clucking and the laying.
The snore after the feverish chase, 
The peacock’s glorious displays,
Each kind its own peculiar glee
In doing what comes naturally. 

O come, ye poets, painters, come,
The other sides of things to plumb,
Come with your colors and your rhymes,

Composers come, with tones and times. 
To fill the air with music fair,
Delights that move both eye and ear. 
And stir the mind to contemplate
The world where beauty dwells in state.
Come sit in awe of heavens above
And sing of all the things we love.

Life has true ends, no doubt of that,
And far beyond our own fiat.
Beauty’s no by-product mere,
But for itself is held right dear.
And virtue loves nobility
Not simply for utility
And thought not just a means to prey,
The body’s slave in every way, 
Not just an instrument for being
But source of truth and deeper seeing. 
Here is the place of mind, in all,
A chance? A means? No, highest call! 

Are these things known? Then Frost was right
To celebrate the mindful mite,
And in its scurrying to find
An ancestor to human kind.     
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978-1-4422-3935-7 • $15.95 • Paper

Martha Jefferson
An Intimate Life with Thomas Jefferson
By William G. Hyland Jr.

“Martha Jefferson was the most important person in Thomas 
Jefferson’s life. William Hyland’s insightful portrait tells us 
how this little understood fact acquired a tragic dimension.” 
—Thomas Fleming, author of The Intimate Lives of the 
Founding Fathers

2015 • 310 pages
978-1-4422-3983-8 • $38.00 • Cloth
978-1-4422-3984-5 • $37.99 • eBook

Masters of the Games
Essays and Stories on Sport
By Joseph Epstein

“Mr. Epstein’s collection of sports-themed essays, memoir vignettes 
and short stories, shows a writerly approach to sports without the 
usual clichés. . . . And the simplicity of Mr. Epstein’s argument is 
winning.’”—The Wall Street Journal

2015 • 320 pages
978-1-4422-3653-0 • $24.95 • Cloth
978-1-4422-3654-7 • $11.99 • eBook

The Pity of War
England and Germany, Bitter Friends, Beloved Foes
By Miranda Seymour

“Miranda Seymour’s [stories] have a hypnotic effect. Imagine your-
self outside a café overlooking a seaside esplanade. The mood is 
elegiac: nostalgia shot through with a sense of foreboding. . . . 
A vivid, well-researched book.”—Bbc History

2015 • 528 pages
978-1-4422-4174-9 • $32.00 • Cloth
978-1-4422-4175-6 • $31.99 • eBook

You Run the Show or the Show Runs You
Capturing Professor Harold W. Rood’s Strategic Thought 
for a New Generation
By J.D. Crouch II and Patrick J. Garrity

“Great minds are lost to history unless their followers sustain and 
enlarge their ideas. More than an ode to a beloved professor, this 
book is a tidy compendium of strategic thinking for our days.”  
—John Hamre, Center for Strategic and International Studies, and 
former Deputy Secretary of Defense.

2015 • 268 pages
978-1-4422-4473-3 • $80.00 • Cloth
978-1-4422-4474-0 • $79.99 • eBook

Beyond Gatsby
How Fitzgerald, Hemingway, and Writers of the 1920s 
Shaped American Culture
By Robert McParland

“This thorough and penetrating analysis succeeds in showing the 
1920s to be a golden age of American literature that still influences 
readers and scholars.”—Library Journal

2015 • 274 pages
978-1-4422-4708-6 • $38.00 • Cloth
978-1-4422-4709-3 • $37.99 • eBook

University Ethics
How Colleges Can Build and Benefit from a Culture of 
Ethics
By James F. Keenan, SJ

“James F. Keenan, SJ, has written an outstanding book filled with 
examples and details that could improve daily life within higher 
education for faculty members and students. Building a culture of 
ethics in higher education is rarely developed as a scholarly topic, 
and this book fills an important role. I highly recommend this 
book.” —Elaine E. Englehardt, Distinguished Professor of Ethics, 
Utah Valley University; co-editor of The Ethical Challenges of 
Academic Administration

2015 • 292 pages
978-1-4422-2372-1 • $34.00 • Cloth
978-1-4422-2373-8 • $33.99 • eBook
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